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Everyone Wants to 
Talk About 

Succession Planning 
-- 

Until It Is Their Own 
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●  “No decision of the board, absolutely no decision, is 
more profound than choosing a new leader,” says 
David McKenna.  Your current President will one-day 
be your former President. 

●  Succession planning, however, is too often a random, 
too-little-to-late, exercise of an ill-prepared board.  
Let’s change that. 

●  According to a recent ECFA Nonprofit Governance 
Survey, only 31 percent of board members responded 
“Yes” or “Probably Yes” to this question:  “Are we well 
prepared to name our next President?” 

Introduction 

●  What if . . . Our President is hit by a bus? 

●  Peter Drucker famously said, “Fortunately or unfortunately, the 
one predictable thing in any organization is the crisis.” 

●  Effective boards have succession plans in place for the “what 
if’s.” 

●  Effective boards are not fearful of the future—they are faithful in 
addressing both emergency succession issues (the bus) and 
long-term succession planning 

●  Effective boards pray for protection, yet establish appropriate 
policy—and thus are prepared for a future crisis. 

Avoid Buses and Boredom! 

Four Questions on Succession 
Planning 

1.  We have a written emergency succession plan that is 
understood by the board and senior team.   

2.  Our board is agreed on who the Interim President 
would be in the event our President is unable to serve. 

3.  We have a written long-term succession plan and the 
full board reviews the plan at least annually. 

4.  Our board has adopted appropriate policies that 
establish the framework for both an emergency 
succession plan and a long-term succession plan. 

 

Discern Your Board’s Succession 
Values and Beliefs 

•  McKenna’s definition of a Christ-centered board:  Owner of nothing, 
manager of all, and accountable for all—sums up what it means to 
be on the board of a Christ-centered ministry.  

•  Dr. Scott Rodin says, “I know of few Christian leaders today who 
were anointed before they were appointed.” 

•   We most often employ the business model of doing careful 
searches, looking for leaders who we can appoint to office.  The 
biblical evidence seems to indicate that God selects leaders in the 
opposite order.  God appointed those, not based on who seemed 
most fit for the appointment, but on whom God had anointed for the 
task. 
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Two Questions on Thriving 

1.  McKenna’s definition of a Christ-centered board is 
biblical and aligns with our values. 

2.  Our board is on the same theological page and our 
values are in alignment with our current board-
approved succession policies. 

 

Inspire our President to Thrive 
With a God-Honoring Lifestyle 

•  An effective succession planning process begins by 
ensuring that your board invests time (and 
accountability) in the President’s care. 

•  Every president is an interim President.  William 
Vanderbloemen and Warren Bird say, “Few Presidents 
are eager to admit that their time with their present 
ministry will one day end.  Too many successions are on 
the heels of a moral or financial failure.  And nearly 
every one of those failures happened because the 
leaders were tired and didn’t have anyone to talk to 
about their personal fatigure.” 

Helping Your President Thrive 

•  Ensure that the all-important Board Chair/President 
relationship is healthy. 

•  Be sure the President presents formal and informal 
reports regularly to the board. 

•  Pray for your President and encourage him or her 
outside of board meetings. 

•  Conduct an annual performance review with healthy 
feedback and clear expectations.  

•  Provide funds for President coaching and/or healthy 
living resources and books. 

Three Questions on Thriving 

1.  Our board has written policies that encourage and 
inspire our President to thrive—and models a God-
honoring lifestyle to our staff and constituency. 

2.  Our President is thriving and models a God-honoring 
lifestyle to the senior team and staff. 

3.  “President care” is a regular and appropriate agenda 
topic in board meetings and executive sessions—and 
living a God-honoring lifestyle is a foundational value 
for our board and our President. 

 

Model Succession Planning in the 
Boardroom First 

●  Building a competent board is a key responsibility 
of the board. 

●  Boards rarely excel at their own succession 
planning.  The best boards anticipate their future 
leadership needs and building board succession 
planning into their DNA. 

●  When your board approaches succession 
planning as a Kingdom assignment, it will provide 
a model to your President to do the same. 

Model Succession Planning in the 
Boardroom First 

Which of These Statements are 
True for Your Board? 

●  We are mentoring one or more board members to become 
the next board chair or executive committee member. 

●  We are developing a quality “pipeline” of likely board 
prospects so when relocation, death, or the incapacitation 
of a board member requires filling an unexpired term, we 
are ready. 

●  We are cultivating board prospects on a year-round, long-
term basis (based on written criteria)—so when board 
member terms expire, we have already spiritually 
discerned our next steps. 

Which of These Statements Are 
True for Your Board? 
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Tip No. 1:  There is a substantial difference between 
executive transition and succession planning 

•  Create the conditions for the incumbent President to 
succeed. 

•  Understand the ministry’s current and future strategy. 

•  Ensure that a sound infrastructure is in place whenever 
the search for the next chief executive is launched. 

Delegate Succession Planning to 
the Appropriate Committee 

Tip No. 2:  Assign succession planning to the committee or 
task force that fits your board culture. 

There is no single best practice.  You have several options: 

•  Executive Committee 

•  Governance or Nominating Committee 

•  Succession Planning Task Force (for one year, if there 
is no current plan, then hand-off to a standing 
committee) 

Delegate Succession Planning to 
the Appropriate Committee 

Tip No. 3:  Share these resource materials with the 
appropriate committee or task force 

•  Stewards of a Sacred Trust by David McKenna 

•  Chief Executive Planning by Nancy R. Axelrod 

•  Boards that Lead by Ram Charan, Dennis Carey and 
Michael Useem 

•  NEXT by William Vanderbloemen and Warren Bird  

Delegate Succession Planning to 
the Appropriate Committee  

●  Spiritually discern God’s voice early and often.  
Don’t wait until the 11th hour of a succession 
planning process to get on your knees 

●  One very common leadership mistake is to think 
that we can take a group of undiscerning 
individuals and expect them to show up in a 
leadership setting and off of a sudden become 
discerning 

Trust God and Discern Direction 

●  Plan A – Your President Retires 

●  Plan B – Your President Resigns 

●  Plan C – Your President is Terminated 

Plan for Retirement, Resignation, 
Termination 

Consider the options: 

●  Retain a search firm 

●  Retain a consultant/coach 

●  Conduct your own search 

Discern if a Search Firm Would Be 
Helpful 
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