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While securing competent leaders has always been a demanding process, current realities of 
changing cultural values, shifting demographics, demands for improved accountability, limited 
talent pools and the uncertain economy make finding and retaining successful leaders even more 
challenging. Given the demands placed upon those who assume these positions, the average 
tenure of nonprofit CEOs appears to be shortening making it necessary for boards to be more 
frequently engaged in transition planning and management. 

Perhaps one of the most sobering realities contributing to the transition challenges is the acceler-
ating retirement of the majority of the current senior leadership of faith-based organizations. While 
some leaders may stay on beyond the traditional retirement age and be available for continuing 
assignments due to personal preferences, financial need or good health, many prefer and plan to 

Perhaps no other event in an organization’s or institution’s life cycle is filled with a greater sense 
of both expectation as well as angst than the transition of senior leadership. The departure of the 
chief executive officer presents unique opportunities and challenges – opportunities to evaluate 
and re-engineer the vision and mission of the institution – challenges of ensuring continuity and 
viability of current operations and future services. There is usually a heightened level of risk and 
uncertainty about the future when a chief executive officer leaves even under the best and an-
ticipated of circumstances. Perhaps no other event impacts the “going concerns” viability of an 
organization like the transition of leadership – especially at the executive level.

The events of the past several months are causing significant disruptions. The global health cri-
ses, uncertainties in the job markets, significant philosophical and political changes in the United 
States due to the recent presidential elections and a wide range of related issues, the strain on 
leadership has heightened dramatically. New skill sets are needed, current senior leaders are rec-
ognizing that their experiences and expertise may no longer be sufficient and burn out is at record 
levels. 

This particularly is true for faith-based educational institutions that depend heavily on senior 
leadership for vision, direction, operations, communications and fundraising. For most of these 
entities, the CEO is the face and identity of the institution’s presence as well as the catalyst for 
fulfilling its mission. Historically such organizations take on the character and style of the senior 
leader in a way that is more defining than in most other settings. Perhaps it is the need for a “di-
vine call” or the realities that such organizations usually require leaders of significant talent, con-
viction, commitment and sacrifice that makes the CEO role of a faith-based nonprofit organization 
more pivotal in terms of both expectations as well as performance. While the well-worn leadership 
adage that “streams rise no higher than their source” applies to most senior executive roles, in 
faith-based educational settings this idiom is even more profound given the nature, needs, and 
consequences of the organization’s promises to its constituencies and the central role played by 
the senior executive in fulfilling those promises. 

Leadership Transitions: Challenges & Opportunities
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Transition realities
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Transitions: A unique and providential opportunity
However, despite the challenges of increased leadership turnover and competition for succes-
sors, intentionally orchestrating the CEO transition can be one of the greatest opportunities to 
re-energize vision, adapt mission, assess current conditions, re-engineer structures, strategically 
reallocate resources and deploy the right people for God’s next season of ministry and service 
effectiveness.

Given the accelerating changes, as well as what appears to be an expanding interest in religious 
careers and callings, a senior leadership change provides a unique opportunity to fully assess 
the current effectiveness of the institution’s viability, mission relevance, functions, operations and 
structures. Effective transitions require even greater attention to the “fit” between the institution’s 
current needs and future opportunities with the skill sets, experiences and dispositions of its lead-
ership. Transitions also provide an opportunity to examine and strengthen board governance and 
the critical relationship between the board and the CEO – factors emerging as among the most 
important in successful leadership transitions.  

2

move on. Most, however, should be encouraged to retire in order to allow the institution to em-
brace new opportunities, perspectives and make a place for better-equipped and experienced 
specialists. 

Many organizations have been limited in their ability to groom the next generation of leaders 
due to budget reductions that have substantially reduced middle management ranks – the place 
historically from which most senior executives rise. Also, the current generation of leaders often is 
so consumed with the multiple demands of their assignments that little time and energy is left to 
invest in developing replacements and mentoring successors.

All of these factors are now converging to create a “perfect storm” – an unprecedented leadership 
vacuum and demand for qualified leaders both at home and abroad. Many faith-based organi-
zations are discovering that some of the most aggressive searches for leaders are coming not 
necessarily from their US “competition” but from abroad as the work of the Christian faith matures 
exponentially in emerging epicenters such as India, China, and Central and South America. 

The central role of governing boards
One of the most significant and frequently overlooked influences on institutional effectiveness 
and successful leadership transitions is the role and function of the group charged with the legal 
oversight of the organization – the governing board. A critical need of successful leadership is 
a context of accountability. 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. The governing 
board is legally, morally, and functionally responsible for the supervising of the institution’s stated 
mission, objectives and the setting and overseeing of the policies that govern the personnel and 
procedures to achieve that mission. 

We are living in an era of expanded scrutiny and, as a result, increased responsibilities of govern-
ing boards. Boards must increase their roles in monitoring, evaluating, and guiding the mission of 
these institutions. While administrative leadership (presidents/CEOs and their executive teams) 
carry the primary responsibilities for implementing the mission of the organization, boards must 
strengthen commitments to both their explicit duties – as defined by accrediting, certifying, best 
practices and governmental requirements – as well as their implicit “promises” – holding in trust 
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the mission and integrity of the organization on behalf of its stakeholders. Guarding and guiding 
the missional promises of the organization, serving in essence as “stewards of the calling,” is the 
highest responsibility of a faith-based institution’s governing board.

Also important to the board’s stewardship of the organization’s promise, is its clear definition of 
executive leadership expectations, limitations and operating parameters. In our experience the 
majority of “going concerns” crises occur as a result of a lack of a clear understanding of policies 
and practices between the governing board and its CEO over institutional goals, values, perfor-
mance expectations and accountability measures. 

Interestingly, there is a significant tendency of faith-based boards not to closely manage and hold 
accountable their CEOs. There are numerous reasons for this reality. In some cases, there is a 
theological resistance to the feeling of “touching God’s anointed” that the leader was brought to 
the organization by a “divine call,” so full support and trust is needed rather than close scrutiny 
and questioning. In many institutions, the boards consist of the close friends and confidants of 
the CEO making it difficult, because of those loyalties, for the board to exercise the degree of 
oversight required. Faith-based boards also recognize that the vast majority of leaders are serv-
ing sacrificially so tend to make allowances for idiosyncrasies in light of the difficulty of finding 
new leadership willing to work for the pay and perks available.  And board members are busy 
with their own personal and professional obligations and only able to donate limited attention and 
time assuming that given the spiritual contexts of the institution and its personnel, little scrutiny is 
required. Finally, some CEOs resist the in-depth oversight in a variety of ways making it difficult for 
boards to govern responsibly. 

In reality, most boards do not function at high levels of effectiveness and, as a result, do not know 
their institutions well enough to select and guide the best next leader. The first question boards 
need to ask is: Do we have a clear and viable vision we need our CEO to fulfill, or do we need a 
CEO to help us find a clear and viable vision? The second is: Do we fully understand the current 
conditions and future opportunities we need our new leader to address? Given the press to find 
someone who can run the institution so that they can return to their usual practices of review and 
comment, many boards prematurely develop search processes that do not answer fully these two 
critical questions. 

Given the more frequent turnover of executive leadership, boards must assume a greater and 
much more pro-active role in the operations and directions of their organizations. Rather than 
merely “reviewing and commenting” and then either “approving or rejecting,” boards must pro-
actively “guide, govern and monitor” in order to fulfill their stewardship obligations. Board-CEO 
relationships make or break successful leadership transitions. It is with these realities in mind, that 
We offer a seven-phase process designed to help boards find the leadership needed to responsi-
bly fulfill their sacred callings as stewards of the institution’s mission and promise.
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Seven stages of successful leadership transitions
As I have noted, the changing needs of and pressures on the next generation of CEOs require a 
new breed of leader and a new class of governing boards. A CEO transition, when strategically 
managed, provides a providential opportunity to better serve the organization’s vision and mission 
for a new generation as well as the opportunities and challenges it brings. How the board manag-
es the departure of current leadership and prepares for the selection, arrival and inauguration of 
the successor sets the standards for an organization’s image, position, and future effectiveness. 
Managed well, such transitions equip the institution for a new season of relevance and effective-
ness. Handled poorly, it could take a decade or more to recover momentum and the distinctive 
contributions to the causes it seeks to serve.

Based on the current research in succession planning, leadership development, policy board gov-
ernance and indicators of organizational effectiveness, as well as our practical and applied expe-
riences with multiple faith-based nonprofit clients, I suggest seven stages of leadership transition 
management to help boards with this most critical responsibility of recruiting and facilitating the 
success of their next chief executive officer.

While ideally an organization should consider utilizing all seven of these stages, each is designed 
as a stand-alone resource that can be deployed when and how the institution’s board views as 
most beneficial. Also, they can be sequenced and re-packaged with the understanding that every 
organization has distinctive needs, varying degrees of resources and unique opportunities that 
require adaptation to fit the institutional peculiarities and realities. 

These steps have been shaped by asking and answering seven critical questions, which will be 
explored below. The questions are:

•	 How well are we leading?
•	 What’s our current reality?
•	 Who do we need to lead us?
•	 Where is our next leader?
•	 How do we say goodbye?
•	 How do we say hello? 
•	 How do we keep it on track?

Stage 1 - Board readiness and effectiveness: 
How well are we leading? 

This first stage of transition management assists the governing board to determine its current lev-
els of operational effectiveness by using best practices insights and self-assessments to achieve 
the level of functions required to prepare for and manage the leadership transition process. Boards 
need to pay special attention to those elements of their oversight that speak specifically to mis-
sion, organizational core values, fiscal viability, program effectiveness and executive limitations – 
all of which impact mission, corporate identity and ultimately leadership success. 

The best practice for this first stage is to use a policy governance approach to help the board 
examine and then develop several governance essentials foundational to clarifying, projecting, 
enhancing and measuring institutional effectiveness. These elements include:
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•	 Clear, compelling statements of organizational vision and institutional mission.
•	 A description of the core values needed to guide the institution in fulfillment of its stated mis-

sion and implied promises.
•	 A clarification of the moral owners to whom the institution feels accountable and responsible 

along with a description of the organization’s beneficiaries.
•	 An overview of the major functions as well as the primary strategies the institution uses to 

serve its beneficiaries, keep faith with its moral owners and fulfill the promises implied in its 
declaration of mission.

•	 A summary of both short and long-term goals to achieve its stated objectives along with the 
monitoring tools to measure success and validate results.

Perhaps the most important outcomes of this first stage of the board’s responsibility of leadership 
transition management is its thoughtful delineation of executive leadership expectations, limita-
tions and operating parameters. As was noted earlier, the majority of crises occur as a result of a 
lack of clarity about expectations and common understanding of agreed upon objectives between 
the governing board and its CEO over institutional goals, values, performance expectations and 
accountability measures. 

This first stage provides the resources for:

•	 An overview/training session for your board on “Keys to Faith-Based Board Effectiveness.”
•	 An assessment of your board’s performance and potential based on the “Keys to Faith-

Based Effectiveness” with recommendations and suggestions for a “Board Development 
Plan.”

•	 A review, recommendations and assistance as desired with the design of essential policies 
and practices needed to support the board’s work particularly related to CEO-board parame-
ters and expectations. 

When this first step is completed the board should have a sense of confidence about its own 
capacity to successfully manage the leadership transition the institution is facing by answering the 
question: How well do we and can we lead?

Stage 2 - Organizational assessment:  
What is our current reality?

As noted earlier, one of the most important and sobering realities is that most faith-based boards 
have only a limited understanding of the current conditions of their institution’s “health and 
well-being”. It is essential for governing boards to know where the organization is today in terms 
of fiscal stability, program effectiveness, market position, key performance indicator trends and 
other “going concerns” matters before they begin the search for the next executive leader. Many 
a new executive, and often the board, have been unpleasantly surprised six months into the new 
tenure when critical threats to institutional viability unexpectedly surface. Too frequently the desire 
to paint the best picture of the institution to recruit quality candidates fails to portray an accurate 
picture of the organization and its leadership needs. 

This second stage focuses the governing board on key performance indicators (KPIs) to accu-
rately assess current strengths and weaknesses in the operational, programmatic and fiscal areas 
of institutional viability in order to minimize such surprises. This stage provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the most critical “dashboard indicators” to determine strengths, weaknesses, vulnera-
bilities and potential opportunities. This analysis includes:
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•	 A comprehensive review of the past three years of audits to identify critical trends.
•	 A summary of most recent accreditation and/or other professional practices benchmarks 

particularly related to quality, marketability and sustainability.
•	 An analysis of major trends benchmarked against an individualized “At-Risk Indicator” list to 

help the board better understand current conditions.

When this step is completed, the board should have an accurate picture of the current conditions 
into which a new leader will step. Completion of this stage assists the board to better understand 
and thus communicate the health and condition of the institution answering the question: What is 
our current reality?

Stage 3 - CEO profile development:  
Who do we need to lead us?

Anchored to the essentials of effective board governance and informed by the organizational 
assessment report, the board is assisted in this third stage to develop a working profile of the 
leadership needed to meet current challenges and address future opportunities.

Based on the answer to the question: Do we need someone to fulfill our vision or someone to help 
clarify and refine our vision? The board is assisted in defining the qualities, skill sets, dispositions 
and passions needed in the next leader. In most cases it is advisable to include other constituen-
cies and stake holders in the profile development. Since broad ownership of the selection process 
of the new leader is required for his/her success, it is usually helpful to develop ways for these 
constituents to be a part of commenting and recommending the qualifications they feel are need-
ed to lead the organization into the future. 

Our research shows that several key qualities seem to be common to the next generation of lead-
ers of most faith-based institutions. Among these universal skill sets, experiences and predisposi-
tions are:

•  Strategic resource management, 
•  Openness to accountability, 
•  Entrepreneurship, 
•  A commitment to collaboration and team development, 
•  Change management, 
•  Effective communications, 
•  Cross-cultural and globalization awareness, 
•  Strong board relationships, and 
•  A deep passion for the core values and stated mission of the organization. (Adapted from 

“Turnover: Selecting the Next Generation’s Presidents”, Change Magazine, September-Octo-
ber 2010). 

In a very helpful research project done on effective theological school presidents (“Leadership 
That Works” Auburn Studies, No 15, December 2010), it was concluded that character is a better 
predictor of executive leaders’ success than credentials and interview performance. This study 
focused on developing selection criteria that help determine a mature capacity to lead that puts 
other priorities ahead of personal needs for approval and success – in essence a “servant leader” 
motivation that seeks the good of the organization and others even at great expense to the self. 
Such leaders, this study suggests, are able to discipline themselves to pay attention to their dis-
comfort zones recognizing that a significant aspect of effective leadership requires a willingness to 
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work outside of preferred or learned approaches and styles. The suggestion here is that the next 
generation of presidents must be driven more by the needs of the people and the organizations 
they serve rather than their own needs.  

Using these as a baseline, the best practice is for the board to develop a list of the organization-
al-specific skill sets, corporate culture distinctives, leadership style and executive experiences 
required of the next leader. Every organization has a distinctive climate and culture that new lead-
ership must understand and embrace. Whether it is a theological underpinning, operational style, 
specialized service niche, or a myriad of other organizational distinctives, boards must be able to 
understand these factors, delineate and then apply them in the development of the “ideal profile” 
to ensure the best fit.  

Refinement of this profile occurs in Stage 4 when a decision is made on how to conduct the 
search. Most external executive searches occur with firms that have additional tools for leadership 
profile development and candidate skill set assessment worth reviewing before a final profile is 
established.

The outcome of this phase is agreement on the picture of the leader most likely to move the insti-
tution’s mission and vision forward. Upon completion of this stage the board should be better able 
to answer the question: Who do we need to lead us?

Stage 4 - Search & selection strategies:  
Where is our next leader?

Stage 4 provides the governing board with tools to make the important decisions for a productive 
and timely executive search and selection process. The pros and cons of self-directed searches 
and the use of an external search firm are examined along with a consideration of the need for 
and implications of an interim leadership appointment. 

With institutional conditions understood and a working leadership profile designed to address 
those conditions, the board next makes the important decision of whether to employ a self-di-
rected process or use an external firm to conduct the search and selection of their next CEO. The 
average CEO search for faith-based nonprofits will cost between 50-100% of the incoming CEO’s 
first-year salary if done by an external search firm. Average costs then for an externally directed 
search range between $75,000 and $150,000 plus expenses depending on the level and type of 
services and length of time needed to find the next CEO.

However, self-directed searches also can cost this much and more when board and staff time is 
fully factored. Self-directed searches can be cost effective if there are board members willing to 
volunteer substantial time to the process. However, even with the most efficient of procedures, 
self-directed searches usually require at least one full time staff person and up to half time for the 
search committee chair along with substantial institutional resource support. In the final analysis, 
many nonprofit boards choose to outsource the search and initial screening process to a reliable 
and experienced agency. 

In this stage, the board evaluates various options for conducting the search and helped to make 
the best decision for their organization based upon needs, resources, available budget and time 
frame. Smaller institutions can conduct a successful self-directed search by using some basic 
field-proven templates if the board is willing to put significant time into the process. 
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Frequently there are internal candidates interested in becoming the president. While promotion 
from inside is often easier and perhaps perceived as the least risky, we recommend that a full 
search be implemented as a means to validate credibility should an internal candidate finally be 
selected. The CEO role is so demanding that the elected candidate needs the affirmation that they 
are the best qualified among those considered.

Depending on the findings of the board and organizational assessments in Stages 1 and 2, it may 
be advisable to appoint an interim CEO to help resolve outstanding weaknesses and issues. An 
interim may also be helpful when replacing a long-term, beloved and “heroic” leader – particularly 
a founder. Sometimes a little distance between the “hero” and the next long-term leader allows 
sufficient time for the organization to grieve and adjust. Interims also can be very helpful when 
replacing a failed leader – particularly if that failure was ethical or moral in nature. 

The interim strategy makes it possible for the board, working through the appointee, to discover, 
address and resolve critical matters before actually selecting and installing the next CEO. Some 
of our clients have used interims as a means to put the organization in a better position to recruit 
highly qualified candidates. While the usual approach is to appoint an internal person to the in-
terim role, I believe that, depending on the issues to be resolved, the use of an external specialist 
often is a more effective way to resolve complex problems that an in-house appointee may be 
unable or unwilling to address due to the political and relational limitations. Also, interim internal 
appointees are put at risk when the new CEO arrives since they can be seen as a threat or per-
ceived as having difficulty surrendering the reigns of leadership. If an internal interim is utilized it 
must be clear whether or not this individual is a candidate for the CEO position. It is unusual for 
interims to become candidates. In summary, an external interim often finds it easier to make the 
tough decisions that can cripple a new president’s effectiveness. 

“Sudden departures” of CEOs present a special challenge to governing boards. Most successful 
searches require several months to complete. Whether due to untimely resignations, performance 
failure, debilitating health or death, it usually is advisable to employ an interim rather than rush 
the process of replacement. We are seeing a significant increase in sudden and unplanned CEO 
departures for a wide range of reasons. It is a good idea to have a process in place, preferably a 
set of board policies, to guide how CEO replacement will be handled. These policies facilitate a 
proactive rather reactive response to CEO departures no matter when and how they occur.

No matter what approach is used to conduct the search, it is the governing board’s ultimate 
responsibility to select and install the new president. While several search options are available 
to the board, the final decision must rest with the duly authorized governing body to determine 
whom they feel best suited to lead the organization into the future. This stage helps the board 
answer the question: Where and how do we find our next leader?

Stage 5 - The leader’s farewell:  
How do we say goodbye?

This stage is used to develop checklists, implement procedures and utilize tools that ensure that 
the current leader’s final period is full, productive and meaningful. These assist the governing 
board to capture the wisdom and insights of current leadership as well as help the departing CEO 
finish well by answering the question: How do we appropriately recognize service, identify legacy 
and say farewell? Ensuring that the current leadership is honored and that an effective transition 
out of the institution is achieved are the primary goals of this stage.
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The first question often asked is: How much notice should be given regarding the departure of the 
current CEO? I noted earlier that most successful searches require nine to 12 months to execute 
effectively. In a planned departure, it is important for the president, privately and confidentially, 
to advise the board about one year in advance to give sufficient time to implement the transition 
and search processes. Once those are in place, a public announcement of departure is appropri-
ate about nine months or so in advance of the final day of work. In some settings, a ninety-day 
notice is appropriate if existing transition policies are in place and a replacement is readily avail-
able. Some CEOs are on a multiple year contract, so it is common for the last one to be issued 
as a terminal agreement with the intent that at the close of the contract period the CEO plans to 
depart. However, more than a year’s public notice creates a “lame duck” hiatus that can seriously 
interrupt the momentum and progress of the institution.  

Once officially apprised of the CEO’s intent to leave, the board, working with the CEO and the 
senior administration, needs to define the various activities, priorities and other deliverables 
expected from the departing leadership. The primary tool I find most helpful in this phase is the 
development of a “Leadership Transition Briefing” handbook that summarizes current conditions, 
needs, trends, issues and other strategic planning matters to ensure that essential information, re-
lationships and momentum are identified and cataloged. This document provides the board with a 
better picture of the current condition of the institution, gives the departing CEO an opportunity to 
bring his/her tenure to an orderly closure and provides an important quick start briefing resource 
for the new president. 

Decisions regarding any continuing relationship between the incumbent and the organization need 
to be clearly delineated. We are seeing an increase in trends to retain the former leader in some 
capacity to help the new senior executive with the transition of the organization and particularly 
transition loyalties of financial supporters and other key constituents. It is our experience that such 
relationships can be beneficial but present some challenges that need to be clearly addressed 
between the incumbent, the new leader and particularly the board. The continuing presence of the 
former president can create confusion and conflicts that may damage institutional performance, 
limit re-engineering and eventually reduce credibility. Also, many experienced candidates will be 
hesitant to accept an appointment when the CEO remains in an official capacity. Clarity of expec-
tations, delineation of authority and the willingness for the departing incumbent to allow the new 
CEO the freedom to make changes all will help make a continuing relationship effective. 

It is very important that all contractual matters regarding the separation of the incumbent are 
clearly delineated early in the process. We have seen some unfortunate confusion and bitterness 
develop when presumed perks and benefits are not clearly spelled out.  Make sure that any prom-
ises regarding separation pay and other benefits are fully understood by both the board and CEO 
well ahead of the final day in office.

The board, during this final period, develops a checklist of decisions, activities and other initiatives 
to celebrate and honor the incumbent’s achievements providing opportunities for the constituents 
and stakeholders to say goodbye – all designed to help the current leader finish with a sense of 
fulfillment, joy and dignity. How an organization says its “goodbyes” sends an important message 
about the true character of its mission and corporate culture. 

One of the most helpful resources in managing transitions at this stage is “Presidential Transitions 
in Private Colleges” by Robert Andringa and Allen Splete. The chapter “Departing with Style” 
is filled with excellent advice for both boards and CEOs. While written primarily for college and 
university settings, the principles and practices are easily and readily applicable to other nonprofit 
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settings. Contact me for a digital copy. 

When this fifth stage is completed, the board and the departing CEO should feel that the question, 
“How do we say goodbye well?” was fully and responsibly answered.

Stage 6: Firm foundations:  
How do we say hello?

Stage 6 is designed to assist the board with establishing a culture of continuous quality improve-
ment by identifying the policies, practices and relationships needed for the new leader’s success-
ful transition and quick start. Through the use of ninety-day checkpoints, benchmarks, dashboard 
key performance indicators and transition tools, this stage is designed to assist the new CEO and 
the board answer the question: How do we lay the foundations of both short as well as long term 
leadership success?

The relationship between the board and the new CEO during the first 90 to 180 days is critical to 
long term success and effectiveness for the leader as well as the organization. In this phase, the 
board develops policies, practices and procedures to help it and the new CEO work together pro-
ductively and transparently. I cannot stress strongly enough how important it is in the first 90 days 
that clear understandings of performance measurements, organizational priorities, accountability 
mechanisms, reporting strategies and communications expectations be established. 

In some cases, executive coaching for both the CEO and board leadership is helpful to identify 
the critical procedures and clarify the basic expectations of the board-CEO relationships. Most 
situations demand that the new executive “hit the ground running.” Given the current environment 
of change, few CEOs have the luxury of a long “honeymoon” period. The “Leadership Transition 
Briefing” handbook serves as a tool to help the new leader more quickly grasp the nature and 
needs of the institution. Without such assistance, new CEOs often require twelve to eighteen 
months to assess accurately the current conditions and future potential of the institution. This 
stage is designed around the specific needs of the organization helping to keep the mission mov-
ing forward by passing the baton of leadership responsibly.

It is important that the new leader and his/her family be welcomed and installed with careful at-
tention to see that the multiple adjustments in both personal and professional life are addressed. 
A celebration around a formal installation provides an important opportunity to introduce the new 
CEO to the various stakeholders. Ensuring that the new leader is presented to key community 
leaders, donors and other individuals of influence needs to be accomplished as early as possible 
in the new tenure. 

Starting strong is the ultimate goal of Stage 6 with the board carrying the responsibilities to ensure 
that the new CEO is welcomed, oriented and fully equipped for success by laying the foundations 
for leadership success.

Stage 7: The inaugural year:  
How do we keep it on track?

This capstone stage of the transition process provides the new leader and the governing board 
with tools and strategies for both the board’s and CEO’s annual evaluation. Here performance is 
measured against established goals to help answer the question: How do we keep it all on track?
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It is essential that the board develop a systematic and meaningful culture of continuous quality 
improvement and assessment if the organization is to model the biblical standards of excellence, 
effectiveness and good stewardship. While it is usual for the board to monitor and evaluate the 
success of their new CEO, it also is important that the board be self-evaluated, as well as as-
sessed by the CEO, to ensure a mutual understanding of expectations. This final stage offers 
principles, practices and strategies for monitoring and effecting continuous quality improvement.

This process includes the review and refinement of key performance indicators, board gover-
nance policies and practices, and executive as well as board assessment. Suggestions as well as 
recommendations for promoting and supporting innovation and adaptation of strategic plans and 
initiatives are developed. Goals for the next fiscal year are set and clear understandings of how 
success will be measured are established.

While adjustments to expectations and evaluation of performance should be happening through-
out the first year as a key component of the activities of Stage 6, this final step in the transition 
process is important to making any remaining course corrections so that the tenure of the CEO 
and the most effective working relationships with the board are established. Getting it and then 
keeping it on track is the ultimate indicator that the organization has successfully navigated the 
leadership transition process.

A future of promise
Perhaps at no other time in human history has the maximum effectiveness of quality faith-based 
institutions been more needed. Key to achieving such effectiveness in advancing God’s plans and 
purposes is the quality, performance and commitments of the next generations of leaders.  Gov-
erning boards and their CEOs must develop strategic partnerships to ensure the relevance and 
success of their God-appointed callings. Given the accelerated rate of turnover, as well as the 
limited pool of qualified candidates, success in managing leadership transitions must become the 
highest priority. 

Without a vision the people perish. Without the visionary there is no compelling vision. I am com-
mitted to helping identify and support those called to lead your organization into a future that is 
filled with the potential to, as Charles Wesley’s hymn challenged, serve the present age our calling 
to fulfill. I would be privileged to partner with you in this grand adventure of serving God’s purpos-
es for His glory in this generation and those to come.

If I can be of assistance as you plan your leadership transition, please do not hesitate to contact 
me at: djgyertson@gmail.com 

Dr. David Gyertson has a broad and varied background in higher education, publishing, consulting, executive coaching, 
ministry and media.  He has held senior leadership positions in religious, charitable and business environments, includ-
ing international and cross-cultural settings.  Most recently he was Associate Provost, Dean of the Beeson School of 
Practical Theology and Professor of Leadership Formation and Renewal at Asbury Theological Seminary in Kentucky. 
Semi-retired, he now serves the Seminary as Distinguished Leader in Residence guiding doctoral curriculum in Leader-
ship and Organizational Development. Previously he was Distinguished Professor of Leadership Formation and Renewal 
at Regent University in Virginia. He taught doctoral level courses in the School of Education as well as the School of 
Global Leadership & Entrepreneurship. 
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