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Succession
Planning

Ensuring successful ministry
leadership transitions

By Bruce Dingman, David Gyertson and Richard Kidd

Perhaps no other event in an organization’s life cycle is
filled with a greater sense of expectation and angst as the
transition of senior leadership. In particular, the departure
of the chief executive presents unique opportunities and
challenges — opportunities to evaluate and re-engineer the
vision and mission of the institution — challenges of ensur-
ing continuity and viability of current operations and future
services. There is heightened risk when the CEQO leaves,
even under the best and anticipated circumstances. ///
Executive transitions in general, and the specific genre
of nonprofit succession planning, recently have received
increased attention. Stemming from the work of writ-
ers such as William Bridges (Da Capo Press, 1991) and
Thomas Gilmore (Jossey-Bass Press, 1998), a consen-
sus began to arise during the early 2000s about the cru-
cial role succession planning plays in the nonprofit world.
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Some, like Frances Kunreuther in Up Next: Generation
Change and the Leadership of Nonprofit Organizations
(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2005), began to study the
effect of the generational change from the retiring Baby
Boomers to Generations X and Y. The social movements of
the 1960s and 1970s catapulted Boomers to the leadership
of the surging number of nonprofits, as detailed by Tom
Adams in Founder Transitions: Creating Good Endings and
New Beginnings (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2005). Today
many are reaching retirement age, but find it difficult to
leave. Inadequate retirement savings, lack of planning for
life after retirement, the dependence of the organization
on the senior leader and the recognition that little time
and resources have been invested in developing the next
generation, all conspire to limit successful transitions for
both leaders and their organizations.

Several succession researchers have focused on this
sector of business and service. Among the findings are the
insights of Tom Adams at NeighborWorks, CompassPoint
Executive Transitions, the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
and several others. This challenge has received such scru-
tiny that leading academics and industry leaders founded
the Leadership Transition Institute in Washington D.C. in
2013. Multiple studies agree that nonprofit executives are
expected to leave at an unprecedented rate over the next
five years (Sustaining Great Leadership: Succession Plan-
ning for Nonprofit Organizations, First Nonprofit Foun-
dation, 2010). Recently, Vanderbloemen and Bird have
applied these insights to the pastoral world where the
rate of turnover in senior church leadership has increased
dramatically (Next: Pastoral Succession that Works; Baker
Books, 2014). A more detailed list of publications and
related resources can be found in the appendix of a free
publication available from (Dingman.com) titled “Execu-
tive Leadership Transitions.”

Succession in faith-based institutions is particularly
challenging, since these entities depend heavily on lead-
ership for vision, direction, operations, communications
and fundraising. In these settings, the CEO is the face and
identity of the institution’s presence, as well as the cata-
lyst for fulfilling its mission. Historically, such organiza-
tions take on the persona of the senior leader. Perhaps
it is the need for a “divine call” or the realities that such
organizations usually require leaders of significant talent,
conviction, commitment and sacrifice that make the CEO
role of a faith-based organization so critical. All of these
factors are converging to create a “perfect storm” — an
unprecedented need for succession planning to address
the growing demand for qualified leaders.

Having worked with more than 100 governing boards,
we at the Dingman Company rarely see effective succes-
sion planning. One noted exception, however, occurred
in 1993. We were given permission to share these specif-
ics. Almost 20 years prior, Wally Erickson, president of
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Compassion International, spotted a young man doing ministry with
Compassion in Haiti. He believed he had found his successor. Over
the next two decades, Wally mentored Wess Stafford, providing him
with a number of strategic roles including chief development officer
and assistant to the president. During that time, Wess was not told he
was being prepared to lead Compassion into what would be one of its
most significant eras of growth and service.

Other positive examples of past clients include a university presi-
dent who, knowing in a few years he would retire, wanted the board
to identify potential candidates. They hired our firm to research some
future candidates who would fit the ethos, vision and mission of the
school. Even though the board would make the final decision as to who
would be selected, the incumbent wanted them to have the advantage
of identifying possible successors. Similarly, there was a president of
alarge Christian organization who, each year when his performance
review was done, gave the board a list of two internal and three exter-
nal names to consider in the event of the need for a CEO search.
By contrast, we have conducted leadership searches where boards
have told the CEO they wanted a person in place to serve as a potential
successor. Intwo cases, however, the CEO required that their assistants
be candidates — but neither became the president. Sometimes what
aboard desires is not whom the CEO prefers. Rarely has a board or
CEO talked with us where they purposefully groomed a successor —
exceptin cases where it might be the founder’s child. Sometimes there
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are internal candidates who appear to be the
safest choices, since they are a known entity.
However, these candidates often do not pos-
sess the breadth of experience in and beyond
the organization to be well prepared for the
senior role. As aresult, internal candidates are
frequently unable to move the organization
into a planned future that builds upon but is
not limited by their own experiences within
that organization.

Despite the challenges, intentionally
orchestrating leadership successions can
be one of the greatest opportunities to re-
energize vision, adapt mission, assess cur-
rent conditions, re-engineer structures, stra-
tegically reallocate resources and deploy the
right people for God’s next season of ministry
and service. A leadership change provides a
unique opportunity to assess the current and
future viability of the organization, including
its mission relevance, functions, operations
and structures. Effective transitions require
focused attention to the “fit” between the
organization’s current needs and future oppor-
tunities with the skill sets, experiences and
dispositions of its leadership.

Succession planning also can provide
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the opportunity to examine and strengthen
board governance and the critical relation-
ship between the board and the CEO — fac-
tors emerging as among the most important
in successful leadership transitions. When
mission drift, operational dysfunction or
other crippling crises occur in organizations,
it is not unusual to find the root causes to
be in the unclear relationships between the
governing board’s expectations and its CEO’s
implementations. We have a helpful resource
titled “Governing Board Effectiveness for
Faith-Based Organizations” that provides a
summary of best practices for organizations,
which may assist in examining and strength-
ening the essential relationships between the
board and senior leadership.

Based on the current research in suc-
cession planning, leadership development,
policy board governance and organizational
effectiveness, as well as our experiences with
multiple faith-based nonprofit clients, we have
identified seven key questions for succession
planning to help boards and search commit-
tees with this most critical responsibility.
While focused on the actual transition process,
these seven queries can provide a foundation

for succession planning policies, procedures
and strategies that help anticipate and prepare
for succession.

Senior leadership
successions, when
strategically managed,
provide a providential
opportunity to
hetter serve the
organization’s vision
and mission for
the challenges and
opportunities ahead.

Space does not permit a detailed discussion
of each of these questions. Additional explo-
ration of these keys to effective succession
planning — including approaches for orga-
nizational assessment, essentials for effec-
tive board/CEO relationships, suggestions
for developing leadership profiles to fit the
present and future needs of the organization,
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preparing the current CEO for an orderly
departure, decisions on using outside coun-
sel, as well as developing and promoting from
within — can be found in “Executive Leader-
ship Transitions” available as a free download
from (Dingman.com).

In conclusion, the changing needs of and
pressures on the next generation of faith-based
nonprofit executives require a new breed of
leader and a new class of governing boards.

Key

Questions
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Senior leadership successions, when strategi-
cally managed, provide a providential oppor-
tunity to better serve the organization’s vision
and mission for the challenges and opportuni-
ties ahead. How the board prepares for these
changes, manages the departure of current
leadership and prepares for the arrival of
the successor sets the standards for an orga-
nization’s image, position and future minis-
try effectiveness. Managed well, succession

Successful Leadership

Transitions

Where is
Our Next
Leader?

planning can equip your organization for a
new season of relevance. Handled poorly, it
could take a decade or more for the organiza-
tion to recover its momentum and distinctive
contributions to the causes it seeks to serve.
Ultimately, for faith-based organizations, God
prepares, commissions and enables leaders.
Prayerful, faith-filled and well-executed suc-
cession planning can be an important tool he
uses to identify and support those leaders
through whom he will advance his purposes
for your organizations. @

BRUCE DINGMAN, recognized by (Busi-
ness\Week.com) as one of the top 100 search
consultants worldwide, has been president of
The Dingman Co. since 1998. DAVID GYERT-
SON is a leadership development specialist,
and RICHARD KIDD is an ordained minister
and executive search professional. Learn more
at (Dingman.com)

BRUCE DINGMAN and RICH KIDD
) will teach a 90-minute workshop entitied
“Do-it-yourself Executive Searches” for The
Qutcomes Conference, CLA Dallas 2015, April
14-16, 2015. (OutcomesConference.org)
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