Succession Planning for
Nonprofits
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What would happen if your executive director stepped away tomorrow? Would
there be an exodus of staff shortly thereafter? Would the organization’s mission
get blurred? Would you lose donors and important sources of funding?
Most importantly, would there be someone to step into the former director’s
shoes?
For many nonprofits, the answer is no, and this situation places an organization
at significant risk. While some situations, such as a planned retirement, provide
sufficient runway to transition to a new leader, others can be unexpected and
immediate. Death, sickness, resignation, or termination can happen quickly and
create tremendous stress on the organization.
Grooming future leaders and mapping out a succession plan in advance is one
of the best ways to mitigate the risk of losing key personnel and prepare for the
future needs and growth of the organization.
The following are tips and best practices for creating and implementing a
succession plan for your nonprofit.

Start Early
It is ideal to identify potential candidates for future leadership two to five years out. A candidate should
be selected and the transition should begin six to twelve months before the executive departs. This
provides time to transition an executive’s expertise and knowledge to the successor while building
relationships with key people and simply becoming comfortable in a new space.
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Identify the Key Roles for Planning
While succession planning tends to focus on the executive director role, it can be used for any
management and board roles. In fact, succession planning should ideally address all key leadership
roles. However, smaller nonprofits may only have the capacity to focus on one or two key roles, while
larger nonprofits are able to develop a much broader plan.

Revisit the Vision and Future Growth Goals
Where the nonprofit is now may be different from where it will be in 10 or 20 years. If you are
planning for growth, the requirements and responsibilities of a current position may change and
become more demanding over time. It may require a new, more sophisticated level of leadership. For
this reason, you should assess potential leaders through the lens of the organization’s current and
future state.

Define Roles and Requirements
For each leadership role included in the succession plan, describe the job and define the skills and
competencies required for success. This can be challenging when the leader is the founder or has
been in the role for a very long time. In this situation, the individual may have such depth in the
organization that their responsibilities may need to be divided among multiple roles.
Also, avoid feeling as if you have to find someone in the exact mold of the outgoing leader. It’s not
only limiting, but the traits of your existing leader may not be the same traits needed for the next
stage of your nonprofit’s growth.
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Identify Talent
With succession planning, the goal is to identify personnel who can grow into leadership positions
over time. Potential candidates for the leadership may or may not exist within your organization, so
it’s important to consistently assess existing employees, new hires, and potential hires against your
plan.
It’s great if you can identify existing employees and provide paths for their growth. But if the
nonprofit is small and the bench is relatively shallow, then new hires should always be considered for
their ability to grow into leadership positions.

Prepare for a Transition
A transition should begin six to twelve months before a leader departs. The successor should work
closely, perhaps in a deputy role, with the leader during this time. This provides time to pass on the
skills, knowledge, and expertise of the position in addition to transitioning key relationships.

Coordinate With the Departing Leader
While there’s a tremendous amount of focus on preparing a successor, it’s important to address a
post-transition role, if any, for the departing leader. It may be beneficial to retain them as an advisor
or board member. However, this will depend both on the needs of the nonprofit and the departing
leader’s plans. Some leaders want a clean cut from the organization, whereas others might want a
slower break or maybe even to keep a foot in the door for a few more years. Therefore, it’s wise to
have an open conversation with the departing leader about their plan and desires.

Remain Flexible
One of the most important things that succession planners can do throughout the process is to keep
the plan and its execution as flexible as possible. As in every long-term process, there will be ebbs
and flows and hurdles that pop up along the way. The most important thing to do is remain flexible,
mold the plan to the changes that come your way, and keep your eye on the ultimate result and
outcomes.
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Final Thoughts
If you need help creating a succession plan or building on the
plan you already have, please contact our office. Our expert
advisors are always happy to discuss your unique situation.
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About GreerWalker
GreerWalker LLP is a CPA firm providing tax, assurance, accounting, and advisory services focused on
the needs of privately held middle market companies, owners and individuals. From our offices in North
and South Carolina, we provide specialized expertise across a varied spectrum of industries and market
segments for a regional, national and international clientele.
Through our investment banking affiliate, GreerWalker Corporate Finance LLC, we also offer exit planning
and merger and acquisition services as well as customized wealth planning via our affiliate GreerWalker
Wealth Management LLC.
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