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Why is the departure of a leader so critical? Leaders of small 
and medium CSOs are often the glue holding them together. 
Of course, staff members, the board and other structures 
(such as community advisory councils) all play significant parts, 
but the director’s role is often decisive. There are three main 
reasons for this. First, many organisations exist to develop 
skills, so developmental hires are the norm. Second, CSOs 
often struggle to afford highly skilled staff, which leaves the 
leader/founder as both the overall manager and technically 
the strongest staff member. Third, founder leaders are usually 
connected to every part of the system they have built. They 
often make changes rapidly to adapt to environmental shifts, or 
to introduce new innovations. This can be a significant strength, 
but it often outpaces the speed at which the organisation and 
its people can adapt. Thus, the system remains in a state of 
flux, held together and moved primarily by the founder’s will, 
ideas and energy, rather than being aligned to a clear strategy 
or some other shared reference point

LEGACY programme: 
a leader’s journey

1
Many leaders of progressive civil society organisations (CS0s) – mostly formed in late-stage apartheid or early in the democratic 
era – are now preparing to retire or resign. This is a natural process and will create space for necessary transformation. However, 
the departure of a valued leader can herald a crisis – poorly managed transitions have been known to kill organisations or 
dramatically reduce their effectiveness. This learning brief will look at how the LEGACY pilot enabled leaders to successfully move 
on to new projects, leaving strong organisations behind.

 “Leaders are also often isolated from the 
rest of their staff and from their board 

because they are the only person in that 
role at that level of internal hierarchy, 

so they lack a peer group inside the 
organisation to (1) share difficult decisions 

with at the initial stages when they are just 
ideas and (2) to share the rawer feelings 

associated with facing significant change. 
The very nature of hierarchy makes it 

difficult to share doubts and fears.”

LEGACY participant
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LEGACY Phase 1 was a two-year pilot, facilitated by footsteps 
(a CSO focused on organisation development) and DGMT, 
involving a community of 11 carefully selected leaders from 
South African CSOs. Leaders were invited to participate based 
on their intention to leave their organisations in the coming 
period, and their desire to do so in ways that would best serve 
themselves and their organisations. 

The CSOs were based in KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and the 
Western Cape, and included a range of sectors (including early 
childhood development, livelihoods, land rights and gender-
based violence) and organisation types (such as university-based 
CSOs, small and large non-governmental organisations, and 
community-based organisations). Many participating leaders 
were founders, though a few were younger/mid-career. Several 
of the leaders were approaching retirement age. Nine women 
and two men participated. 

The overall goal of the pilot was to ensure that 11 South African 
CSOs facing leadership changes are better able to successfully 
and developmentally prepare for, and manage their exiting 
process in ways that strengthen their organisations in the 
long term. On balance, we believe the goal was achieved for all 
participants – to varying degrees, and via several pathways. This 
brief offers evidence for this claim by articulating the wide range 
of outcomes to which the LEGACY programme contributed. It 
centres the experience of the programme’s primary constituency: 
the leaders who helped co-create it. 

The LEGACY programme evolved into a seven-step process 
(pictured below), comprising three three-day modules 
interleaved with a variety of support offerings and opportunities 
for leaders to connect with each other and with the facilitation 
team. The contact work of the programme unfolded over 
the course of a year (October 2020 – September 2021). 
The programme concluded in November 2021. 

WHAT WE CO-CREATED 
AND WHY

 THE LEGACY PROGRAMME

The LEGACY programme was built on three 

core assumptions:

The leader needs to be central to a workable 
transition in most CSOs.

A process is needed, not simply consulting or coaching 
or training, to support leaders in transition so that 
they can support themselves and their organisations 
through this challenging passage. 

A community is also needed so that leaders 
have colleagues they can turn to outside their 
organisations for support and expertise. 

1)

2)

3)

This reality, and leaders’ experiences, foregrounded the 
following questions: 

How might we support CSO leaders to transition in ways 
that take care both of themselves and the organisations 
they leave behind? 

What does it mean to leave responsibly? 

Can this be done without over-reliance on organisation 
development or other scarce and expensive professionals, 
by leveraging the knowledge, skills and resources of 
leaders and organisations themselves? 

Is it possible for leaders from different civil society 
organisations to work together to enable this? 

The co-creation of the ‘LEGACY: a leader’s journey’ was an 
attempt to answer these questions.

MODULE 1

1 7

COACHING
AND SUPPORT;
PREPARATION
FOR MODULE 2

PREPARATION
FOR MODULE 1

CLOSURE

COACHING
AND SUPPORT;
PREPARATION
FOR MODULE 3

MODULE 2 MODULE 3

2 4 6

3 5
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As a facilitation team, we are familiar with the importance of 
building a learning community in professional formation and 
development programmes. Many of us have also worked with, 
and in, a variety of communities of practice (CoPs) or with 
therapeutic communities and support groups of different kinds. 
Finally, we all have some experience of networks in the civil 
society space.

The LEGACY community has elements of all these, but combines 
them in a way that feels new to us, and which has emerged, been 
co-created – and in a sense, discovered – through the process of 
working together. We call this a “Community of Change”.

What insight and understanding did leaders have of themselves? 
And how did they perceive their organisations at this point in 
the process? For several leaders, it was almost impossible to 
see themselves and their organisations as separate entities. 
One leader said: “The organisation took its life from me; and 
my meaning resides in it.” There was a strong sense of carrying 
– alone – the weight and responsibility of the organisation, 
including its future survival and sustainability. Many had no 
prior experience in how to manage a transition of this kind – 
for themselves or their organisations. Few knew of positive role 
models or experiences of successful transition; most narratives 
of transition that were familiar did not inspire confidence. For 
some, there was the question of timing: is now a good time to 
leave? 

Organisations were at different stages of their development. 
Three had already moved through the pioneering phase and 
were facing less of a seismic change in terms of the organisation’s 
growth and development. Others faced the task of helping 
their staff and boards come to terms with a new way of being, 
triggered by their own departure1. Many participants had some 
understanding and appreciation of processes of change and 
transition but hadn’t yet distilled it into an approach that they 
could lead on, particularly in the context of their organisation 
and their transition as a leader. The idea of “legacy” was largely 
unexplored – the majority of people had not yet come to grips 
with the decision to depart (though a small minority had well-
defined transition processes underway already), let alone 
considering what they would like to leave behind them. 

Five members of the LEGACY facilitation team conducted in-depth 
evaluative interviews with all participating leaders in September 
and October 2021. These were documented and analysed by 
the authors, and are quoted from here. Our evaluation looked at 
three stages in a leader’s transition:

1) Where we started.

2) The journey of letting go.

3) Outcomes and impact.

These foci play out within the total community (for example 
within the modules or the leaders’ self-organised WhatsApp 
group), but also between smaller groups of leaders who find 
common interests, questions and concerns with which to 
engage, and within one-to-one conversations between 
individual leaders, or between leaders and members of the 
facilitation team.

Before LEGACY, we were not sure that it would be possible to 
build such a rich experience of community with leaders from 
diverse organisations, sectors and regions of the country. Leaders 
are sometimes relentlessly focused on their own organisations 
to the exclusion of all else, or too busy to be available, or 
simply overwhelmed by the complexities and responsibilities of 
leadership. It is hard to get them to stop and come together! 
And cooperation within civil society is made increasingly difficult 
in a context of high competition for resources, the imperative to 
prove one’s impact, and the drive to be seen as cutting-edge and 
innovative in all things.

To our pleasure, and some surprise, we discovered both a deep 
thirst for community and mutual connection – within a non-
competitive, safe-but-challenging space – and a high degree of 
generosity, empathy and willingness to support each other’s 
processes.

We will now look at how the leaders experienced a transition 
during the pilot. 

1 WHERE WE STARTED: 
LEADERS’ EXPERIENCE IN OCTOBER 2020

DISCOVERING A 
‘COMMUNITY OF CHANGE’

THREE STAGES OF A 
LEADER’S TRANSITION

This community is characterised by several areas of focus, 
held in balance: 

An inward/extractive focus – as in a traditional learning 
community: how can I best deal with my own transition 
and my organisation’s?

A mutual-help focus – as in a support group: how can we 
hold and support each other to negotiate the journey of 
transition as individual human beings and leaders?

A strategic and technical focus – as in a network: what 
intelligence can we share and co-create that will make 
this journey easier and more effective for ourselves and 
for others?

1 In organisation development parlance, the departure of a founder leader 
often produces a developmental crisis and triggers the need to move from simple, 
less structured, more organic, pioneering mode, towards greater differentiation and 
formalisation. This is usually necessary because no new leader is able (or willing) to 
hold and guide the system in the way that the founder can. (The same transition can be 
triggered by other factors – such as growth in scale or complexity, beyond what a single 
person can contain and manage.) Differentiating organisations need a level of “law 
and order” – such as rational, functional systems; agreed norms; and a layer of middle 
management. 
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 “I had an intention to step down and had 

made the decision to move on, however 
I was stuck in not knowing how to move 

forward. I didn’t have information on 
succession planning – no tools, techniques, 
or sense of how to do it. Donors would ask 

about it, and I was never able to answer 
clearly. I didn’t know how to communicate 

my plans, and wasn’t confident enough 
to try... So, I kept my desire to leave to 

myself; not telling people about it, or about 
the new organisation I wanted to start.” 

LEGACY participant

 “I had never had to plan or follow-through 
– and be held accountable – for making 

this kind of big change before. Each part of 
this programme helped me to where I am 
now: the community of leaders – support, 

collaboration and sharing through the 
WhatsApp group; footsteps resources 

available – assignments, coaching, resource 
people, Thinking Through Groups; the 

facilitation process – and other leaders’ 
participation, engagement and willingness 

to share their stories, and their own tools 
and practices. Learning from other leaders 

through this process helped me shift and 
follow through with my decisions, especially 
in communicating and implementing them.”

LEGACY participant

The LEGACY process created space for leaders to undertake 
personal work on themselves, as well as to explore a range of 
organisational fundamentals. We explored questions such as: 
Who am I? What do I want? Where are we? And what does 
the organisation need? 

It also moved beyond thinking and into action, by encouraging 
participants to unpack the processes of change (or strengthening, 
or exploration) that were needed, and to find clear answers. Each 
stage of the process, and certainly at the end of each module, 
coaching session, or other engagement we sought to ground 
intentions in concrete actions. This helped many leaders to name 
their support needs and, where appropriate, to use the larger 
LEGACY community of leaders and practitioners/facilitators as 
both a resource and an accountability space. 

Each leader and organisation were provided the space and 
resources to chart their own course and their own process 
of transition. Although the three modules were attended by 
all participants (two leaders missed the final module for 
Covid-19-related reasons), and everyone participated in monthly 
Thinking Through Groups, the uptake of elective between-
module support varied considerably among participants.

For many participants LEGACY offered a rare opportunity 
to prioritise work on the self; a space to face some deep 
questions that were due – or overdue – for consideration. The 
climate of the programme gave people permission to look after 
themselves. A tendency to dismiss one’s own needs is a common 
problem, especially in parts of civil society with a strong ethos 
of care for others (such as the children’s sector or community 
development) – a problem which organisations, and perhaps 
especially leaders, pay for in the long term. Self-care and self-
management are generally important, but at times of high 
stress, as in leadership transition, paying attention to the self is 
potentially transformative. 

LEGACY made an impact on both a personal and organisational 
level. We have already addressed the sense of personal liberation 
experienced by many participating leaders and touched on the 
process of letting go involved in achieving it. Other themes of 
significance included: 

Making a clear decision to leave, and backing it up with 
a solid plan and concrete action. 

Re-evaluating and re-valuing oneself; increased confidence, 
well-being and happiness.

Establishing a powerful sense of connection and community, 
beyond the organisation.

Learning afresh, from other leaders, about leadership.

Finding a direction for one’s life – with more space for self, 
and/or fresh contributions to civil society.

A strong sense of the legacy that will be left behind and, 
for some, new legacies to be built.

2 THE JOURNEY OF LETTING GO

3 OUTCOMES AND IMPACT

Several leaders reported that these inward experiences of giving 
time to one’s own journey, of reflecting on one’s own life, and of 
beginning to find meaning and peace with that – in the absence 
of the organisation – improved their ability to lead necessary 
organisational changes. Suddenly, they had the inner resources 
to have difficult conversations, and the perspective to take 
necessary, but sometimes scary, actions.
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 “LEGACY was wonderful for the 

organisation; but more than that, it really 
forced me to attend to myself – to deal with 

my issues. Doing that work has had 
a wonderful impact on the organisation. 

I can come to it from a place of happiness. 
I have the strength to take the organisation 
through big decision-making processes, and 
to restructure. I have moved from a position 

of loneliness to having a board and staff 
that’s with me – and to having you with me 

(the other LEGACY leaders).”

LEGACY participant

 “We have a new director lined up 
to replace the current director in 2022. 

We are in a better funding position than 
a year ago and are developing a strategy 

for more focused fundraising going 
forward. Our five-year strategy (which 

lay dormant for two years during the 
Covid-19 pandemic) is coming back to life. 
We have rebranded and are repositioning 
the organisation, in line with our strategy. 
There is a sense of new clarity and focus in 

the organisation; everyone is moving in the 
same direction.”

LEGACY participant

 By mentoring people in the middle of this 
process LEGACY does something stabilising 

for the sector: something that will have ripple 
effects long after, for the country. It will 

mean more examples of successful leadership 
transitions – and more and more leaders who 

are wiser, less terrified, and have, not with a 
map to help them navigate this process.

LEGACY participant

In summary, of 11 participating leaders: 

Three have successfully transitioned out of their 
organisations, and the organisations have successfully 
adapted to this change. 

Five will depart within a fixed term (plans are in place, 
and in most cases, new directors have been selected) – 
all of these changes will occur within the next three to 
six months (by mid-2022), with one exception where 
the current incumbent will depart after returning from a 
sabbatical. 

Three have longer-term, but still concrete, transition 
plans to move on or retire within two to three years after 
achieving a range of realistic goals.

The outcomes reflected above seem to constitute a reasonable 
proof-of-concept for the LEGACY process, and to establish 
its value as an approach to supporting leadership transition, 
especially in relation to founder leaders and/or leaders who have 
profoundly reshaped their organisations. 

It is worth including a note on the relative cost-effectiveness 
of our approach at this stage. LEGACY delivered tailor-made 
support to 11 leaders and their organisations over an active 
period of about a year. The total investment (including fees paid 
by leaders’ organisations, kind contributions from footsteps, 
and DGMT finance) per organisation was less than R100 000. 
While many organisations invest very little in leadership change 
(sometimes with disastrous results), others spend much more. 
We have certainly encountered medium-sized CSOs spending 
upwards of R300 000 on multiple (often poorly coordinated 
and managed) consultants to help put out the fires that tend to 
flare up at times of transition. LEGACY seems to provide a cost-
effective scaffolding to support the transition process.

Based on our experience of the pilot, and ongoing feedback from 
participants, we would recommend that during the preparation 
phase of LEGACY 2, programme designers should: do a brief 
follow-up study with organisations that participated in the pilot; 
interview the new leader, where appropriate, and/or another 
senior person; and engage in a rapid review of organisational 
health. This should provide further insight into the after effects/
lasting impact of the pilot and inform further revisions to the 
design of a second iteration. 

The experience of LEGACY helped free leaders to let go and to 
prepare to move into lives beyond their organisations. It also 
enabled and supported leaders to make plans, take decisions, 
implement changes, and adopt behaviours that helped free 
their organisations to step into new ways of being that no 
longer require their presence and stewardship. Importantly, 
this process was significantly resourced and co-created by the 
leaders themselves.

THE VALUE OF 
THE INVESTMENT 

MOVING BEYOND 
THE PILOT STAGE
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LEADERS AND ORGANISATIONS 
The following leaders and organisations participated in and 
helped co-create the LEGACY process in this pilot (2020-2021). 
their experience of the COVID-19 pandemic.

This learning brief is a consolidation of two learning briefs written 
by Warren Banks (footsteps) and Carol-Ann Foulis (DGMT) for the 
LEGACY pilot community. 

Access the briefs at: 
https://dgmt.co.za/the-dgmt-legacy-programme/ 

This is the learning experience of:

NAME   ORGANISATION AND PROVINCIAL BASE

Jenny Boyce   Mariann Coordinating Committee 
   (KZN) 

Kathleen Dey   Rape Crisis (WC)

Sue Hedden   Woza Moya (KZN)

Mary James   LETCEE (KZN)

Anton Krone   SaveAct (KZN)

Laura Oettle   AFRA (KZN)

Mandisa Shandu   Ndifuna Ukwazi (WC)

Melissa Steyn  Wits Centre for Diversity Studies 
   (Gauteng) 

Claudine Storbeck  Hi Hopes (Gauteng)

Anthony Waldhausen  Uthingo Network (KZN) 

Rose Williams   BioWatch (KZN)

https://dgmt.co.za/the-dgmt-legacy-programme/  

