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                                                                    Abstract 

Succession planning is used in nonprofit organizations as a process to develop and identify key 

people with the potential to fill leadership positions within the organization. Succession plans are 

normally created by a team of board members, the incoming and outgoing Executive Directors, 

and key staff within the organization. There are times that succession plans require the help of 

individuals outside of the organization, such as a nonprofit consulting team to provide advice for 

the organization. Succession plans provide a guide for the organization to use as leadership 

gradually changes, or there is a sudden change in directors. Lack of a succession plan often 

leaves nonprofit organizations in a bind. By having a succession plan in place within nonprofit 

organizations, it allows the members, board, and organization to be prepared for changes in 

leadership. The research conducted discovered that both Executive Directors, as well as board 

members of nonprofit organizations find succession planning to be useful, but lacking in their 

organization. By conducting this research, it allowed information to be shared about how 

succession planning could help nonprofit organizations, and the result was the development of a 

working succession plan for Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County.  
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Introduction:  

Nonprofits of all types, whether they are healthcare, arts, or direct service of others, are 

impacted by the lack of or the possession of an outdated succession plan. Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County is one nonprofit who was recently faced with this challenge. The current 

Executive Director who had been in the Executive Director position for over thirty-five years, 

suddenly found herself in a position to move on from the organization, and make a change in her 

personal life. The current Program Director of this specific affiliate had been approached about 

potentially taking over the Executive Director role – but found that there was an issue. Girls Inc. 

had no succession plan in place for the transition of leadership or directors.  

This situation is common among many small nonprofit organizations. The organizations 

and their boards find that when the time comes for current Executive Directors to leave, there 

isn’t an action plan set in place for the “what’s next” phase. Problems arise with how to let the 

current Executive Director exit gracefully, while also empowering the new Executive Director. 

Boards question how they notify funders of the nonprofit organization of the change of directors, 

and how that could impact donations in the future. There are also issues that occur in the 

leadership of staff members under the current executive, and the transitioning of staff being 

accustomed to a new executive. These reasons and more could cause difficulties for the board, 

funders, staff, and the overall organization if there is not a succession plan in place.   

Problem Statement:  

Succession plans take time to create, which is often why nonprofits do not have one in 

place. There is also a vast amount of information and steps that must be taken by both the Board 

of Directors and the Executive Director, to successfully implement a plan. Research shows that if 
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a nonprofit organization is not prepared for a current Executive Director to leave, due to an 

emergency or by choice, there are drastic changes that occur within the organization. Due to this, 

succession plans are valuable and needed in small nonprofit organizations.  

To provide more background information and collect more data about the use and value 

of succession plans, interviews were conducted with board members, and employees of nonprofit 

organizations about the failure or success of their succession plans. Based upon this primary 

research and additional scholarly research, a succession plan model was created for Girls 

Incorporated of Jefferson County to help with the transition of leadership and directors when that 

time arrives.  

Hypothesis: 

If a nonprofit organization lacks a succession plan or has an outdated succession plan, 

then there will not be a smooth transition of leadership and directors in the nonprofit 

organization.  

Independent Variable 

 Succession plans  

Succession plans are the independent variable because the importance of them remains 

the same, and is constant. 

Dependent Variable 

 Success of a smooth transition of leadership in a nonprofit organization  

The success of nonprofit organizations is the dependent variable because the success of a 

nonprofit organization depends upon the working succession plan, or lack of a succession plan.   

Primary research was done in the form of interviews to collect information from current and past 

executive directors of nonprofit organizations, as well as current members of a nonprofit Board 
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of Directors on their lack of, or implementation of succession plans. The goal of the interviews 

was to collect information that could be used when creating a succession plan, as well as gather 

information on what prevented succession planning from occurring in nonprofit organizations.   

Background 

 Research on succession plans resulted in the most scholarly articles to suggest that 

nonprofit organizations would benefit from having a succession plan in place. Research also 

recommends that many nonprofit organizations do not have succession plans in place for various 

reasons. These reasons range from having an inexperienced board, a long-time serving Executive 

Director that appears to stay forever, or not having the “what if” conversation about what could 

occur within the organization if there is not a succession plan in place. Research articles and 

board members point out that succession plans impact all parts of the organization, including 

Executive Director relations, board governance issues, donor relationships, and community 

relations. The impact of these components of the organizations have cause for concern when 

there is a lack of succession planning or an outdated succession plan.  

Executive Director Relations 

An article that was written by Susan Gothard and Michal Austin, titled Leadership 

Succession Planning: Implications for Nonprofit Human Service Organizations emphasizes the 

importance of having a succession plan in place at all times, not just when the current Executive 

Director is considering leaving (Gothard & Austin, 2013). Many nonprofit organizations decide 

to implement a succession plan when an Executive Director mentions moving on from the 

organization, but Gothard and Austin stress the importance of unforeseen situations that might 

occur. For example, what if something terrible happens to the Executive Director, or he/she is 

suddenly unable to serve the nonprofit organization? Does the organization have documented 
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and approved guidelines of how to do the Executive Directors job – or an overview of the job 

details that an individual in that position is responsible for? Does the Board of Directors have a 

plan of who will help continue the organization as they seek a new Executive Director, or is there 

an internal staff member that can help serve as interim Executive Director until the next step is 

taken? Furthermore, Gothard and Austin provide a timeline for how succession plans may impact 

an organization and the planning of the transition of leaders. For example, a departure plan of 

two to three years may allow for substantial strategic planning initiatives. Additionally, a 

departure plan on one to two years may call for a more focused organizational assessment and 

the use of already existing strategic plans. Lastly, a departure plan of a year or less would have to 

utilize expedited planning and decision making related to the approach of the transition (Gothard 

& Austin, 2013).   

There are also articles that suggest that succession planning has a psychological impact 

on both the incoming and outgoing Executive Director. Ron Matan, writer of Succession 

Planning: A Journey, Not a Destination! does an excellent job of emphasizing the importance of 

being delicate towards the feelings of the outgoing Executive Director. Matan explains that one 

of the biggest reasons he has discovered that nonprofit organizations do not set up a succession 

plan is because of the current Executive Director. He states that he has found that the Board of 

Directors don’t usually put a succession plan at the top of their priority list because the current 

Executive Director may feel that the board is essentially asking he/she to plan for the end of their 

role in the organization. Matan goes on to explain that although that is what the board is 

fundamentally asking the Executive Director to do, it is of the utmost importance that the board 

handles the situation with caution and appreciation for what the Executive Director has done for 

the organization. This articles stresses that it is important for nonprofit organizations to do 
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internal leadership training to groom staff members of the organization to either potentially 

transition into the Executive Director role, or at least do cross-training to prepare staff members 

to have the knowledge of how pieces of the Executive Director position is done (Matan, 2010). 

Another tool that would be helpful in the transition of the Executive Director is the 

Nonprofit Executive Succession-Planning Toolkit, created by The Federal Reserve Bank of 

Kansas City, as it focuses on the importance of aiding nonprofit organizations in continuing 

strong leadership so the organizations may continue to give back to the community (The Federal 

Reserve Bank, 2012). In this Toolkit, it is suggested that for some nonprofit Executive Directors, 

taking an assessment or answering reflection questions can help he/she discover if leaving the 

organization is best for themselves, and the organization. In the questions, they ask the Executive 

Director to consider the reasons for staying in the organization, and the personal and professional 

reasons that they might be consider leaving. These questions allow he/her to answer questions 

based upon the nonprofit organization, but also answer questions if this move is best for them 

financially, emotionally, and physically. What hobbies will they take up after they no longer have 

the Executive Director role? Will they retire or take on a new job? Would they like to continue to 

stay involved in the organization, or step back from it completely? The Toolkit describes these 

questions as important because during this day in age many Executive Directors have been in 

their position for many years – and for them, it could be difficult to let such a large piece of their 

life go (The Federal Reserve Bank, 2012).  

Board Governance Issues 

Articles and research also suggest that there are rules and guidelines that should be 

considered when creating a succession plan. An article from Board Café: Succession Planning 

for Nonprofits of All Sizes written by Jan Masaoka and Tim Wolfred provides a well-written 
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article that outlines questions and issues that should be addressed by board members and 

committee members that are part of the succession planning process. Masaoka and Wolfred point 

out questions that are sometimes difficult to ask of a nonprofit Board of Directors. Does the 

board have the right mix of members for hiring a new executive? Often a board is comprised of 

seasonal experts who do an excellent job managing an Executive Director who has been in their 

position a long period and doesn’t require a lot of management and coaching. In other words, 

does the board have members on it that can help coach the new Executive Director, and continue 

to aid them in the transition process (Masaoka & Wolfred, 2005)? 

Masaoka and Wolfred also ask if the board can cover a fundraising dip, if one should 

happen after the current Executive Director leaves. Masaoka and Wolfred point out that 

fundraising dips depend on the time of the transition, as well as if the organization is in the 

middle of a legacy campaign. Furthermore, Masaoka and Wolfred advise that succession 

planning should include raising funds for the transition of leaders. With this question, it brings to 

light the fact that some funders and donors may cease funding if they are unsure about the 

transition of Executive Directors, or hold their loyalty to the current Executive Director and the 

relationship that was established over the years. This question allows the board to think about 

how a fundraising dip may affect the organization and gives the board an eye-opening insight to 

why a succession plan is so important. Events such as this may be able to be managed more 

when the current Executive Director does leave.  

Similar to Masaoka and Wolfred is Tom Adams, writer of, Top 10 Things Every Board 

Member Needs to Know.  Adams created a journal to expand the knowledge of succession 

planning in regards to board members in nonprofit sectors. Adams begins his research by laying 

the framework that a good succession plan includes the development of positive language and 
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attitudes about succession, good emergency backup plans, a succession policy, an organizational 

culture that encourages the growth of new leaders, and adequate preparation for the planned 

departure of the executive (Adams, 2013). Furthermore, Adams lists a ten-step program that 

gives an outline of what board members might find beneficial in fostering risk management and 

the overall development and advancement of nonprofits.  

Step One: “Agreeing on Your Terminology.”  

Adams asks that the board collectively determines what language best fits the situation – and 

then to agree on the term; whether it’s talent and management development, leadership planning 

or succession planning.  

Step Two: “Reduce Anxieties.”  

Adams points out that change can make people nervous, which is a main reason why succession 

planning is put off in the first place. Adams asks that board members review the vision and 

mission statement to make sure it is clear, and that the organization is fulfilling its mission. Trust 

is also a large piece of this step, as successful organizations are built on positive, open 

relationships between the executive and the board. Adams stresses that it is incredibly important 

in this step to avoid unnecessary fear and anxiety for the executive, staff, or board.  

Step Three: “Plan to Follow Through”  

 This is one of the most important steps because many times organizations will talk about a plan, 

but never set it in motion. Adams suggests to recruit one or two board members that are strictly 

in charge of keeping the succession plan in place, and meeting the deadlines that the board 

determines.  

Step Four: Build Support for Succession Planning”  

Step four asks the board to talk about the risks of failing to plan, and the benefits of succession 
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planning. It is important for the board to look at all situations, such as if an Executive Director 

suddenly leaves the position or can no longer serve the organization in their best capacity. It is 

also important for the board to recognize that by creating a succession plan, it creates a new 

energy and unleashes new talent in younger staff.  

Step Five: “Create an Emergency Backup Plan”  

This is the fifth step in the program, and the most detailed. By creating an emergency backup 

plan, an organization is prepared for a short or long term absence of an executive, as well as 

stating who assumes the functions and roles of the Executive Director during an absence.  

Step Six: “Develop and Adopt a Succession Policy”  

Step six addresses the following questions: What is the role of the board, staff, and current 

executive in hiring a new executive? Will any staff members be part of the committee in hiring, 

or how will staff be involved in the process? Will the organization use an outside consultant to 

help in the hiring of a new executive? What is the organization’s commitment to diversity and 

cultural competency during the recruitment and selection process (Adams,2013)?  

Step Seven: “Prepare for Executive Transition on the Horizon”  

The seventh step usually occurs within one to two years. Most departure-defined succession 

plans include support for the outgoing and incoming executives, agreement on financial terms of 

the departure, and development of a communication plan for a public announcement.  

Step Eight: “Make Executive Transition Win-Win” 

This step is completed by allowing proper grieving time over the departure of the current 

executive, while embracing new direction of the incoming executive.  
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Step Nine: “Infuse Leader Development into Board and Staff Plans”  

Step nine focuses on nurturing staff at all levels who can lead the charge for the organization’s 

mission. Adams explains that leadership development is important for an organization because it 

allows young staff in the organization to feel valued, as well as give them the opportunity to 

reach their highest potential. This step allows the organization to assess how each member 

contributes to the organization, and the strengths of each employee.  

Step Ten: “Learn More”  

Succession planning is something that a board should consistently be refreshing, as well as 

educating new board members on the existing plan.  

Donor Relationships  

Tom Wolfred wrote a case study that gave an example of how succession planning can be 

successful, and an article that lists case studies of succession plans that could have been 

improved. In 2012, Wolfred wrote an article titled, What I Learned from My Executive 

Transition. In this article Wolfred provides a narrative that provides a first account of an 

individual practice in succession planning, and what was a struggle or success. Wolfred mentions 

in his narrative article that a large piece of the succession plan that was helpful was a “letting go” 

ritual, which allowed him to have closure with funders he had grown close with, as well as 

saying goodbye to his staff members. In Wolfred’s ritual, he had a goodbye party with this peers 

at the organization, and the staff members also created a scrapbook of his time at the 

organization. Wolfred also went to lunch with external partners and funders he had worked 

closely with to express his appreciation for their support over the past years that he was the 

executive. Defining his role with the organization was an important step in Wolfred’s journey 

because it allowed him to still have an ongoing relationship with the organization. Wolfed stated 
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that this was a vital piece of his personal experience with a succession plan because it allowed 

him to have the ability to still be connected to an organization that he had grown to love and 

support over the years. When asked, what was surprising to him during his own succession, 

Wolfred stated that he wasn’t expecting the process to be so emotional for him, both on the 

personal and professional level. This article not only provides a case study that Executive 

Directors may relate to, but it also provides insight into the succession process and a way for 

other nonprofit organizations to learn from Wolfred’s successful succession plan (Wolfred, 

2012).  

Community Relations 

Additionally, Wolfred wrote another research piece titled Twelve Ways to Get a New 

Executive Director Off on the Right Foot, which was published in Blue Avocado – a nonprofit 

magazine. In this article, Wolfred provides transition steps and points to ensure that a new 

Executive Director starts off their reign on the right foot, by pointing out tips that have helped 

nonprofit organizations in the past. The article provides the Board of Directors ways to help the 

organization, whether helping the new Executive Director as an individual, or aiding in public 

information of the organization, such as releasing a press release (Wolfred, 2012). A large piece 

of this article is ensuring that a press release is sent to everyone, not just the press (as seen in the 

Appendix E). This ensures that all stakeholders of the organization are educated on the change in 

leadership – such as members, funders, donors, volunteers, and organizations in which the 

nonprofit is in contact with. Furthermore, the article articulates how essential it is to take time to 

listen to the new Executive Director and help he/she focus on what is important of the 

organization at that time. Wolfred mentions that as this point the new Executive Director will be 

brainstorming big ideas, and needing reassurance about the work they are doing. He emphasizes 
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that it’s important for the board to spend time with the new Executive Director, and help he/she 

set up meetings with important members of the community, as well as how to further get 

involved as the new head of their nonprofit organization. Wolfred states that although the 

experience of transition may be stressful, it’s important to make the succession plan as positive 

and encouraging as possible, for all parties involved (Wolfred, 2012). 

Important Aspects of a Succession Plan  

As shown from the background information, there are many people to consider when 

thinking about creating a succession plan. Succession plans impact many stakeholders – 

including the Executive Director, Board of Directors, staff, funders, and the members of the 

organization and even those who are served by the nonprofit organization. All stakeholders make 

up a part of succession planning, and it is important to acknowledge and prepare for how each 

stakeholder could be affected.  

 Executive Directors, both incoming and outgoing, are an important factor of creating a 

succession plan. Thomas McLaughlin, author of Moving Beyond Founder’s Syndrome to 

Nonprofit Success discusses the many ways that succession impacts executives – and the effect 

that a long serving executive may have on an organization (McLaughlin, 2008). Founder’s 

syndrome is when an executive has overseen an organization for so long that they see their ideals 

as being the right way to make decisions, and it’s hard for them to adapt new ideas or let other 

individuals take charge (McLaughlin, 2008). McLaughlin also describes that an Executive 

Director does not necessarily have to be the individual that created the organization to have 

founder’s syndrome. This is relevant because if a current executive has founder’s syndrome, it is 

likely that he/she will have a difficult time relinquishing their position within an organization. 

Everyone understands that when an Executive Director decides to leave the organization that it 
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must be carefully planned. Usually Executive Directors in this position have had the longest time 

out of anyone in the organization, so it makes sense that their exit and termination would be 

similarly planned (McLaughlin, 2008). Since a long serving executive holds a special place 

within the organization, it is of the utmost importance that his/her transition out of the 

organization is clear and concise.  

McLaughlin mentions that is it both important to celebrate the time of the Executive 

Director, but it is also important for the organization not dwell too much on the transition. 

Transition of directors and change in the organization can leave uncertainty and ambiguity within 

other staff members (McLaughlin, 2008). It is important to acknowledge that the long serving 

executive’s reign is now in the past, and that the organization now moves on to the new future of 

the organization. McLaughlin also points out that a large part of succession plan is that it’s 

important that the outgoing director is not part of the new plan to move forward. When the 

founder can’t let go, the lingering presence of the founder almost inevitably weakens his/her 

successor and confuses board and staff alike. Boundaries are useful, and the founder’s permanent 

absence is one more helpful boundary (McLaughlin, 2008).  

McLaughlin mentions that these parts of a succession plan of the outgoing, long serving 

executive is important because it directly impacts the incoming Executive Director. When the 

outgoing executive leaves, it is often that an incoming executive will be worrisome that they may 

not completely fill the shoes of the past executive – but it’s important to acknowledge that they 

wear two different shoes. It is imperative to acknowledge to the incoming executive that yes, the 

past executive did many great things, but there are also many new great things to come from the 

future – and to acknowledge that it’s okay if the future is different from the past. It is reasonable 

and desirable that the incoming executive wants knowledge and advice from the outgoing 
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executive, but McLaughlin points out that this should be on a time limit. No matter what the 

value, the long serving executive’s source should be treated as being finite, and the contact 

between the long serving executive and incoming executive should be low-key and off-site 

(McLaughlin, 2008). Overall, the work with the incoming and outgoing executive is a key piece 

of a succession plan.  

Another key part of the succession plan, is the Board of Directors. As Adams pointed out 

in Top 10 Things Every Board Member Needs to Know, it’s important that the board of a 

nonprofit organization has step-by-step guidelines to follow to have an easy transition of 

executives (Wertheimer, 2008). In The Board Chair Handbook written by Mindy R. Wertheimer, 

it is up to the board chair/president to make sure that a succession plan is in place – and updated 

as much as necessary. The foundation for succession planning emerges from the ongoing cycle of 

organizational renewal that embraces comprehensive examination of the organization through 

strategic planning, the chief executive performance evaluation, and the board assessment 

(Wertheimer, 2008). During the tenure of the board president he/she may have to deal with the 

transition period between executives, which may have to be initiated by the current executive or 

the Board of Directors – both of which work with the president of the board. Boards need to 

make sure that they analyze and assess the transition that could occur in the organization and 

what process would be appropriate (Wertheimer, 2008). It is up to the board chair to review and 

respond quickly, but also make sure he or she reviews all the key options with the entire board 

and the key players of creating a succession plan, as well as information about the transition.  

Overall, Wertheimer stresses that it is important that the board chair conducts annual 

evaluations of the current Executive Director and provides feedback by example and evidence of 

the work he or she has been doing. This could then tie into a succession plan, where the board 
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chair would ask questions of the Executive Director about what are key pieces of their position. 

Furthermore, it’s important for the board chair to make sure the steps of the succession plan are 

documented so other board members can follow along, or the next board president will know the 

process (Wertheimer, 2012). 

Staff Relations 

Succession planning always has the potential to affect staff relations within the 

organization. When a nonprofit has had a long-time executive, it is easy for staff members below 

the Executive Director to become accustomed to how things were done under that leader. When a 

change in leadership occurs, it is likely that a change in staffing occurs as well. Many times, the 

staff of an organization takes on the leadership styles and attributions of the leader of the 

organization. Sometimes this can be a positive reaction, and sometimes it can be negative. If the 

current Executive Director has an autocratic leadership style, meaning he or she makes all the 

decisions without consulting the other members of the organization – then staff members may 

not have much attachment to the current executive due to lack of interaction and decision 

making. Furthermore, if the current executive also has a dictatorship leadership style instead of 

holding a democracy, the current staff members might also not be bothered when it is time for 

the current Executive Director to transition out.  

On the opposite spectrum, staff may react differently to a transition of leadership if the 

new executive holds a charismatic leadership or a transformational leadership style. Charismatic 

leadership suggests that an executive would be inspirational to the staff he or she works with and 

would help encourage them to succeed in the best way. This would also include conversations 

between staff and the Executive Director about what the staff believes could make the 

organization work in the best way. Transformational and visionary leadership styles could also 
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play a role in a new Executive Director who comes in with many new ideas about how to change 

and improve the organization, which sometimes includes making changes to staff, or even letting 

go of certain positions. Whenever there is a transition in leadership and leadership styles, there 

are always adjustments that will be made within the staff of the organization, or even the Board 

of Directors.  

Funder relations 

 Funding of a nonprofit organization is a portion of a transition that always must be 

considered when changing the leadership of the overall organization. When funders give to a 

nonprofit organization, they most likely believe in the mission of the organization – but they also 

believe in the leader of the organization to implement that programs needed for the nonprofit to 

be successful. When working with a small nonprofit organization specifically, it is important that 

an Executive Director spends time in the community creating relations with potential donors and 

funders. This means that a partnership is created between that Executive Director and another 

individual or organization, and the funder then becomes a stakeholder in the nonprofit 

organization. When a transition occurs between Executive Directors, it is important that funders 

are not only notified but also introduced to the incoming Executive Director and given the 

opportunity to sit down and speak with them. 

 For a transition to go smoothly with funders, it is important that the outgoing Executive 

Director gives background to the incoming Executive Director about specific funders, the history 

of their giving, and how they are currently being approached to give gifts. It’s also vital for the 

incoming Executive Director to know how large of gifts that each donor gives, and the relation 

they have with the organization. Perhaps they have a child that benefits from the organization, or 

they have a fund set up in honor of a passed family member. Fundraising can sometimes be a 
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sensitive topic, so it is significant that the incoming Executive Director is given as much 

information as possible to continue the support of the funder.  

Member Relationships  

 If the nonprofit organization serves other individuals in the community, it is important to 

know how the transition of leadership may affect the members. For example, if there was a 

transition of Executive Directors at a Boys and Girls Club, and the outgoing Executive Director 

was extremely prominent in interacting with the children at the club, it would be important that 

this was recognized. Perhaps the outgoing executive could have a going away party with the kids 

at the club, or notify them in some fashion to help them understand that he/she would no longer 

be much at the center. This is important, especially with children, because they tend to get 

attached to positive role models, and they would need to understand that the adult wasn’t leaving 

them specifically, but instead moving on from the organization.  

 If the nonprofit organization was an organization that served all people in the community, 

such as a Red Cross – it would be important to notify all members of the change in leadership. 

Whether this is to notify members of the new individual to contact in that role, or just make them 

aware that there is a change in leadership, it is important to make that public information.  

Primary Research 

Primary research was conducted by selecting six individuals that were involved in 

nonprofit organizations located in rural, small towns of Indiana. The individuals were four 

females and two males that were either current Executive Directors, past Executive Directors, or 

had served on Board of Directors of a nonprofit organization, with at least one year of experience 

being a board member. There was a one-year criterion so the individuals would have had a long 

enough time to become familiar with the organization and their strategic plan. Individuals were 
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selected by the researcher based upon their experience within the nonprofit organization and their 

relationship with the researcher. Individuals were then contacted via email to set up an interview 

time. They were given both the informed consent to look over, as well as the list of potential 

interview questions. Based upon the individuals experience with nonprofit organizations, the 

amount of questions varied. The individuals then met with the researcher for an in-person 

interview, or an over the phone interview that lasted between 30-45 minutes.  

Individuals interviewed 

Jenny Darnold  

Jenny Darnold served on the Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County Board of Directors 

for the past two year, and will serve as president for 2017-2019. Darnold also served on the 

Madison Area Chamber of Commerce board as both the vice president and president for a 

combination of four years. Darnold is employed at German American bank in Madison, Indiana 

and has the responsibility of supervising various staff members, as well as helping create 

succession plans. Darnold served on the board of a community foundation five years ago, and 

during her time a succession plan was created – which gave Darnold insight to the process of 

creating a plan. Darnold is also skilled in personality tests to help determine what personality 

types of individuals may work best for certain positions, such as an Executive Director or a CEO 

of a nonprofit organization. Darnold provided useful information on how a succession plan is 

created, what individuals help create the plan, and what the paperwork looks like.  

Trevor Crafton 

Trevor Crafton is the past Executive Director of the Madison Area Chamber of 

Commerce located in Madison, Indiana. Crafton served on the Board of Directors at the 

Chamber for a year before applying to be the Executive Director. Crafton served in the position 
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for three years and a half years, and then left to be the boss of his own for-profit business. During 

Crafton’s reign, as Executive Director, there was no succession plan in place and the Board of 

Directors decided to transition a staff member internally to the Executive Director role once 

Crafton left. Crafton also served on the Board of Directors for Visit Madison, Pathways, and the 

Young Professionals organization in Madison, Indiana.  

Sarah Campbell 

Sarah Campbell serves as the current Executive Director of CODA in Terre Haute, 

Indiana – where she has been in her position for the past three years. Campbell came to CODA 

after working at different nonprofit organization for a total of five years. Campbell came in as the 

new Executive Director as an external option when the current Executive Director decided to 

leave after welcoming a third child into her family. Campbell shared her experience of 

transitioning into a leadership role from an outside perspective, and what it was like transitioning 

with the help, or lack of help from the current Executive Director. Campbell also gave insight to 

what it was like working with staff members that were used to a certain leadership style, and how 

that affected the organization.  

David Sutter 

David Sutter serves an as attorney in Madison, Indiana and serves on various nonprofit 

boards. Currently his largest board role involves serving as the president of the Madison Area 

Chamber of Commerce, as well as on the executive committee for SEI Voices for Children. 

Sutter also serves on the Big Brothers Big Sisters board, as well as a local nonprofit-called Jane’s 

Kids. Sutter shared information about Ohio Valley Opportunities (OVO) being required to have a 

succession plan in place to receive government funding for their organization. Sutter provided 

information about how useful it is to have an existing and update succession plan in place in case 
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a change of leadership occurred, or an unforeseen incident happened to make the succession plan 

be used.  

Lindsay Bloos 

Lindsay Bloos serves as the current Executive Director for the Madison Area Chamber of 

Commerce organization. Bloos also serves on the Board of Directors for Big Brothers Big Sisters 

and the Madison Community Players organization. Bloos previously was the finance director at 

the chamber, and then moved to the marketing position before being promoted to the Executive 

Director. Bloos provided insight to what it was like to transition into a top leadership role of a 

nonprofit from being an internal employee. Bloos also shared the experience of educating 

stakeholders about the transition of executives and the change in leadership styles.  

Susan Stahl 

Susan Stahl serves as the current Executive Director of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson 

County. Stahl has served as the Executive Director for the past 38 years, and in that time, has 

also served various nonprofit boards – such as Coalition Against Substance Abuse, and the 

Women’s Giving Circle. Stahl is reaching the point in her career when retiring or transitioning 

from the Girls Inc. organization is beginning to appear. Due to this, the Board of Directors of 

Girls Inc. have spoken with Stahl about implementing a succession plan. Stahl provided insight 

for how important it is to have a “what if” plan, whether it is for the transition of a new 

Executive Director, or because of an emergency, unexpected situation. Stahl was also able to 

give insight on the process of creating a succession plan and the timeline of creating that type of 

plan.  
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Interview Information 

During the interview, the individuals were asked eleven questions about their 

involvement with succession plans, and how their involvement helped the current position that 

they serve – whether that role is on a Board of Directors or a current or past Executive Director. 

Each individual could provide primary information about their experience, as well as what was 

helpful when creating a succession plan. Through primary research, it was possible to compile 

the information that would lead to creating a working succession plan for Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County.  

What It Takes to Create a Working Succession Plan 

An Experienced Board of Directors 

 Within nonprofit organizations, the Board of Directors serve as the supervisor to the 

Executive Director of the organization. Jenny Darnold, board president of Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County stated that there were multiple facts that tie into an organization having a 

working succession plan. The first piece being how forward thinking the Board of Directors are. 

When the Board of Directors are in a forward-thinking mindset, they are continuously thinking 

three to five years in advance for the organization. Darnold stated that it is sometimes 

counterintuitive to have boards think this way. In her experience, individuals on boards normally 

serve between one to four years, so the make-up of the board is sometimes a shorter time span 

than that of a forward-thinking organization. Darnold also stated that it depends how experienced 

the individuals on the board are. Sometimes there are numerous individuals on the board that 

have had experience with succession planning, or they may have had experience being on a 

Board of Directors before. Darnold stated that if most of a board are young individuals who lack 
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experience, then succession planning is most likely not the first item on their list to achieve 

during their time on the board (Darnold, Personal Interview, January13, 2017). 

 The second part of working with an experienced or inexperienced Board of Directors is 

having the conversation about strategic planning. Darnold said that succession planning falls 

under a strategic plan, which also falls under the Executive Director. Since the Executive 

Director is the overseer of what occurs in the organization, its partially up to he/she to have the 

conversation about strategic planning. Darnold stated in her interview that when succession 

planning gets brought up, some executives believe one of two things. If an Executive Director 

has been in the position for many years, they often get the deer in the headlights look and think 

that the board is ready to have them move on, or get rid of them. On the opposite end, Darnold 

said that she has witnessed Executive Directors that were in their thirties that thought a 

succession plan was a proactive idea and supported the creation of one. Darnold also mentioned 

that although a conversation occurs with the entire board about succession planning, it is 

normally the executive committee or a succession planning committee that works directly with 

implementing a working succession plan (Darnold, Personal Interview, January 13, 2017). 

Overall Darnold stressed that it is important to remember that the implementation of a 

succession plan can take anywhere from twelve to eighteen months. She stressed this information 

because she said that nonprofit organizations are usually working with board members that are 

strictly volunteers – meaning that they are volunteering their time, and sometimes have to put 

their job before their volunteer board position. Darnold stated that it is important for the board 

members to collectively understand why it is important to have a succession plan, and the 

importance of completing one to help improve or grow the success of the nonprofit organization. 
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The Role of the Current Executive Director 

 Another piece of succession planning that Darnold touched on, was the role of the current 

Executive Director in creating a succession plan. Although Darnold mentioned that at first 

executives can become unnerved when thinking about a succession plan being created, it is 

ultimately part of the executive’s job to make sure it gets created successfully. The executive has 

the role of directing and improving the board on what needs to be done within the nonprofit to 

prepare it for a transition of leaders. Part of the executive’s job is to ask the board: What is the 

end game? What are we hoping to get out of creating a succession plan, and what steps are we 

willing to take to get there? The board and executive then work together to determine what are 

the resources they currently have for a succession plan.  Are there monetary means to hire a 

consulting firm to help find an incoming Executive Director, or is there money in the budget to 

advertise the position? What funds will be needed for the incoming executive to attend trainings 

and seminars to excel at their job? The board and executive must ask themselves if there is a 

person they could see hiring from within the organization, or are their multiple people? Are there 

people in the community that the executive and board think would not serve well in the position?  

These are conversations that Darnold stressed are important to have with the overall board 

(Darnold, Personal Interview, January 13, 2017).  

 Additionally, the current Executive Director has the role to train the incoming executive 

and make sure they have all the resources needed to succeed in that position. Darnold said that 

she has seen two types of executives when making succession plans - those with an open-door 

policy and those with a closed-door policy. The open-door policy allows the new executive to 

ask any question he or she may have in the new position, and allow for communication between 

the transition. The closed-door policy is when the executive gives information to the new 
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executive and limits the communication between the two individuals. Darnold said that working 

succession plans usually have an open-door policy (Darnold, Personal Interview, January 13, 

2017). 

Documentation of Potential Successors 

 When creating a succession plan, there are two documents that are created. Each 

document serves a specific purpose, and each document is also shared with specific individuals. 

The first document is an overall organizational chart of the organization (pictured in Appendix 

C). This document lists all the key positions in the organization, including the Executive 

Director, program director, assistant program director, board president, finance chair, fund 

development chair, etc. Within this document are the key characteristics that all positions would 

possess, as well as the duties that come with each position. Darnold stated that this helps the 

board, as wells as the Executive Director keep accountability to each position, and know what is 

required of each position. Darnold explained that this document is shared with the entire board, 

so each board member is aware of the position within the organizations, and what characteristics 

are attributed to each position. Within this document, there can also be a list of the goals of the 

organization for that specific year. The document is completed each year at the beginning of the 

strategic planning cycle, and is adapted as positions or responsibilities may change depending on 

the position, as well as the members of the organization.  

 The second document created at the strategic planning meeting, which is beneficial when 

creating a succession plan, is a list of potential individuals for each position. Darnold mentioned 

that ideally individuals would stay in their positions within an organization for a long period, but 

as a Board of Directors and as an Executive Director, it is crucial to have documentation of 

potential successors. Within this document, it is imperative to have at least two names listed 
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under each position as potential successors. For example, if the Executive Director of a nonprofit 

was planning on retiring within the next few years, it would be crucial to have both internal and 

external names on the potential succession document. Darnold also mentioned that for positions 

such as Executive Director or board president, it is sometimes helpful to have up to five names 

listed. For positions, such as program director or the finance chair of the board, it is considered a 

good idea to have at least two names listed under each position – and ideally there would be both 

internal and external names listed. After this document is created, Darnold said it is up to the 

executive committee or the committee working on the succession plan to write characteristics 

that each individual possess that would make them a good candidate for the position. Darnold 

said it is incredibly important to be specific on this section of a succession plan (Darnold, 

Personal Interview, January 13, 2017). An individual might have leadership skills, but what 

about them makes them a great leader? What are items that they struggle with? What are their 

short comings? How has the executive seen them thrive or struggle in the workplace, and does 

the current executive think they would be able to improve upon these things with training and 

experience? For external people, what makes them attractive for the position? What are other 

organizations they are involved in that would make them a good fit for the nonprofit 

organization? How would they thrive and what is their previous experience? Darnold stressed 

that this document is only to be seen by the executive committee or members of the succession 

plan committee. She also stated that it is crucial that this document is not shown to staff members 

because it could cause hostility. Perhaps one key staff member’s name is on the document, but 

another key staff member’s name is not. Or perhaps one name is listed higher than the other, 

which would cause tension (Darnold, Personal Interview, January 13, 2017). Darnold stated that 

it is important that conversations not be had with staff members until the board is sure that they 
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are interested in speaking with an internal staff member about the potential of a new position and 

growing their skill set.  

Hiring Internally  

 Hiring internally is a consideration when a current Executive Director decides to leave. 

Hiring internally comes with both pros and cons when hiring a new Executive Director, and the 

process of hiring can be different when selecting an internal director. Madison Area Chamber of 

Commerce Executive Director Lindsay Bloos experienced this when she was hired as the 

incoming executive after serving in the role of the finance and marketing director at the 

Chamber.  Bloos was selected as the incoming Executive Director when her current Executive 

Director decided to leave after a few years. The Board of Directors at the Chamber decided not 

to hold interviews or advertise that the position was becoming available, because they felt that 

Bloos was the best fit for the position. Bloos said that once the current Executive Director left, 

she served as the acting Executive Director until a press release was published to the public and 

she officially had a titled and income change.  

 Bloos specifically mentioned in her interview that although she was incredibly excited for 

her new role, there were many stresses that came with transitioning internally into a new 

leadership position. One of the issues she faced was learning aspects about the Executive 

Director role while maintaining her duties of her previous role within the organization. For 

Bloos, she was acquiring the required tasks of an executive, while making sure that the finances 

were completed, as well as marketing for the Chamber events. The goal would be for someone to 

be hired in to take over her job of marketing, but not all steps could be achieved overnight, 

meaning it was a balancing act for Bloos. “It made it slightly difficult because I had to make sure 

my responsibilities with marketing and finance were covered during and after the transition. A 
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year later, after some challenges with staff turnover, we’re still trying to find the right balance” 

(Bloos, Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). With this, Bloos mentioned that it also took her 

awhile to realize that the transition would never be perfect and there would always be aspects she 

was trying to balance in her new role. Additionally, she struggled with other members in the 

office when she received her new role. Some co-workers were supportive, while others in the 

office felt that she wasn’t prepared for that position and some even stated to her that they felt 

they could do a better job. For Bloos this was a personal struggle because she had worked hard to 

gain the respect of her co-workers and now had to gain their trust and respect in a new role.  

 Another issue that Bloos faced from being hired internally was not having the same 

connections as her predecessor. For example, the previous Executive Director had grown up in 

Madison and had known the community his entire life. Although at the time of the transition, 

Bloos had lived in the Madison area for about five years, she said that the process of making 

connections is slow. Bloos stated that her personally was vastly different from the previous 

executive. Where her predecessor was bubbly and outgoing, Bloos is more reserved and not as 

quick to jump to decision. “It was a personal struggle when I worked with my board or 

businesses in Madison because I went into the situation feeling like they were expecting a Trevor 

Crafton, so that’s who I tried to be. I quickly realized I wasn’t being true to myself and I was 

doing the organization a disservice not being honest of how I completed my work” (Bloos, 

Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). 

 Although there were many difficulties for Bloos, she said that she felt that it was much 

easier being an internal hire instead of an external hire. “Since I was an internal hire, I not only 

had the knowledge of the Chamber industry, but I knew how our local Chamber functions” 

(Bloos, Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). Bloos stated that by being an internal hire, she 
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had already been involved in a great deal of decisions. She knew the strategic plan, mission, and 

the vision for the future of the Chamber. It was also incredibly helpful for Bloos that the previous 

Executive Director had been mentoring her along the way. Past Executive Director, Trevor 

Crafton, would encourage all the staff to get out in the community and make member visits, 

which allowed her to have some connections with business members already. This allowed her to 

feel that business members were somewhat connected to her and understood her leadership style. 

 Overall, Bloos felt that it was much easier to be an internal hire, but that there were 

personal and professional hardships that came with the job. Bloos mentioned that she felt support 

from her board during the transition, and because she was familiar with the organization she 

didn’t think having a succession plan in place would have made a difference. There was a lot of 

transparency between roles at the Chamber, which allowed many employees to have insight into 

what the responsibilities were for each role. Because of this, it was easier to know where the 

responsibilities fell within the transition. When asked if Bloos felt that the Chamber could now 

benefit from a working succession plan, she stated: “It would be good for us to develop a 

succession plan. I would need to think about all the possibilities of the positions, and at this point 

it isn’t high on the priority list…but that’s also how organizations get into trouble. Succession 

plans often don’t become a priority until it is pretty late in the game” (Bloos, Personal Interview, 

February 7, 2017). Bloos also mentioned, “If I needed to leave the Chamber at this point, it could 

be quite a hurdle for the board and the staff, so a succession plan would be helpful” (Bloos, 

Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). 

Hiring Externally  

Hiring externally for an executive role is always an option when transitioning leaders. 

Sarah Campbell from CODA of Terre Haute, is an example of an individual who was hired as an 
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outside executive coming in to an unknown nonprofit organization. Campbell stated in her 

interview that although she had worked previously for a different nonprofit organization for five 

years, it was still a culture change to come into a new nonprofit. Campbell explained that she 

knew that CODA had a hiring committee on the Board of Directors who oversaw seeking out 

potential executives, which is how she heard about the position. Campbell had a close friend that 

was on the Board of Directors, and they gave her information about the position because they 

thought she could be a good match. Campbell stated that she met three board members at a local 

coffee shop for her interview and brought a three-page document of all the changes she had made 

in her previous employment, which seemed to impress the Board of Directors. A short amount of 

time passed and she was offered the job. Campbell stated she felt that the organization was 

looking for fresh change in how they were operating that and she gave them the feeling changes 

could be achieved.  

 When a Board of Directors hires externally, there are always problems that will be faced 

by both the board and the incoming executive. One of the main problems that can be faced is 

training time with the outgoing executive. In some situations, the executives train with each other 

for a few weeks to perhaps even a month, and then the outgoing executive is only contacted 

when the new executive has specific questions. With the situation of Campbell, the outgoing 

executive trained with her for a total of eight hours and completely left the organization 

altogether. This could be a hardship for an external new executive because not only are they 

learning the mission and the history of the organization, but they are also learning the job 

responsibilities of the Executive Director and the duties they are expected to perform. Campbell 

also said that being hired as an external executive might cause issues with other staff members in 

an organization, so it’s important to work diligently to make a connection with the staff members 
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that were present during the time of the past executive. In her situation, the staff did not feel that 

the past Executive Director was approachable or asked for their insight on situations, so 

Campbell made sure she stressed that importance to the staff. “I let them (the staff) know that 

they had ownership in what was happening within the organization. I also had an open-door 

policy” (Campbell, Personal Interview, January 31, 2017). By allowing staff members to come 

speak with her when needed, it allowed them to feel a connection.  

 Campbell also stated that being an external executive brings hardships and difficult 

decisions. She stated that she was hired as a “fixer” and there were numerous parts of CODA that 

she felt could have been improved. Part of that job was eliminating positions that weren’t 

needed, or were no longer serving the organization. That also could mean eliminating parts of the 

organization that were no longer working. For example, CODA was sending out paper 

newsletters and spending money on postage each month. Campbell decided to eliminate the 

paper copies and send newsletters via email, which saved the organization budget money.  

Sarah was asked what were her top three tips for transitions as an external executive: 

 

1. Have connection with staff. Allow them to take ownership in what the organization is 

doing and the changes occurring within the organization. Also, use an open-door policy. 

Make sure all staff members are following the mission and maintaining the purpose of the 

organization.  

2. Delegate jobs to staff members who have shown that they understand the mission. At 

first as an external executive, someone might think that they must do all the jobs and 

excel at each of them, but eventually it is okay to delegate to others who are capable. This 

also allows growth of skill sets of the other employees. 
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3. Remember to make positive change. It’s important to not get overwhelmed, and to 

remember that it’s important to make difficult changes to create positive change. Also, 

mistakes will happen. Embrace the mistakes because that’s how lessons are learned.  

Connecting with Board Members 

 When a transition of Executive Directors happens, it is always important to think about 

the transition with the Board of Directors. When creating a succession plan, Trevor Crafton 

stated that it’s important to include a section about the board, and how a new executive can 

create a relationship with them on an individual level. Whether it’s suggestions of how the new 

executive should speak to board members, or ideas on how to visit board members to stay 

connected, Crafton believes that is an important part of a succession plan. When Crafton came 

into his position at the Madison Area Chamber of Commerce, he stated that the organization was 

in a disarray. Membership numbers were down, attendance to events were lacking, and there was 

a disconnect between the current executive and the board. Crafton said it was one of his top goals 

to change the relationship between the stakeholders that included the donors and board members.  

 One of the easiest ways to stay connected to donors and board members is to make a 

calendar of when to visit each member, or board member. In the situation with Crafton, he had 

fifteen board members, so he visited one each week and then started the cycle over again when 

he reached the end. “It’s important to have the board see the Executive Director active in the 

community, and not only during board meetings” (Crafton, Personal Interview, January 17, 

2017). This also is a way to show the board how committed the new executive is to the job, and 

how important it is for connections to be made. It allows the board to make a personal 

connection with the new executive that could serve both parties in the future. For example, when 

Crafton decided to leave the Chamber, he advocated for an internal person to get his position. 
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The board knew that Crafton had been coaching the upcoming executive for the past year, and 

that he would continue to fight for her until the board made the decision to place her in the role 

of Executive Director.  

Keeping a Succession Plan Updated 

It is important for a succession plan to be in place, but even more important is that a 

succession plan is a “working” plan, which means it is continuously updated over time. Attorney, 

David Sutter, gave an excellent example when speaking about the nonprofit organization he 

serves as a board member for, Ohio Valley Opportunities (OVO). OVO is an organization within 

Madison, Indiana that is a community action agency that develops innovation programs to meet 

the needs of the elderly, disabled, and families with children in low-income areas. Although 

OVO has had the same Executive Director for about five years, the current executive believes 

that it is important to have a constant and updated succession plan. Not only is a working 

succession plan valuable if there is a disability, death, or departure of the current Executive 

Director, but in the situation of OVO, it provides an incentive for the organization to receive 

government funding. The organization is reviewed yearly to make sure it is following the proper 

procedures when working with the individuals it serves. OVO has a set checklist of items that the 

organization gets reviewed on, and having a working succession plan is one of those. When the 

organization is reviewed, if most items on their checklist are met, they receive more government 

funding. Sutter pointed out that this is important for the organization, and an incentive to have a 

working succession plan. When asked what the OVO Executive Director felt about having a 

working succession plan, Sutter replied: “She views it as a positive document of the 

organization. I don’t believe she feels threatened by it because she knows it helps the 
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organization as well as provides a roadmap in case something was to happen to her as the 

Executive Director” (Sutter, Personal Interview, January 26, 2017). 

Sutter stated that the current executive creates the working succession plan, and it is then 

approved by the Board of Directors. The succession plan is updated yearly and changes are made 

as needed when there are changes in the organization. For example, if the chief financial officer 

is to serve as the acting Executive Director, it would be important to make sure that individual is 

still in the same role as the previous year. Sutter also stated that it is important for the board to 

know the changes that happen financially within the organization and how they are updated 

within the succession plan.  

While speaking with Sutter, he mentioned that on other boards he serves on, such as the 

Madison Area Chamber of Commerce, Big Brothers Big Sisters, Pathways Youth Shelter, and 

Jane’s Kids; none of those organizations have working succession plans or even a succession 

plan in place. He believed that this was partly because there hadn’t been a push within the Board 

of Directors to create one, as well as a lack of interest by the Executive Director to make this 

type of plan. Sutter pointed out that if there isn’t initiative from the current Executive Director 

for this type of plan, the responsibility falls back to the board. He mentioned, as well as 

interviewee Jenny Darnold, that when you have a young Board of Directors, or those who are 

inexperienced, creating a succession plan normally isn’t the first act of duty they complete. 

When asked if Sutter felt that succession plans were necessary within all nonprofit organizations 

he replied “Absolutely. I feel that succession plans lay the groundwork for unforeseen situations 

that could happen at any time. I honestly wish more nonprofits were as prepared as OVO” 

(Sutter, Personal Interview, January 26, 2017).  
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The “What If Plan” 

There are many reasons to have a working succession plan in place, and a large reason is 

for a “what if” situation.  A “what if” situation is often an emergency that occurs without notice 

and that can cause the absence of an Executive Director. Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County, 

Executive Director Susan Stahl had firsthand experience with needing a “what if” plan in a time 

of emergency. Ten years ago, Stahl’s husband was in a terrible car accident causing him to be life 

lined to the nearest hospital, where he was in a coma for two months. “I remember getting that 

phone call and walking out the Girls Inc. doors. I didn’t come back or step foot in the building 

for two whole months. A lot can happen to an organization in two months, and a lot did happen” 

(Stahl, Personal Interview, February 7, 2017).  When Stahl left during this emergency situation, 

the Board of Directors took over, but they lacked communication skills with Stahl. “The board 

began making decisions without even talking to me. Although I was the Executive Director, in 

such a situation, I couldn’t be in charge. I needed them to approach me, and no one did” (Stahl, 

Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). Stahl said that she felt that the board didn’t handle the 

situation as professionally as she would have hoped. It wasn’t what they did while she was away, 

but rather how they did it. One board member even came in to the organization and held private 

meetings with the program staff about how they felt about Stahl and her leadership style, as well 

as what they would have changed about the overall organization. Stahl said that no one in the 

board sat down with the staff and explained the changes they were making, and she also didn’t 

feel as though any of the program staff stepped up in that situation.  

Stahl mentioned that her situation was a prime example of why succession plans are so 

important. When Stahl returned to her position, she felt that she had to defend her decisions that 

she had made in her long time serving duration of Executive Director, which was about twenty 
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years at the time. “When I came back, I felt like I might be fired. A board member asked me 

what I planned to do, and I asked her if I was losing my job. I felt like I had to prove and have an 

answer for each decision I had made” (Stahl, Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). Stahl says 

looking back she doesn’t think any of the board members would understand how they made her 

feel. Stahl understood that they were doing their job and doing their best to keep the boat afloat, 

but from now on there will be a succession plan in place at the organization. “I promised myself 

that the situation that happened to me would not happen to another Executive Director at this 

organization. Succession planning is important for catastrophic events, but it’s also equally 

important for the transition of a new leader. They should be prepared for their road ahead, and 

succession plans help them do that” (Stahl, Personal Interview, February 7, 2017). 

Parts of a Working Succession Plan 

The creation of a succession plan relies heavily on boards and executives, which means that 

they both require guidance throughout the process, as given in Succession Planning, Essential 

Guidance for Boards and CEOS, written by Nancy R. Axelrod. Due to many long-term 

Executive Directors, such as baby boomers, who are about to retire from executive positions, 

there has never been a greater need for boards to provide support and framework that allows an 

organization to succeed (Axelrod, 2010). There are many parts of the succession plan that should 

be acted upon by the board. 

 Step 1: Understand the job of the nonprofit chief executive.  

Serving as the chief executive of a nonprofit organization can be both demanding and rewarding, 

and like many nonprofit organizations the Executive Director must play multiple roles, guide the 

vision, cope with the uncertainty of funding, and embody the organization’s mission (Axelrod, 

2010). Since nonprofit executives tend to spend most their time seeking funders to finance their 
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organization’s work and looking for investments to help provide services for the members they 

serve, it is important for the board to closely look at the job responsibilities of the Executive 

Director.  

Job Responsibilities of the Girls Incorporated Executive Director: 

 Works as a team with board members to implement policies and fulfill the mission. 

 Attends committee meetings or provides staff when appropriate. 

 Participates in planning meetings. 

 Provides leadership and guidance to the board in the formulation of policy and 

procedures 

 Attends all board of directors and executive committee meetings in ex-officio capacity. 

 Assist the Board President in planning the agenda for board meetings. 

 Provides, in the timeframe requested by the board, relevant information for board 

meetings. 

 Communicates with the board of directors about urgent or timely events affecting the 

organization. 

 Hires, supervises, and evaluates the performance of all paid staff members. 

 Informs staff of all relevant board policies and decision. 

 Participates in the development of financial plans and budgets. 

 Monitors the organization’s finances and ensures adherence to budget. 

 Works with the Board to ensure that adequate funds are available to maintain the 

organization. 

 Attend relevant national and regional meetings. 

 Communicates with national staff. 

 With board president, seek advice and guidance from national organization when 

relevant.  

 Pay all bills and payroll/submit all tax-related documents. 

 Work closely with the Program Director to see that all Program Plan goals are met.  

 Represent the organization in the community through involvement in community 

organizations. Speak to various groups to promote the organization in the community.  

 Work with United Way to solicit donors – also represent Girls Inc. at various United Way 

functions.  

 

 

 

 

 Step 2: Develop an emergency leadership transition plan 

One of the most unsettling situations that happen in a nonprofit organization is when there is a 

change in leadership positions. Whether the change is expected or sudden, there is a higher 
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chance that the organization’s stakeholders will be alarmed at the change in leadership. In the 

case that an event like this should happen, the Board of Directors should have an emergency plan 

in place to ensure stability of the organization at the time of change (Axelrod, 2010). 

A. Communications Plan 

When a change in the chief leadership role occurs, who is the first point of contact? Whoever this 

person may be should be prepared to notify all board members and begin the conversation of 

“what’s next.” Once all board members are notified, a plan of action should be set into place and 

all board members should be sent the plan for approval. Additionally, it is important to inform 

the staff of the organization so they are prepared for the changes.  

Communications Plans: Girls Incorporated Succession Plan  

In the event of an unplanned absence of the Executive Director, the highest-ranking staff member 

(Program Director) is to immediately inform the Board Chair of the absence. As soon as it is 

feasible, the Chair should convene a meeting of the Board of Directors, or executive committee 

to affirm that procedures described in the plan or to make modifications, as the committee deems 

appropriate. Immediately upon transferring the responsibilities to the Acting Executive Director, 

the Board Chair will notify staff members, and members of the Board of Directors of the 

delegation of authority. As soon as possible after the Acting Executive Director has begun 

covering the unplanned absence, board members and the Acting Executive Director shall 

communicate the temporary leadership structure to key internal supporters of Girls Incorporated 

of Jefferson County.  

B. Financial Oversight 

To make sure the financial information is in check, it is important to make sure there are multiple 

signatories on the organization’s checking accounts to continue the business of the organization 
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in result of the absence of the Executive Director. There should be contact information 

immediately available for the individuals that can complete financial signage. Additionally, 

contact information for accountants, both external and internal, should be included to ensure that 

payroll for employees is occurring in the normal fashion. Other financial information, such as 

contact lists and critical information should be included, in regards to upcoming deadlines for 

key programs, contact information for key funders, and the deadline for filing important 

documents, such as annual surveys and the 990 Form.  

Financial Information: Girls Incorporated Succession Plan  

In the event that there is an absence of the Executive Director, please refer to the financial 

information listed in the document. Information contains bank names, as well as all financial 

information regarding donor records, client records, and nonprofit status information.  

C. Interim Management 

When the current Executive Director is unable to perform his or her duties, what should happen? 

The Board of Directors should decide who will conduct the role of the Executive Director, and 

who will conduct the search for a new executive? Additionally, what will happen in regards to 

short-term and long-term management?  

Competition of Short-Term Emergency Succession Plan: Girls Incorporated Succession 

Plan  

The decision about when the absent Executive Director returns to lead Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County should be determined by the Executive Director and the board chair. They will 

decide upon a mutually agreed schedule and start date. A reduced schedule for a set period can 

be allowed, by approval of the board chair, with the intention of working their way back up to a 

full-time commitment. 
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Succession Plan in Event of a Temporary, Unplanned Absence: Long Term: Girls 

Incorporated Succession Plan:  

A long-term absence is one that is expected to last more than three months. The procedures and 

conditions to be followed should be the same as for a short-time absence with one addition: The 

executive committee or the Board of Directors will give immediate consideration, in consultation 

with the Acting Executive Director, to temporarily filing the management position left vacant by 

the Acting Executive Director. This is in recognition for the fact that for a term of more than 

three months, it may not be reasonable to expect the Acting Executive Director to carry the duties 

of both positions. The position description of a temporary manager would focus on covering the 

priority areas in which the Acting Executive Director needs assistance.  

Completion of Long-Term Emergency Succession Period: Girls Incorporated Succession 

Plan:  

The decision about when the absent Executive Director returns to lead Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County should be determined by the Executive Director and the board chair. They will 

decide upon a mutually agreed upon schedule and start date. A reduced schedule for a set period 

can allowed, by approval of the board chair, with the intention of working the way up to a  

full-time commitment.  

D. Executive Search 

While there is an interim director in place, what is the role of the board in finding a new 

Executive Director? Will a consulting firm be hired to help replace the position, and what 

resources do the Board of Directors have to hire that consulting firm? If a firm isn’t hired, what 

actions will be taken by the board to appoint a search committee, and what is the criteria for 

those individuals that serve on that committee?  
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Succession Plan in Event of a Permanent Change in Executive Director: Girls Incorporated 

Succession Plan 

A permanent change is one in which it is firmly determined that the Executive Director will not 

be returning to the position. The procedures and conditions should be the same as for a long-

term temporary absence with one addition: The Board of Directors will appoint a Transition and 

Search Committee within 60 days to plan and carry out a transition to a new permanent 

Executive Director. The board will also consider the need for outside consulting assistance 

depending on the circumstances of the transition and the board’s capacity to plan and manage 

the transition and search. The Transition and Search Committee will also determine the need for 

an Interim Executive Director, and plan for the recruitment and selection of an Interim Executive 

Director, and/or permanent Executive Director.  

 Step 3: Define the mutual expectations of the chief executive and the board 

It is important for the board and Executive Director to have a constructive partnership. 

Construction partnership is defined when exceptional boards recognize that they cannot govern 

well without the chief executive’s collaboration and that the chief executive cannot lead the 

organization to its full potential without the board’s unflagging support (BoardSource, 2005). 

According to Axelrod, succession planning is never static because board members and key 

players continue to change, come, and go. A board has the availability to contribute to an 

effective and successful executive by facilitating visionary thinking and not undermining an 

Executive Director through the personal agenda of the board members. It is important for the 

board to yearly reviews with the Executive Director, as well as board self-assessments. This is 

important to re-visit the expectations of the board as well as the executive to clarify mutual 

expectations and keep the position relevant to what is occurring in the organization. It is also 
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important so the goals of the board and executive can be evaluated and checked to see if goals 

are being met. While the potential upcoming leaders in the organization could change, the need 

for a strong, constructive relationship between the Executive Director and the Board of Directors 

is always needed.  

 Step 4: Design and implement a constructive and humane process for evaluating the chief 

executive’s performance  

Agreeing to have a formal Executive Director assessment process allows for a regular dialogue 

to be put in place, and allows the board to check in with the Executive Director at any time, and 

not just during the end of the year evaluation. The more the Board of Directors and the Executive 

Director communicate, the easier it is to address conflicts and affirm accomplishment (Axelrod, 

2010). Part of these evaluations help keep up-to-date job descriptions, the chief executive’s 

individual performance goals, and a list of annual institutional goals. The assessment process can 

also provide an opportunity for the executive and the board to discuss the future leadership of the 

organization.  

 Step 5: Develop a productive process for board self-assessment  

The prospect for selecting a new Executive Director illuminates the quality of the board’s 

performance and effectiveness (Axelrod, 2010). Boards that suffer from complacency, and 

passivity may be less likely to encourage the best candidates during the new search for an 

Executive Director. Additionally, they may find it difficult to retain the brightest and best 

Executive Directors once hired. A working and successful board should periodically ask itself if 

they are doing the right work in the right way (Axelrod, 2010). To ensure that this happens, 

boards should approach their assessments in a range from formal to informal. Board evaluations 

can include: mini board self-assessment questionnaires, board meeting evaluations, formal board 
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self-assessment tools, and discussion of critical incidents that happen in the organization that 

provide teachable moments.  

Conclusion 

 Succession planning is an integral section of a nonprofit organization that involves the 

stakeholders of the organization. The Board of Directors, Executive Director, members of the 

organization, donors, and staff all can be effected by the existence or lack of a working 

succession plan in a nonprofit organization. The lack of succession planning can severely impact 

an organization and its preparedness for the transition of new leadership. Secondary research has 

shown that nonprofit organizations are better prepared for leadership transitions as well as 

unexpected situations if a working succession plan is in place.  

By conducting primary research, it was identifiable that it is common for nonprofit 

organizations to lack a succession plan, and in doing so lack a “what if” plan. By lacking a “what 

if” plan, the nonprofit organization becomes reactive instead of proactive to an emergency or 

unexpected situation. Based on primary and secondary research, there could be a decrease in 

donor commitment and funds when a nonprofit lacks a working succession plan. This may be 

due to an inexperienced board, an unmotivated Executive Director, or an organization that has 

not designated time for creating a succession plan. Succession planning not only prepares the 

organization in a time of crisis, but also gives opportunity for other employees of the nonprofit 

organization to grow their leadership skills while learning parts of the executive responsibilities. 

It is important for nonprofit organizations to have a working succession in place to ensure a 

smooth transition of directors and leadership roles.  
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Appendix A 

IRB Approved Interview Questionnaire  

1. Please tell me about the nonprofit organization you serve, and your leadership role in that 

organization? 

2. How long have you served with the organization, and are you involved in other nonprofit 

organizations? 

3. Do/Did you have a succession plan in place and why? 

4. Were you part of creating the succession plan, and who else was part of the succession 

team?  

5. What were the reasons to create a succession plan/how long did the process take? 

6. What are the three “must have” components when creating a succession plan? 

7. What were the challenges in creating a succession plan and what were the biggest 

struggles faced? 

8. What was the process like for the transition of Executive Directors and how did board 

members play a role?  

9. How did you notify other individuals and stakeholders of your organization about the 

transition? 

10. Do you believe all nonprofits should have a succession plan? Why?  

11. How do you believe a succession plan for your nonprofit organization has prepared you 

to be proactive instead of reactive? 
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Appendix B 

Girls Incorporated Succession Plan 

Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County 

Emergency Succession Plan 

2017 

 

The Board of Directors of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County recognizes that this is a plan 

for contingencies due to the disability, death, or departure of the Executive Director. If the 

organization is faced with the unlikely event of an untimely vacancy, Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County has in place the following emergency succession plan to facilitate the transition 

to both interim and longer-term leadership. 

 

The Board of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County has reviewed the job description of the 

Executive Director. The job description is attached. The board has a clear understanding of the 

Executive Director’s role in organizational leadership, program development, program 

administration, operations, board relationships, financial operations, resource development and 

community presence.  

 

Succession Plan in Event of a Temporary, Unplanned Absence: Short-Term 
A temporary absence is one or less than three months in which it is expected that the Executive 

Director will return to his/her position once the events precipitating the absence are resolved. An 

unplanned absence is one that arises unexpectedly, in contrast to a planned leave, such as a 

vacation of a sabbatical. The Board of Directors is authorized (or authorizes the executive 

committee) of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County to implement the terms of this emergency 

plan in the event of the unplanned absence of the Executive Director. In the event of an 

unplanned absence of the Executive Director, the highest-ranking staff member (Program 

Director) is to immediately inform the board chair of the absence. As soon as it is feasible, the 

chair should convene a meeting of the board or executive committee to affirm the procedures 

prescribed in this plan or to make modifications as the committee deems appropriate. At the time 

that this plan was approved, the position of Acting Executive Director would be: 

 

Emilee Roberts, Program Director 
 

Should the standing appointee to the position of Acting Executive Director be unable to serve, 

the first and second back-up appointees for the position of Acting Executive Director will be: 

 

(1) Jenny Darnold, Board President  

(2) Nathan Hadley, Board Vice-President 

 

To assist the Acting Executive Director, the executive committee of the Board of Directors may 

consider the option of splitting executive duties among the designated appointees. The Board of 

Directors also may decide to appoint one of the back-up appointees to the acting executive 

position.  
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Authority and Compensation of the Acting Executive Director 
The person appointed as Acting Executive Director shall have the full authority for decision-

making and independent action as the regular Executive Director. The Acting Executive Director 

may be offered: (check one) 

 A temporary salary increase to the entry-level salary of the executive director position. 

A bonus of $________ during the Acting Executive Director period. 

No addition compensation 

 

Board Oversight 
The board member(s) responsible for monitoring the work of the Acting Executive Director shall 

be the board chair and vice chair. The directors will be sensitive to the special support needs of 

the Acting Executive Director in this temporary leadership role.  

 

Communications Plan 
Immediately upon transferring the responsibilities to the Acting Executive Director, the board 

chair will notify staff members, and members of the Board of Directors of the delegation of 

authority. As soon as possible after the Acting Executive Director has begun covering the 

unplanned absence, board members and the Acting Executive Director shall communicate the 

temporary leadership structure to key external supporters of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson 

County.  

 

Completion of Short-Term Emergency Succession Period 
The decision about when the absent Executive Director returns to lead Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County should be determined by the Executive Director and the board chair. They will 

decide upon a mutually agreed schedule and start date. A reduced schedule for a set period of 

time can be allowed, by approval of the board chair, with the intention of working their way back 

up to a full-time commitment. 

 

Succession Plan in Event of a Temporary, Unplanned Absence: Long-Term 
A long-term absence is one that is expected to last more than three months. The procedures and 

conditions to be followed should be the same as for a short-time absence with one addition: The 

Executive Committee or the Board of Directors will give immediate consideration, in 

consultation with the Acting Executive Director, to temporarily filing the management position 

left vacant by the Acting Executive Director. This is in recognition for the fact that for a term of 

more than three months, it may not be reasonable to expect the Acting Executive Director to 

carry the duties of both positions. The position description of a temporary manager would focus 

on covering the priority areas in which the Acting Executive Director needs assistance. 

 

Completion of Long-Term Emergency Succession Period 

The decision about when the absent Executive Director returns to lead Girls Incorporated of 

Jefferson County should be determined by the Executive Director and the board chair. They will 

decide upon a mutually agreed upon schedule and start date. A reduced schedule for a set period 

of time can allowed, by approval of the board chair, with the intention of working the way up to 

a full-time commitment.  
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Succession Plan in Event of a Permanent Change in Executive Director 

A permanent change is one in which it is firmly determined that the Executive Director will not 

be returning to the position. The procedures and conditions should be the same as for a long-term 

temporary absence with one addition: The Board of Directors will appoint a Transition and 

Search Committee within 60 days to plan and carry out a transition to a new permanent 

Executive Director. The board will also consider the need for outside consulting assistance 

depending on the circumstances of the transition and the board’s capacity to plan and manage the 

transition and search. The Transition and Search Committee will also determine the need for an 

Interim Executive Director, and plan for the recruitment and selection of an Interim Executive 

Director, and/or permanent Executive Director.  

 

Succession for other key leadership positions 
In the event of an unplanned absence of a key leadership staff member, essential job functions 

will be carried out by the appointed staff member who has been cross trained in the specific area 

of the absence. Other key leadership positions are: Program Director and Assistant Program 

Director.  

 

Checklist for Acceptance of All Types of Emergency Succession Plans 

 Succession plan approval. The succession plan will be approved by the executive 

committee and forwarded to the full Board of Directors for its vote and approval. The 

plan will be reviewed annually.  

 Signatories. The board chair, the Executive Director, and the Acting Executive Director 

shall sign this plan, and the appointees designated in this plan. 

 Organizational Charts. An organizational chart is attached to this plan. The 

organizational chart reflects staffing positions and lines of authority/reporting throughout 

the organization. 

 Important Organizational Information. Information and Contact Inventory is attached 

to this document. A current list of the organization’s Board of Directors is also attached.  

 Copies. Copies of this Emergency Succession Plan along with the corresponding 

documentation shall be maintained by The board chair, the Executive Director, the 

Acting Executive Director Appointee, and the organization’s attorney.  

 

Information and Contact Inventory for Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County 

The location of Girls Incorporated of Jefferson County’s information is critical so that if an 

emergency succession should occur, Girls Inc. would be able to quickly continue work in the 

most efficient and effective way.  

 

Nonprofit Status 

 IRS Determination Letter: Executive Director office 

 Bylaws: Executive Director office 

 Mission Statement: Executive Director office 

 Board Minutes: Executive Director office 

 990 Form: Executive Director office 

 Annual Survey Data: Executive Director office 
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Financial Information  

 Employer Identification Number (EIN) #:  

 Current and previous Form 990s: Executive Director office 

 Current and previous audited financial statements: Executive Director office 

 Financial Statements: Executive Director office 

 State Sales-Tax Exemption Certificate: Executive Director office 

 Blank Checks: Executive Director office 

 Computer passwords: Executive Director office 

 Donor Records: Executive Director office 

 Member Records: Executive Director office  

 Volunteer Records: Program Director office  

 

Auditor 
Name: 

Phone Number: 

 

Bank 
Name: 

Account Numbers:  

Phone Number:  

Fax:  

 

 Authorized to make transfers and wire transfers: 

Susan Stahl, Executive Director 

 

 Authorized check signers: 

Susan Stahl, Executive Director 

Board of Directors – Tammy Carnes, Jenny Darnold, Nathan Hadley  

 

Legal Counsel 

Attorney 
Name:  

Phone Number:  

E-mail:  

 

Human Resources Information 

 Employee Records/Personnel Info: Executive Director office (Names, home addresses, 

phone numbers, email, emergency contacts, etc.) 

 1-9’s: Executive Director office 

 Payroll: Executive Director office (payroll is completed on-site)  

 

Facilities Information 

 Building Deed (owned): Executive Director office 
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Insurance Information 

 

General Liability 
Company/Underwriter: 

Policy Number: 

Broker Number/Email 

 

Health Insurance 
Company:  

Policy Number:  

Broker Number/Email: 

 

Unemployment Insurance 
Company/Underwriter: 

Policy Number:  

Representation Phone Number/Email: 

 

Workers’ Compensation 

Company/Underwriter: 

Policy Number:  

Broker Number/Email: 

 

Life Insurance 
Company/Underwriter: 

Policy Number:  

Representation Phone Number: 

Broker Phone Number/Email: 

 

Dental 
Company/Underwriter:  

Policy Number:  

Representation Phone Number: 

Broker Phone Number/Email: 

 

Retirement Plan – 401K 
Company/Underwriter:  

Policy Number:  

Representation Phone Number: 

Broker Phone Number/Email:  
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Date of Completion for Information and Contact Inventory: January 2017  

Name of Person Completing Document: Emilee Roberts 

Signatures of Approval: 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Board Chair         Date 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Executive Director        Date 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Acting Executive Director        Date 

 

 

Emilee Roberts, Program Director 

Individual Selected as Acting Executive Director, Acting Executive Director’s Current Title 

 

The Emergency Succession Plan and the supporting documents (information and contact 

inventory, job descriptions, and organizational charts) will be reviewed and updated annually. 
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Appendix C 

Girls Incorporated Organizational Chart 
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                                                                     Appendix D 

Girls Incorporated Executive Director Job Description  
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Appendix E 

Example of a Press Release  

Crafton leaving Chamber; Bloos takes over  
Courier Staff Report  

Friday, January 15, 2016 3:03 PM 

 
• • 

Madison Area Chamber of Commerce officials announced Thursday the resignation of 

the organization’s executive director as well as a successor to the top job. 

 

Trevor Crafton submitted his resignation as executive director, which will be effective Jan. 22. 

The Chamber’s Board of Directors has named Lindsay Bloos as Crafton’s successor. 

 

Crafton served on the Madison Area Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors from 2010 to 

2012 before being named the executive director in November 2012. During his three years, as 

executive director, Crafton reported record numbers of memberships at the Chamber and other 

record numbers and participation to the annual Chamber-sponsored Soup, Stew, Chili and Brew. 

 

“It has been a pleasure to work for and with the Jefferson County business community,” Crafton 

said in a release. “My time here has shown me how relevant the Madison Area Chamber of 

Commerce is for Southeastern Indiana. 

 

Bloos has worked with the Madison Area Chamber of Commerce since 2013, serving as the 

finance and marketing manager. 

 

“I have thoroughly enjoyed working with Trevor at the Chamber,” Bloos said in a release. “He is 

passionate about everything he does, and that is contagious. I am excited for this new challenge 

and eager to serve the members of the Madison Area Chamber of Commerce and our 

community.” 

 

Chamber Board President Dan Wright of FPBH Inc. noted the board feels confident that the 

transition in executive directors will go well and without issue. 

 

“Trevor has done a fantastic job of leading the Chamber over the last three years, but his best 

show of leadership is exhibited in his choice and preparation of his successor Lindsay Bloos,” 

Wright said in the release. “That is why we as a Chamber board are excited about 2016. While 

some organizations face a crisis in transition, we feel we are poised well for a seamless transition 

as a result of the efforts made by Trevor and Lindsay.” 

 

Crafton expressed his thanks for the opportunity to serve Chamber and area businesses. 

 

“I will greatly miss the experience, but I sincerely feel confident in sitting back and watching 

mailto:news@madisoncourier.com
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Lindsay Bloos take this Chamber to a level it has never seen,” Crafton said in the release. 

“Thank you to the community that has been so great to me and my family.” 
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 Appendix F  

Informed Consent Forms 

 



CREATING A WORKING SUCCESSION PLAN 63 

 

 

  

 

 

 



CREATING A WORKING SUCCESSION PLAN 64 

 

 

 

 



CREATING A WORKING SUCCESSION PLAN 65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CREATING A WORKING SUCCESSION PLAN 66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CREATING A WORKING SUCCESSION PLAN 67 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


