The Five Phases of Leadership Transi2on in a Nutshell
Finding the next visionary leader for your organiza5on is a formidable task. The Execu5ve Director (ED) is usually a principal
leader, spokesperson, and fundraiser for the organiza5on. When organiza5ons fail to plan eﬀec5vely for a major leadership
transi5on, it can lead to unintended outcomes, such as a mismatch between the organiza5on's needs with the new leaders’
abili5es and skills. Frustra5on and dissa5sfac5on can quickly set in, leading to the voluntary or forced departure of the new
leader. This is a scenario that can result in major disrup5on, reduced eﬃcacy, and lessened stakeholder conﬁdence in the
organiza5on. To avoid these problems, you want to prepare a comprehensive transi5on planning process in order to ﬁnd
the right leader and ensure their success.
We are oKen asked what a transi5on planning process looks like. There are ﬁve major stages in the transi5on planning
process:
1) Preparing for Change: During this phase, the ED announces his/her inten5on to leave the post, and the organiza5on
sets up a Leadership Transi2on (LT) Commi=ee. The Leadership Transi5on CommiQee leads the transi5on process, from
planning the departure announcement strategy with the ED to designing the best process for recrui5ng, hiring and
suppor5ng the new leader.
2) Taking Stock: The organiza5onal members review where the organiza5on is situated in the organiza5onal life cycle,
taking stock of organiza5onal strengths and weaknesses, as well as environmental trends, in order to beQer understand
the skills and abili5es that will be needed in the new leader.
3) The Search: During this phase, the Leadership Transi5on
CommiQee develops a proﬁle of the skills, knowledge and
aQributes needed in the new leader, culmina5ng in a thorough
job descrip5on. The Leadership Transi5on CommiQee also
designs and implements a process for adver5sing the posi5on
and recrui5ng candidates. The process for screening, reference
checking, and interviewing candidates also takes place during
this stage. A cri5cally important part of the commiQee’s work
during this phase is to conduct in-depth interviews with
behavioral ques5on sets and test case scenarios. We provide
speciﬁc examples in this manual.
4) Hiring: During this phase, the commiQee should examine the
latest data on execu5ve compensa5on and beneﬁts in order to
develop the parameters for an oﬀer of employment. A number
of candidates have been interviewed and two or three ﬁnalists are now interviewed by the full Board of Directors. If all
goes well, an oﬀer of employment is extended, and employment terms are successfully nego5ated during this phase.
5) On-boarding: The Board plans the public announcement and prepares a thorough ED orienta5on process with the
assistance of the senior staﬀ. The Board also develops a wriQen working agreement or memorandum of understanding
with the ED, in order to iden5fy ﬁrst year success benchmarks and op5mal processes for ensuring ongoing and eﬀec5ve
communica5on, coordina5on and clarity on decision-making roles between the ED and the Board.
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