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Leadership transition in an NPO can be defined as the process 
required to help an executive leader move on to their new 
level of success, and involves both leadership succession 
and the transfer of loyalty of staff, board and donors to the 
new executive leadership. Executive transition and founder 
transition are terms frequently used interchangeably for this 
transition.

The way in which an NPO plans and implements the transition 
of a key leader has a significant impact on its sustainability, 
and is therefore of critical concern to the sector. The cost of 
a poorly conducted leadership transition can be high, not 
only for the organisation but for the communities it serves. 
The level of complexity and stress during this change process 
requires diligent preparation, management and leadership. 
But are NPOs adequately equipped or supported in doing 
so? There is increasing interest amongst South African NPO 
leaders to harness the learning and experience from their 
peers in order to make leadership transitions work.

Motivated by my experience of founder transitions in NPOs 
and the dearth of local research on the topic, I conducted a 
study in 2019 towards a Master’s Degree in Social Policy and 
Management at the University of Cape Town (UCT), entitled, 
“Leading for sustainability: an exploratory study of founder 
transitions in nonprofit organisations in the Western Cape”. 
The study consisted of 17 participants comprising seven 
founders, four successors to founders, three board members, 
two CEOs and one consultant, representing eight NPOs in 
the Western Cape. Each NPO had experienced a founder 
transition between 2004 and 2018, and some of them were 
still in their transition period at the time of the study. The 
main objectives were to examine the knowledge, skills, and 
management processes used during a founder transition, 
as well as to explore the challenges to and practices that 
promote a successful founder transition. 

For the purpose of this brief, I will outline key findings in the 
areas of preparation, management and challenges of the 
founder transition. 

Exploring Leadership Transitions 

1

Leadership transitions are a particularly risky time for nonprofit organisations (NPOs). They can be intimidating, but they also 
provide the opportunity for renewal and growth when key management and leadership strategies are employed.  While leadership 
transitions are inevitable, the anticipation thereof is frequently neglected, leaving NPOs vulnerable to crisis and possible demise 
when the time for transition comes. This learning brief explores the challenges experienced and lessons learned during the 
transition of founder leaders in NPOs in the Western Cape, identified through research in 2019.
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1 KEY FINDINGS
Preparation for 
a founder transition

Managing a founder transition

 “I don’t think we think too deliberately 
about what the preparation period needs to 

look like, when that starts, and how we know 
when we get there and then what happens 

afterwards.” 

Participant 17

“When you’re managing transition, you’re not 
managing the change process as much as you 

are the emotions of the people involved.”

Participant 16

“Main challenges for organisations are keeping 
a level head and presenting a united front. 

I think it’s very important but also challenging 
to present a united front even when 

there isn’t necessarily one.”

Participant 10

 “The moment the founder says, ‘I think that I 
need to hand over’, don’t talk them out of it –
take it seriously, and take them at their word, 
and when they say it, immediately say, ‘Okay, 
let’s have the conversation about succession’.”

Participant 16

“I think there was no thinking towards the 
future; that the day would maybe come, 

where anything could happen to 
[the founder], or she may resign, or she might 

move on, or she had great opportunities; 
there was no preparation for that.” 

Participant 7

It emerged that most participants had little or no knowledge of 
the nature of the founder transition process and underestimated 
its complexity. They therefore felt poorly equipped and 
insufficiently prepared to manage the process, both in a personal 
and organisational capacity. Knowledge of the basic stages of a 
leadership transition, organisational readiness and transition 
tools and strategies can have a significant impact on the success 
of a transition.

This study clearly highlighted the emotional intensity of the 
founder transition as experienced by staff and board alike, 
but particularly by the founders themselves. While founders 
commonly struggled with letting go, particularly since the 
organisation had played such a prominent role in their lives, 
staff expressed fears about job security and anxiety over the loss 
of relationship. Addressing and working through staff’s emotional 
response to the transition is a crucial aspect to managing the 
transition effectively.

The study confirmed that the founder transition produces new 
pressures for the board, including additional responsibilities, 
complex decision-making and/or conflict with the founder. 
The transition process typically pivots the board and founder 
into roles that they are not accustomed to, as the board must 
take on a more proactive and even executive leadership role. 
If unanticipated or unprepared, the board can experience 
significant strain. The board therefore need to assess their 
readiness to take on the role of leading the transition.

All but one founder initiated the transition, which was commonly 
avoided by the board when initially raised by the founder, missing 
a golden opportunity for the organisation to plan constructively. 
The board should proactively respond to any communication 
made by the founder about transition, and actively lead the 
transition process when the time comes.

Succession planning is recognised as a good risk management 
practice. In this study, there was little consistency amongst 
participants as to what succession planning actually meant. 
Most organisations tended to plan for succession only when they 
knew the founder was leaving, neglecting to document any type 
of leadership succession plans before the transition. 
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Challenges of 
a founder transition

“There is a need for an external facilitator 
to help facilitate the process and lower the 

emotional temperature.”

Participant 16

“It’s very obvious that it’s difficult 
for a new leader... to actually go and say, 

‘this is what we want to do’ when the 
co-founder is still involved; although it can 
be a huge advantage, staff will default to 

them or still ask for their advice.” 

Participant 13

Common challenges were identified among the NPOs in this 
study that can serve as risk indicators for any organisation 
preparing for a leadership transition.

The most significant challenge for founders was letting go ‒
largely due to the meaning they attached to the organisation 
(often using the analogy of family). The burden of responsibility 
and emotional connection they felt for the staff and beneficiaries 
of the organisation also weighed heavily on them. Different 
strategies helped founders to let go, such as a knowing that it 
was in the best interest of the organisation, their desire to move 
on, lessons from their personal growth journeys, or walking 
the journey with professionals such as a coach or therapist. 
Letting go was more difficult for founders who had not initiated 
the transition. 

Some NPOs recognised the founder transition as a profound 
transition and acquired the support of experts, such as 
consultants or coaches, to intentionally manage the change 
process and support staff. Most of the NPOs in the study only 
recognised this as a need in hindsight. 

The debate over whether a founder should make a ‘clean 
break’ from the organisation post succession, continues. While 
conventional wisdom suggests a clean break, recent research 
shows that, under certain conditions, a post-succession role 
for the founder can work. Founders from six NPOs in this 
study maintained a post-succession role for the founder, as 
consultants, board members or employees. The challenge faced 
by organisations was to balance various needs:

› the need to retain the institutional knowledge;

› reliance on skills or donor relationships of the founder;

› the need to allow for new leadership to flourish;

› the need for staff to make the emotional transition, and

› the need for the organisation to thrive independently 
of the founder.

While it was acknowledged that founders needed to be less 
prominent, the practical outworking of the changed relationship 
with the founder in a post-succession role was somewhat 
difficult and messy. On reflection, some participants raised 
concerns about the effect of the influence of the founders 
who retained a post-succession role, suggesting that it requires 
careful management in order to work successfully.

“Founder transitions costs money, 
that’s the other thing, is that founder 

transitions cost money. I mean, if I look 
at what this… the two years […] 

are expensive years.”

Participant 10

While sustaining financial resources is an obvious and continuous 
challenge in the NPO sector, founder transitions can place an 
additional burden on resources � either to cover the transition-
related costs and/or to maintain consistent fundraising efforts 
during the transition process. Most organisations failed to 
engage with donors about transition-related funding timeously. 
Since most founders are the primary fundraisers, and that 
fundraising success is built on relationships, participants 
highlighted the need for time and face-to-face meetings with 
donors before the handover process. 

Some organisations had anticipated this challenge by 
expanding the fundraising role amongst a broader staff team, 
contracting the founder to continue in a fundraising role 
post-succession, or building up reserves to cover any loss 
of donors. Two organisations in the study experienced 
a significant reduction in income because the handover of donor 
relationships was not managed well or the crisis of transition 
affected the organisation’s ability to fundraise. This can have 
a devastating effect on an organisation.
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Co-founders of Cape Town-based NPO, Home From Home, 
Jane Payne (left) and Pippa Shaper (second from right) 

successfully handed over the reins to new Executive Director, 
Peter Marx (second from left) and Programme Manager, 

Vicky Smith (right) in 2019. It took several years of planning 
behind the scenes to prepare the organisation for transition. 
Both the founders and the board found it invaluable to get in 
outside expertise to help guide them through this potentially 

difficult time. Both Jane and Pippa continue to work alongside 
the organisation in consultant roles.

Finding a successor to the founder was considered a great 
challenge to the NPOs in this study, and a successful find was 
frequently attributed to luck. Finding ‘the right fit’ meant fulfilling 
a seemingly impossible number of criteria, such as: 

› being trustworthy;

› fitting in with the ethos of the organisation;

› having high-level management and leadership skills;

› contributing to diversity;

› willing to accept an NPO market-related salary; and

› acceptable to stakeholders like the founder, 
staff and funders.

“Allow yourself sufficient time 
for recruitment... It’s really tricky to find 

that right person; they’re one of the core 
ingredients in determining the success 

of the process.” 

Participant 9

It is important to note that the desire for and the necessity of 
transformation in NPO leadership was referred to frequently 
by participants to express their desire for NPOs to be led by 
people from the communities they serve, or for greater diversity 
in leadership.

It is interesting to note that the NPOs in this study appointed 
both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ equally. Of the eight successors, 
six remained in their position for only two years or less. While 
an analysis of the causes for their short-term tenure was 
beyond the scope of this study, it is possible to identify possible 
contributing factors:

› compromising on necessary skills or experience 
for other criteria;

› making a quick appointment under pressure before 
the founder leaves;

› poor management of the post-succession period; or

› failing to intentionally transfer authority and loyalty 
of the board and/or staff to the successor.

It is important to consider the management of the transition 
phase post-succession as equally critical to a successful transition. 
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1Seven recommendations for NPO boards on leadership transitions

Set aside sufficient time to plan the steps 
of the leadership transition.

Engage in integrated leadership 
succession planning

Budget for the 
leadership transition

Plan any post-succession role of the 
founder leader with specific boundaries

Engage the services of an expert to guide 
and support the leadership transition

Build a strong board prior 
to the leadership transition

Leadership transitions in NPOs are complex. Consistent with international research, organisations in the Western Cape have struggled 
through them, while at the same time offering valuable insights on how to make it through the highs and lows of this critical process. Based 
on the information gathered, the following seven recommendations are made for NPO boards on leadership transitions:

Embrace the change; don’t be tempted to ignore it. When it is 
apparent that a leader is even thinking of leaving, the board should 
begin planning, making every effort to give the organisation enough 
time to work through the psychological, emotional and practical 
steps of the leadership transition. The time period will depend on the 
circumstances of the organisation, but planning ahead gives you the 
opportunity to map out the necessary steps and identify pitfalls you 
may be unaware of.

From the initial growth stage of an NPO, the organisation should 
develop planning processes for the continuity of information, 
processes and relationships � before and when staff move on. NPOs 
should engage with issues of leadership development, continuity and 
transition by integrating succession planning into the organisation’s 
processes (e.g. strategic planning) and systems (e.g. performance 
appraisals). The issue of succession planning, particularly of key 
positions, should be a regular feature on board meeting agendas, to 
be discussed at least annually. Succession plans, for planned exits in 

NPOs should budget for leadership transition-related costs early on. 
This will help them to manage the transition more effectively and 
leverage the transition as an opportunity for growth.  The board should 
demonstrate the value of staff and the organisation by allocating 
a budget for the transition, such as consultant services, a recruitment 
process, a market-related salary, or a retirement package for a 
long-term leader/founder. Raise this early with your donors when it is 
still a principle rather than about a specific person.

The power and influence of a founder cannot be underestimated. 
NPOs should therefore plan post-succession roles carefully to 
ensure a smooth transition. Once the founder has handed over to 
the successor, it is important to give the successor and staff the 
opportunity to consolidate the new leadership structure, even 
restricting a founder’s presence at the organisation for some time. 
While this may seem unwarranted, having the outgoing founder 
present could inadvertently undermine the leadership of the 
successor and sabotage the transition. 

The board should seek assistance from an expert/s external to the 
organisation to provide guidance and support in managing the 
different aspects of the transition process in order to mitigate the risk 
posed by the challenges of the process, especially considering the 
tendency to underestimate these challenges. They should ideally have 
specialist knowledge and skills in the areas of change management, 
NPO leadership, organisational development and/or coaching. Because 
of the diversity of guidance and support needed, the organisation may 
require more than one person, at different times, with differing skill 
sets. At minimum, boards are encouraged to reach out to their peers in 
other NPOs who have experience in leadership transitions in order to 
learn from them and to gain support for the organisation. Leadership 
transition has actually become a specialised field in the USA.

Since the board plays the most significant leadership role in the 
transition, it is critical they are ready. You will be required to withstand 
the pressure and overcome the challenges that leadership transition 
brings. The board therefore needs to be in a position of strength to  
execute its role skillfully. Board members should preferably not be too 
recently recruited (up to two years) or nearing the end of their tenure, 
as the transition may last a few years and will require significant time 
and energy. In a founder transition, board members are most effective 
if they have not been recruited primarily by the founder.
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particular roles or emergencies, should also be documented as part 
of the organisation’s policies and procedures. The board should 
ensure that staff are given opportunities to develop leadership skills 
by leading, and not only attend leadership training. NPOs should 
focus on developing strong diverse teams, reducing dependency 
on any one leader, and in so doing increasing the resilience of the 
organisation that can respond well during a time of leadership 
transition.

Appointing and supporting 
a successor

It is critical for the board to consider what the organisation needs 
in a successor/s, considering the organisation’s life stage, strategy 
as well as leadership transformation. Particularly in the case of a 
founder, it is not simply a task of replacing a person, and may require 
a restructuring of roles to position the organisation for growth. It is 
of particular importance for a founder’s successor to be a confident 
and strong leader, with healthy relationship boundaries and the 
courage to be themselves. They will inevitably be compared with 
the founder and possibly be confronted with staff reaching out to 
the founder for support during the stress of transition. The board in 
turn should support the successor by reinforcing the new leadership 
structure and boundaries with the founder. Should you struggle 
to find the right long-term successor before the founder leaves, 
consider appointing an interim leader. This may be just what the 
organisation needs, and if clearly communicated and anticipated, 
will not be considered a failure when they leave.
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CONCLUSION:
Leadership transition is inevitable. Rather than being avoided, it can be successfully embraced through considered planning, skilled 
management and mature leadership. While there is certainly no ‘one-size-fits-all’ transition approach, consider the points addressed 
in this brief that are relevant to the context of your organisation, and get creative. Enquire of your networks and meet with your 
peers. With some well-guided and intentional steps, you can support your organisation to move to its next developmental level, 
and ensure that it not only continues to provide its essential services, but that it increases its effectiveness in doing so.

The full research study can be accessed on the website: https://open.uct.ac.za.

This brief was developed by Michelle Kempster who supports nonprofits in the field of organisational development. 
She has a B.Soc.Sc in Social Work, with Honours in Social Development and a Master’s in Social Policy and Management, 

all from UCT.  michelle@kempster.co.za


