Preparing for the Inevitable:
A Succession Readiness Checklist
When the following conditions are in place, an agency can expect a relatively smooth
transition to new leadership whenever it might occur. An agency might determine which
elements below are lacking in its current operations and then create a “succession plan”
or “capacity building plan” that prescribes activities and timelines for filling the gaps. The
agency is then ready for leadership transitions, foreseen or unforeseen.
 A strategic plan is in place with goals and objectives for the near term (up to
three years), including objectives for leadership talent development.
 The board evaluates the executive director annually on general performance and
achievement of strategic goals.
 The board, based on its annual self-evaluation, is satisfactorily performing its
major governance jobs—financial oversight, executive support and oversight,
policy development and strategic planning.
 The executive’s direct reports, based on annual evaluations, are judged as solidly skilled for
their positions.
 The top management cohort, as a high performing team:
Has a solid team culture in place in which members support one another and
can reach decisions as a group efficiently and harmoniously;
Shares leadership of the organization with the executive in having significant
input to all major agency decisions;
Can lead the organization in the absence of the executive; and
Has authority to make and carry out decisions within their respective areas of
responsibility.
 Another staff person or board member shares important external relationships
(major donors, funders, community leaders) maintained by the executive.


A financial reserve is in place with a minimum of three months’ operating capital.

 Financial systems meet industry standards. Financial reports are up to date and
provide the data needed by the board and senior managers responsible for the agency’s
financial strength and viability.
 Operational manuals exist for key administrative systems and are easily accessible and up
to date.
 Top program staff have documented their key activities in writing and have identified
another staff person who can carry their duties in an emergency.
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QK Has a strategic vision for the organization?=
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RK Is knowledgeable about the organization’s=
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= programs & services?=
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SK Monitors the E.D.’s performance on a regular basis?=
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TK Provides financial oversight, including adopting=
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a good budget?=
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UK Monitors financial performance & projections regularly?=
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NPK Understands the respective roles of the board and staff?=
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17. During the Board discussion of _________’s succession planning at the _________ 20XX meeting,
“board development” was identified as an agency need. Do you have specific suggestions as
to what kind of development is needed?
=
18. Other comments?
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Am I still the leader this agency needs?
{ questions for self-reflection }
1 - My On-Going Effectiveness
In what ways will this agency be changing over the next five years? What skills will it take to
lead those changes? Do I have them?
Are there new things I suspect this agency should be doing for its constituents that I just don’t
have the energy or interest in taking on?
What level of excitement do I feel most mornings on my way to the office?
What new skills or better ways of doing my job have I developed over the past couple of
years? Am I eager to learn and improve my skills?
Do I continue to be effective in building the leadership and management skills of my direct
reports? What new duties or responsibilities have they taken on in the past two years?

2 - Personal Barriers to Leaving: If it became clear to me that I should consider
leaving my job, what personal barriers would I encounter?
Can I conceive of a career move that would potentially excite and re-energize me? Or do I
assume I’ll be bored and without meaning in my life?
Do I fear I could not get another job because of my age? Do I have the skills for a different
kind of job?
Am I financially constrained? Do I not yet have enough set aside to retire or to work fewer
hours and at a lower salary?
Are the professional identity and status I have in this job so critically important to me that I
don’t want to give them up?
Am I concerned about leaving some things undone in the agency?
Do I believe there is no one out there who can do this job as well as I can or could do it even
adequately? Would the agency go into decline without my leadership?

3 - Organizational Barriers to Leaving
Would staff and board resist my decision to leave? Might they even feel angry or
abandoned?
Would I be leaving the agency in less than good shape?
Are some key managers under-skilled and dependent on my close guidance?
Is the management team unable to run the agency for a significant period of time without
me?
Is the board up to managing a leadership transition?
Are there funders and major donors whose support I assume is dependent on my presence?
Are there key relationships held by me alone?

Name________________________________________

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEGACY STATEMENT
PART I
An important step in executive transition planning includes having the Executive Director reflect
upon his/her role in achieving key organizational accomplishments or milestones.
Reflecting on your tenure as Executive Director, list the three accomplishments you are
most proud of and explain why:
Write Them Down





How would you like to be remembered by organizational members and the community
you serve?
Example:
A visionary leader, a coalition builder, a consensus builder, an innovator, someone who
could effectively and genuinely engage everyone from politicians to low-income
immigrant workers.



PART II
The legacy statement represents your personal vision and aspiration for what you wish to
accomplish organizationally and personally before your final exit as the leader of your
organization. The legacy statement speaks to the “results” you desire to achieve.
The idea is to “begin with the end in mind.” Imagine that you have made the decision to resign
as leader. You are at your farewell party. Staff, friends, family, colleagues, are all present for
your “send off.” The Board Chair of your organization comes up to the podium and says, “I’d like
to commend our leader for the outstanding results she/he has achieved during as our Executive
Director. He/she has achieved the following and leaves this legacy behind…… Take a moment
to reflect on the legacy of outstanding results you hope to leave as your move on.

Succession Planning for Nonprofits

List Them
•
•
•
•
PART III
Legacy – Statement
Once you have shaped and finalized your legacy, take a few moments to think on legacy
actions/priorities. What can be done within the next ______ months to move you closer to
achieving your legacy? For each legacy area, write three action steps that will move you closer
to its realization.
1. Legacy area (results desired) _______________________________
A) Legacy actions in next ___-months to work toward achieving results.
B)
C)
2. _________________________________________________________
A)
B)
C)
3. __________________________________________________________
A)
B)
C)

Note: Quidoo Consulting considers it a best practice for nonprofit agencies to have in
place an emergency succession plan to cover the sudden and unexpected absences of
their executive directors. Provided here is a sample plan modeled on one actually
adopted by an agency on the west coast of the United States. In this model, special
emphasis is given to identifying the key leadership functions carried by the executive,
identifying the agency managers best qualified to step into the executive role in an
emergency, and prescribing the cross-training necessary to prepare the back-up
managers to cover the leadership functions. One major side benefit to implementing this
plan is a management team with enhanced leadership skills.
Quidoo Consulting works with many clients to implement short and long term
succession plans ensuring the ongoing success of our clients. If your organization
would like help preparing for an executive departure please contact us at
john@quidooconsulting.com or call (718) 964-8669.

EMERGENCY SUCCESSION PLAN
(Agency Name)
Procedure for the Appointment of an Acting Executive Director
in the Event of an Unplanned Absence of the Executive Director
1.

Rationale
In order to ensure the continuous coverage of executive duties critical to the ongoing
operations of (Agency Name) and its services to clients, the Board of Directors is
adopting policies and procedures for the temporary appointment of an Acting Executive
Director in the event of an unplanned and extended absence of the Executive Director.
While the Board acknowledges that such an absence is highly improbable and certainly
undesirable, it also believes that due diligence in exercising its governance functions
requires that it have an emergency executive succession plan in place. It is expected that
this plan will ensure continuity in external relationships and in staff functioning.

2.

Priority functions of the Executive Director position at (Agency Name)
The full Executive Director position description is attached.
Among the duties listed in the position description, the following are the key functions of
the Executive Director to be covered by an acting director:
a. Serve as the organization’s principal leader, representative, and spokesperson to
the greater community
b. Support the Board of Directors

=
- ensure integrity and strength of Board leadership and address issues
around clarity of role, governance, bylaws/policies, corporate structure, and
membership
- assist with recruitment and orientation of new Board members
- prepare Executive reports to Board of Directors and Executive Committee
and attend various Committee meetings
c. Convene and lead the Management Team
d. Participate in recruitment, interview, selection and evaluation process for
directly supervised staff and other key executive level positions
e. Strategize organizations’ short-range and long-range program and project goals,
particularly in Organizing and Planning:
- identify overall resource development goals and fund raising plan
- establish , maintain and cultivate relations with donors, foundations and
other resources to support organizational programs and activities
- maintain accountability for current year operating budget and for
financial performance of portfolio

3.

Succession plan in event of a temporary, unplanned absence -- SHORT-TERM
a. Definitions
- A temporary absence is one in which it is expected that the Executive Director
will return to his 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 or a sabbatical.
- A short-term absence is 3 months or less.
b. Who may appoint the Acting Executive Director
- The Board of Directors authorizes the Executive Committee 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 Deputy
Director shall immediately inform the Chair of the Executive Committee of the
absence.
- As soon as is feasible, the Chair shall convene a meeting of the Executive
Committee to affirm the procedures prescribed in this plan or to make
modifications the Committee deems appropriate.
c. Standing appointee to the position of Acting Executive Director
The position description of the Deputy Director specifies that she shall serve as
Acting Executive Director in the absence of the Executive Director.
d. First and second back-ups for the position of Acting Executive Director
Should the Deputy Director be unable to as Acting Executive Director, the first
back-up appointee will be the Program Director. The second back-up appointee
will be Chief Financial Officer.
In the event the standing appointee, the Deputy Director, is new to the deputy
position and fairly inexperienced with (Agency Name), the Executive Committee
may decide to appoint one of the back-up appointees to the acting executive
O=

=
position. The Executive Committee may also consider the option of splitting
executive duties among the designated appointees.
e. Cross-training plan for appointees
The Executive Director, with assistance from the Deputy Director, shall develop a
plan for training the three potential appointees in each the priority functions of the
Executive Director which are listed above (section 2). The training plan will be
attached to this document when the plan is completed. The director of human
resources shall have the responsibility of handling the logistics of the plan’s
implementation.
f. Authority and restrictions of the appointee
The person appointed as Acting Executive Director shall have the full authority for
decision making and independent action as the regular Executive Director .
g. Compensation
The Acting Executive Director shall receive a temporary salary increase to the
entry level salary of the executive director position or to 5% above his/her current
salary, whichever is greater.
h. Board committee responsible for oversight and support to the Acting Executive Director
As with an Executive Director, the Executive Committee of the Board will have
responsibility for monitoring the work of the Acting Executive Director. The
Executive Committee will also be alert to the special support needs that of the
executive in this temporary leadership role.
i. Communications plan
As soon as possible after the Acting Executive Director has begun covering an
unplanned absence, Board members and the Acting ED shall communicate the
temporary leadership structure to the following key supporters external to (Agency
Name):
- Government contract officers
- Foundation program officers
- Civic leaders
- Major donors
4.

Succession plan in event of a temporary, unplanned absence -- LONG-TERM.
a. Definition
- A long term absence is one that is expected to last more than 3 months
b. Procedures
- The procedures and conditions to be followed shall be the same as for a shortterm absence with one addition:
P=
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> The Executive Committee will give immediate consideration, in
consultation with the Acting Executive Director, to temporarily backfilling the management position left vacant by the Acting Executive
Director. This is in recognition of the fact that, for a term of more than 3
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.

5.

Succession plan in event of a PERMANENT unplanned absence.
a. Definition
- A permanent absence is one in which it is firmly determined that the Executive
Director will not be returning to the position.
b. Procedures
- The procedures and conditions shall be the same as for a long-term temporary
absence with one addition:
>The Board of Directors shall appoint a Transition and Search Committee
to plan and carry out a transition to a new permanent executive director.

6.

Approvals and maintenance of record
a. Succession plan approval
- This succession plan will be approved by the Executive Committee and
forwarded to the full Board of Directors for its vote and approval.
b. Signatories
- This plan shall be signed by the Board President, the Executive Director, the
human resources administrator, and the appointees designated in this plan.
c. Maintenance of record
- Copies of this plan shall be maintained by the Board President, the Executive
Director, the Deputy Director, the two back-up appointees, the human resources
department, and the (Agency Name) corporate attorney.
Revised by (Agency Name) Executive Committee
date
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