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About This Report 
This report by the North Carolina Center for Nonprofits is part of a multi-year, statewide initiative on Executive Succession and Deepening the Bench 

to help nonprofits and their leaders navigate executive transitions successfully. 

In August 2015, the Center conducted a confidential, online statewide survey of executive directors/CEOs to learn about their career paths; their plans 

for their own executive transitions, whenever they happen; and their jobs and boards of directors. Previously, we had relied on the 2011 national 

Daring to Lead study, which found that 67% of nonprofit CEOs planned to leave by 2016, but we had nothing specific to describe the changes happening 

in our own state. 

We received 640 responses to the survey. Our reporting is based on the raw number of eligible, complete survey responses and is not intended to 

attempt statistical significance, but yield data useful in revealing patterns of behavior in the population of CEOs. We’re pleased that nonprofit staff and 

board leaders, as well as foundation and corporate funders and other donors, can now turn to this Center resource as they work to build the capacity 

of their own and others’ organizations.   

We thank CompassPoint and the Meyer Foundation for their permission to adapt selected questions from the 2011 Daring to Lead survey. We are 

grateful to RTI International, especially Larry Campbell and Jonathan Solares, for donating its expertise in the development and administration of the 

survey. We extend our appreciation to our local and regional partners – Guilford Nonprofit Consortium, HandsOn Northwest North Carolina, QENO, 

and WNC Nonprofit Pathways – for their help in distributing the survey to their constituents. Most importantly, we thank the executive directors and 

CEOs who took the time to complete the survey and share their honest feedback so that we could learn from their collective experience.   

Trisha Lester, Acting President 

North Carolina Center for Nonprofits 
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Key Findings 

 Almost one-third (32.7%) of nonprofit CEOs plan to leave their positions in two years and, of those, close to 30% (29.5%) have notified their boards 

of directors. Nearly 60% (58.2%) of CEOs plan to leave their positions in four years. This compares to the 2011 national Daring to Lead study that 

found that 67% of nonprofit CEOs planned to leave their positions by 2016. 

 The top reasons for leaving are: wanting to retire (37.1%); feeling it’s time to leave (29.5%); inadequate board support or performance (18.6%); 

inadequate salary and/or benefits (13.9%); and feeling tired of raising funds (13.3%). 

 An alarmingly-high percentage (67%) of nonprofits do not have an emergency back-up plan in case of a short-term absence by the CEO. Of the 33% 

that have one, 86% say their boards of directors are familiar with it. An even higher percentage (71%) of nonprofits do not have a written, board-

approved succession plan for the CEO position. 

 If the CEO were to leave his/her job today, almost half (48.9%) feel there’s at least one other person on the staff or board who would be a good 

candidate for the CEO’s job, which points to limited bench strength in that group, but none in the other 51.1%, which is troubling. 

 Almost three-quarters of CEOs (74%) have at least one person on staff whom they would trust to make important organizational decisions without 

any consultation from them. 

 The majority of CEOs (88%) feel most comfortable talking about their eventual transition with a trusted friend. More than half (56%) said they were 

“very comfortable” talking with their board chair. Interestingly, 62% of CEOs felt “very comfortable” or “somewhat comfortable” talking with a 

funder of their organization as opposed to only 38% who felt “somewhat uncomfortable” or “very uncomfortable,” which points to positive and 

trusting relationships with funders. 
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Key Findings (continued) 

 Close to 78% of CEOs feel “very energized” or “somewhat energized” in their current positions, which is very good news. It is troubling that almost a 

quarter (22.1%) of CEOs feel “somewhat burnt out” or “very burnt out” – and that’s not healthy for them or the nonprofit they’re leading.   

 When asked what energizes or fatigues them, CEOs were most energized by organizational strategy and vision and external relationships and 

partnerships (88%); they were most fatigued by fundraising (45%) and working with the board of directors or trustees (33%). 

 While most (61.6%) CEOs receive an annual review of their performance, 13.6% have never been evaluated by their boards. Of those that 

responded never, almost 24% (23.5%) have made an overt request of their board to fulfill this governance function, but the boards have not 

complied. That lack of performance should be identified in a board self-assessment.   
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Call To Action 

1. Boards of directors must embrace their governance responsibilities around succession planning and execute them in partnership with 

the CEO as a component of sound risk management and effective planning.   

 There should be written, emergency back-up plans in case of short-term absences of the CEO as well as written, board-approved succession 
plans to address the inevitable transitions of the chief staff executive that all nonprofits will face at one time or another.        

 Institutional funders can take simple steps to build awareness of this responsibility by having nonprofits report on proposals whether they 
have these two important policies and how frequently the board of directors revisits them.    

2. Operating nonprofits need institutional and individual funders to stick with them during periods of executive transition if they’re to 

continue delivering on their missions.   

 If funders truly believe in the importance of leadership, they must stay the course with nonprofits that they’ve funded through periods of 
executive transition, when they’re financially the most vulnerable.   

 It further weakens the nonprofits to adopt a “wait-and-see” attitude regarding funding and puts funders’ investments at risk – while creating 
an unhealthy dynamic that works against the principles of effective capacity building.   

3. North Carolina nonprofits must reach out to a more diverse pool of individuals – specifically around race, ethnicity, and age – to give 

them opportunities for executive leadership positions in order to grow and strengthen our sector and make it sustainable in the long 

term.   

 Demographic forces in our state are changing the make-up of the population, and nonprofits will need to reflect those changes in their 
executive leadership as well.   

 Boards of directors and nonprofits must invest in leader development to deepen the bench of talent for the long-term future of our sector.  
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In Their Own Words 

“My board is like an ostrich when it comes to executive succession. I've tried to raise the subject since I was hired, 

providing checklists and information, but the board seems to think I will be here forever.” 

“In my experience, CEOs give their heart and soul to their organizations, and over time it a) becomes expected, b) is 

exhausting, and c) has diminishing returns. Boards and their CEOs should have clear expectations about where the 

boundaries are and pay attention to the warning signs that the leader is running out of steam. I have asked for a 

sabbatical to rest, read, write, and refresh. While supportive of the idea, the board is unable to step in and make it 

possible.” 

“In my transition out of my previous position, one of the most helpful things was that the year before I’d received a  

Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation sabbatical. That allowed me and my organization to do some of the necessary planning 

and helped prepare my organization for my ultimate transition.” 

“Always plan for deep bench strength on your staff to anticipate transitions at all levels, even middle managers. This is 

critical for small, lean nonprofits.” 

“Start planning at least five years before the expected transition. And personally speaking, don't spend all your energy 

getting your organization ready for the transition; spend time getting yourself ready too.” 

North Carolina Center for Nonprofits Page 7 



ABOUT  THE  NONPROFITS 

Budget Size 
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Note: Some values will not add up to 100% because of rounding. 



ABOUT  THE  NONPROFITS 

Primary Activity 

Top respondents: human services (26.5%), education (18.2%), health/mental health (17.9%), and 

arts, culture, and humanities (12.8%) 
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ABOUT  THE  NONPROFITS 

Geographic Scope 
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ABOUT  THE  NONPROFITS 

Paid Staff 
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ABOUT  THE  NONPROFITS 

When the Nonprofit Was Founded 
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ABOUT  THE  CEOs 

Age 
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ABOUT  THE  CEOs 

Gender 
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ABOUT  THE  CEOs 

Race 
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ABOUT  THE  CEOs 

79.3% are founders or co-founders 
of their current nonprofits 
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ABOUT  THE  CEOs 

Current Annual Salaries 
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Most were very satisfied with the board’s treatment of staff (69%), and a significant percentage were satisfied with 

their financial oversight (46%). There was dissatisfaction with the board’s fundraising (21%) and personal financial 

contributions (12%). 

North Carolina Center for Nonprofits Page 18 

Satisfaction with their current boards’ performance 



Frequency of the board’s evaluation of the  
CEO’s performance 
The majority (61.6%) have an annual performance evaluation, but 13.6% have never been evaluated by 

their board. Of those that responded never, 23.5% have requested their board to fulfill this governance 

function, but they’ve not complied. 

North Carolina Center for Nonprofits Page 19 



How CEOs feel in their current position 
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2.4%  Very burnt out 



What energizes and fatigues CEOs 

North Carolina Center for Nonprofits Page 21 



28.2% of nonprofits had two or more CEOs in the  
last three years 
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Years of service of CEOs’ immediate predecessor 
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Conditions under which the CEOs’ immediate 
predecessor left the CEO position 
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Number of years CEOs are expected to stay in their 
current positions 



The most important reasons that CEOs leave 
 (participants could choose more than one) 
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Why CEOs postponed leaving their positions 
 (participants could choose more than one) 

Of the 11.9% who postponed retirement because they didn’t have enough funds, 52.6% of their 

organizations contribute funds toward their retirement. 
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Regardless of when they leave, the primary thing the 
CEOs are most likely to do next is: 
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For those CEOs who will continue working, the sectors 
in which they’re most likely to work next are: 
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Emergency Back-Up Plans 
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Back-Up Leadership 
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Succession Plans 
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Boards Identifying Successors To Be CEO 



If CEOs were to leave their job today… 
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88% felt most comfortable talking with a trusted friend. 56% said they were very comfortable talking 

with their board chair. Respondents felt most uncomfortable talking with a funder (13%). 

CEOs’ comfort level talking about their eventual 
transition with… 
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CEOs’ comfort level talking about their eventual 
transition with other CEOs who… 

66% were most comfortable talking with other CEOs who have firsthand experience with executive 

transitions. They were least comfortable talking with others from their local area (7%). 
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85% of CEOs believe the board should begin by planning 
where they want the organization to be in 3-5 years or more 
(participants could choose up to three) 
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Executive Search Firms Recommended by Nonprofits 
The Center recommends “Working with a Consultant” (under Human Resources) in its Principles and Practices for Nonprofit Excellence as a useful resource. 
It includes questions to ask when interviewing consultants, tips for checking consultants’ references, and helpful guidelines for working with consultants. 

Armstrong McGuire 

Bert Armstrong 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 390-1925 

bert@armstrongmcguire.com 

  

Capability Company Consulting 

Sherry Heuser 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 410-6263 

sherry@capabilitycompany.com 

  

Capital Development Services 

Allan Burrows 

Winston-Salem, NC 

(336) 747-0133 x.201 

aburrows@capdev.com 

  

Cameron Carmichael 

Rich Campbell 

Charlotte, NC 

(704) 364-3434 

rcampbell@cameroncarmichael.com 

  

Coleman Lew + Associates 

Shana Plott 

Charlotte, NC 

(704) 377-0362 

info@colemanlew.com 
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The Davidson Group 

Mark Moser 

Greensboro, NC 

(336) 314-8470 

mark@davidsongrouphr.com 

 

Developmental Associates, LLC  

Heather Lee 

Durham, NC 

(919) 813-6096 

hlee@developmentalassociates.com 

 

Education Collaborative 

Doug Jennings 

Wilmington, NC 

(317) 319-2936 

djennings@educatorscollaborative.com 

 

Elinvar 

Patti Gillenwater 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 622-5141 

patti@elinvar.com 

  

Giving Ideas, LLC 

Gary Landwirth 

Asheville, NC 

(828) 279-5758 

glandwirth@mac.com 

Greene Resources 

Gary Greene 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 862-8602 

gary@greeneresources.com 

 

Isaacson Miller 

Jane Gruenebaum 

Washington, DC 

(202) 682-1504 

www.imsearch.com/contact-us.aspx 

 

KOYA 

Erin Reedy 

Newburyport, MA 

(978) 465-7500 

info@koyapartners.com 

 

LevRidge Resources, LLC 

Kathy Ridge 

Charlotte, NC 

(704) 366-6680 

kathy@levridge.org 

 

Management Consultants for the Arts 

Greg Kandel 

Stamford, CT 

(203) 353-0722 

mgtconarts@gmail.com 

moss+ross 

Mary Moss 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 819-7232 

mmoss@mossandross.com 

 

Noetic Search 

Kimberly Boulton 

Chicago, IL 

(312) 863-8577 

kimberly@noeticEXsearch.com 

 

The Oliver Group  

Jennifer Mackin 

Louisville, KY 

(502) 241-2292 

jmackin@olivergroup.com  

 

Raffa 

Karen Schuler 

Washington, DC 

(202) 955-7244 

kschuler@raffa.com 

 

Raven Consulting Group 

Jeanie Duncan 

Greensboro, NC 

(336) 509-4177 

jduncan@ravenconsultinggroup.com 

Signature Search 

Chip Magee 

Raleigh, NC 

(919) 341-3032 

cmagee@signaturesearch.com 

 

Sockwell Partners 

Patricia Zoder 

Charlotte, NC 

(704) 372-1865 x.105 

pzoder@sockwell.com 

 

Tuft & Associates 

Kathy Kuntzman 

Raleigh, NC 

(312) 642-8889 

search@tuftassoc.com 
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North Carolina Center for Nonprofits’ 
Resources on Succession Planning and Executive Transitions 

 Information Central – Need information or help on various nonprofit management and leadership issues, including succession planning? Find 

answers to your questions, sample policies, articles, checklists, and more. 

 Call Before You Dig Into a Search – The Center has partnered with a group of Pro Bono Consultants who work on succession planning and executive 

transitions. This service is open to all Center Members, and a team of two (CEO and board chair, two board members) can work one-on-one with a 

consultant for up to one hour. Get free advice early on to ensure your organization does it right. 

 Toolkit for Effective Succession Planning and Executive Transitions – A variety of articles and sample policies to get you started on succession 

planning.  

 Refer to the Center’s Principles & Practices for Nonprofit Excellence: A Self-Help Tool for Organizational Effectiveness for information on how to work 

with a consultant. 

 A sample Request for Proposals (RFP) for soliciting bids from executive search firms provides a template that you don’t have to re-type and that  

you can adapt to your nonprofit’s specific needs. 

 Ready to Lead? Next Generation Leaders Speak Out – A national study produced in partnership with CompassPoint Nonprofit Services, The Annie 

E. Casey Foundation, the Meyer Foundation, and Idealist.org. 
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