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The Promise Of 
Community Action

Community Action changes 
people’s lives, embodies the spirit 
of hope, improves communities, 

and makes America a better 
place to live. We care about the 
entire community, and we are 

dedicated to helping people help 
themselves and each other.



Agenda

Board Oversight 
and Role

Succession 
Planning Overview

Short and Long Term 
Plans

Managing 
Executive 

Transitions



The Community Action Board

• Community Action Boards are governing bodies that 
set out the high-level vision, mission, strategic 
direction for the organization

• Boards govern the entire agency, not only CSBG* and 
are the legal entity responsible for the agency
– For a private nonprofit, the governing body IS the board

– For public agencies, governing body is local government; 
duties delegated to the board may differ
• Public agency boards may be limited to only CSBG and specific 

oversight or advisement tasks



Community Action 
Board Duties

A Board's 
Fiduciary 

Duty

Duty of Care

• Reasonable 
person standard

Duty of 
Loyalty

• Faithfulness to 
CAA & its mission

• Avoid conflicts of 
interest

Duty of 
Obedience

• Obey the law, 
bylaws, 

contracts, board 
decisions, etc.

Board members are 
fiduciaries.  They 
have the duty to act 
for someone else’s 
benefit and hold the 
agency’s interest 
ahead of their own



Succession Planning 
is a Strategy to Fulfill 

Your Fiduciary 
Responsibilities



What is Succession Planning

• A systematic process 
for ensuring leadership 
availability, continuity, 
and appropriate 
development of an 
organization’s 
leadership talent

Plan

Training

Sustainability

Mission and 
Strategy



Ways Succession Planning Helps Your 
Organization

Ensures 
Continuity 

Ensures 
Continuity 

Mitigates Risk
Identifies and 

Develops 
Talent

Identifies and 
Develops 

Talent

Improves 
Performance

Improves 
Performance

Reduces 
Disruptions

Reduces 
Disruptions

Stakeholder 
Confidence 

Helps center a 
long-term 
strategy

Cost Savings

Ensures 
Sustainability

Ensures 
Sustainability

Intentional 
Processes = 

Better Results

Intentional 
Processes = 

Better Results



Why Succession Planning Matters

• The process is just as important as the product

– What is the vision for and direction of our agency?

– How do we actualize our commitment to 
diversity?

• Succession planning is more than the plan

– Training strategy

– Development of a leadership bench

– Succession over multiple positions



Standard 4.5: The organization has a written succession 
plan in place for the CEO/ED, approved by the 
governing board, which contains procedures for 
covering an emergency/unplanned, short-term absence 
of 3 months or less, as well as outlines the process for 
filling a permanent vacancy. 

• Intent: Assure the agency has a plan in place should there be 
a vacancy for any reason in its CEO/ED role, both on a short-
term and permanent basis. 



Overview: Leadership Sustainability and 

Executive Transition Management

Source: Preparing for Your Community Action Agency’s Future: Sustainability, Succession &Transition, 

Transition Guides and Community Action Partnership



Succession Planning

• Developing a strategy for filling key roles on 
short/long term basis
– Not just Executive Director!

• Intentional assessment of the organization’s 
key roles:
– Skillsets

– Departure Horizons 

– Internal Capacity 



Basic Strategies for Succession Planning

• Focuses on internal leadership development

• Connects “talent development” with 
organizational goals

Leader 
Development 

Planning

Leader 
Development 

Planning

• Review business model and organizational 
strategy

• Build leadership bench

• Grow key organizational resources

• Assess organizational culture

Departure-
Defined 

Succession 
Planning

Departure-
Defined 

Succession 
Planning



Process Overview for Implementing Succession Essentials
Preparing for Your Community Action Agency’s Future

Source: Transition Guides/Community Action Partnership Succession Planning Toolkit 



Step One: Organize a Small Task Group

3-5 members

CEO/ED + senior management team members 
(typically includes representative from HR)

Board members (typically includes board 
chair)



Step Two: Orient the Task Group

Review the Executive Succession Planning Guide

Define scope
Other positions?

Review training and staff development?

Review mission and strategic direction?

Define roles



Step Three: Gather Supporting 
Documents

Job 
descriptions

Staff 
organizational 

chart

Training/ 
development 

plan

Strategic plan



Step Four: Update Job Descriptions

Review current job 
descriptions

Discuss how position 
responsibilities might 
evolve (not just what 

currently exists) 



Step Five: Develop Emergency Backup 
Plan(s)

Covers short and long-term absences. Contains 
three parts:

• Body of the plan (includes definitions and an 
overview)

• Current job description

• Emergency backup plan detail



Emergency Backup Plan

1. Rationale: Purpose of the plan

2. Priority functions of the position: Mission-
critical responsibilities

3. Business as usual: 3-6 leadership activities 
critical for the position

4. Plan implementation: Who is responsible and 
role of the board

5. Definitions: Short and long term, etc



Emergency Backup Plan

6. Plan details
• Who may appoint (role of board chair and executive 

committee)
• First and second backup
• Cross-training of backups
• Authority and restrictions (e.g. CFO role for check 

signing)
• Compensation
• Oversight and support (clarify responsibility of board 

chair)
• Communications plan



Emergency Backup Plan

7. Longer term, unplanned absence (more than 
two or three months)

8. Permanent unplanned absence (typically 
references succession plan)

9. Approvals and maintenance of record (annual 
board review to update plan details)



Step Six: Develop Succession Policy

• Only needed for CEO – 
but strongly 
recommended for other 
positions

• Other key positions to 
consider:

– COO 

– CFO

– HR

– Head Start Director



Succession Policy
Guiding principles: external vs. internal, competitive search, experience with 
the Network

Lines of authority: Board selects CEO/ED and CEO/ED selects staff

Emergency backup plan

Board action in the event of a vacancy in the CEO/ED position (if no 
immediate replacement)

Preparation timeframe for replacement 

Role of outgoing CEO/ED (selection and transition)

Initial implementation of transition plan



Community Action Template



Community Action Template



Step Seven: Review and Reflect with Task 
Group

What have we learned 
about bench depth and 

organizational 
sustainability?

What have we learned 
about bench depth and 

organizational 
sustainability?

Beyond the two documents, 
what are recommendations 
to improve organizational 

sustainability and leadership 
development?

Beyond the two documents, 
what are recommendations 
to improve organizational 

sustainability and leadership 
development?

Does the process just 
defined reflect 

organizational values and 
capabilities?

Does the process just 
defined reflect 

organizational values and 
capabilities?

Is there enough detail?Is there enough detail?



Step Eight: Review and Reflect with the 
Board

Send documents in advance

Discuss questions (and other key issues) covered 
in step seven

Get board approval



Step Nine: Finalize and Put on Calendar 
for Review

Set annual review of 
documents

Follow-up discussions with 
staff and leadership team



What is an Executive Transition?
• Executive Transition

– Begins: Executive’s decision to depart (or Board’s decision to 
terminate)

– Extends: Through the recruitment and hiring 

– Concludes: Completion of the first full budget cycle with new 
executive 

• Executive Transition Management (ETM)
– A three-phase approach

1) Planning & Preparation
2) Recruitment/Selection & Platform Building
3) Post-Hire Installation & Support

– Holistic management of entire departure-recruitment-onboarding 
process



Community Action Template



Process Overview:
Executive Transition Management

Source: Preparing for Your Community Action Agency’s Future: Sustainability, Succession &Transition, 

Transition Guides and Community Action Partnership



1. Preparation
• Ensure the organization is ready to search/hire:

– Organization is stable – financially, politically, emotionally
– Smart, committed & available chair & committee 
– Take the time - understand the current & future leadership 

needs
• Requires assessment, reflection & planning

– Board is clear about the Four Big Questions driving the 
search:
• Who do you want to hire? What’s the profile?
• Why? Why that profile? Link to future direction?
• What do you want new executive to do? Priorities?
• What do you need to do to get ready?



1. Preparation

• Lack of an obvious successor

• Unfinished business

• Waiting for the perfect time

• Board and staff resistance to change

Address the organizational barriers to executive readiness:Address the organizational barriers to executive readiness:

• Make the CEO job more doable

• Deal with system issues: what needs fixing & areas over-reliant on CEO 

• Bring the CEO salary and benefits up to “market rate”

Others:Others:



Tips for Preparation

Clear about handling internal candidates

Clear about commitment to diversity

Resist the temptation to hire too quickly

Strive for a good ending with the current executive 

Consideration of bringing on an Interim ED/CEO



2. Search & Selection
• Clear position profile that’s not a dusted off old job 

description

• Smart, strategic search plan to market the position

• Robust outreach to build the pool

• Diverse finalist pool; to achieve begins with strategic 
outreach

• Multi-stage vetting & interviewing process that nets a deep 
understanding of candidates

• Engage the staff in the process, but not in committee 
interviews

• Identify & address legacy issues and/or make them known 
to finalists - transparency



3. Post Hire/Onboarding
• Appropriate announcement plan and actions

• Provide a solid orientation for the new executive
– Strive for a great launch

• New executive develops 90-100 day entry plan, ideally before 
“day one”

• Pay special attention to relationships – handoffs; new 
executive builds them early

• Pay attention to the board-executive social contract
– Agree on 12-18 month priorities

– Clarify roles, responsibilities & expectations

– Phases and challenges of taking charge

– Establish performance monitoring & evaluation process



Succession Planning, when coupled with a 
comprehensive Leadership Development 
program, can prepare an agency for any 
unexpected departure of key staff, while 

also increasing the capacity of the 
organization to adapt to change and meet 

the challenges of the future.

Why Develop Internal 
Leadership?



Why Develop Internal Leadership?

Build agency capacity 

Strengthen human resources  

Tap the intellectual capital in the organization

Help employees realize their career plans within the organization

Improve employee morale by giving them a way to better themselves and be 
challenged

Allow the organization to respond to changing environmental demands  



• Obtain a commitment to a leadership development 
program

• Assess the agency’s present work and people needs
• Assess the agency’s future work and people needs
• Establish a succession planning program
• Identify and develop individual talent
• Evaluate individuals and the program

Building Leadership Within the Agency
Leadership Development Checklist



Executive 
Director

CANDIDATE 

READY
NOW

CANDIDATE 

READY 
1-2 YR

CANDIDATE 

READY 
3+ YR

Program 
Manager/
CFO/HR

CANDIDATE 

READY
NOW

CANDIDATE

READY 
1-2 YR

CANDIDATE 

READY 
3+ YR

Middle 
Manager/Unique 
Skill Positions

CANDIDATE 

READY
NOW

CANDIDATE 

READY 
1-2 YR

CANDIDATE 

READY 
3+ YR

Assess Bench Strength By 
Organization

Batter Up! Developing Your Leadership Bench



Leadership Development Cycle

42

Assess the Present 

Work and People 

Needs

Make Commitment to 

Leadership Continuity

Evaluate  Individuals 

and the Program

Identify & Develop 

Individual Talent

Establish a Succession 

Planning Program

Assess the Future Work 

and People Needs



Tips and Tricks
In many ways the selection of a new Executive Director is the most 
important decision the Board will every make. 

BE READY! 

Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Hiring a Community Action Executive 
Director may be unlike any other hiring board members have done. 

Use your resources:

• State CSBG Offices- may be able to assist with discretionary funds to 
support certain activities related to E.D. transition

• State CAA Association support



Merger Opportunity

• Mergers are an often 
ignored opportunity. 
Leadership transitions can 
be a good time to 
consider mergers. One 
report indicates that for 
80% of mergers studied, 
an executive director had 
recently left or was soon 
to retire in one of the pre-
merger organizations. 
(BoardSource)



Succession Planning Common Challenges

Refusal to admit 
the need

Refusal to admit 
the need

Avoidance of the 
uncomfortable 
conversation

Avoidance of the 
uncomfortable 
conversation

Lack of Time and 
Resources

Lack of Time and 
Resources

Resistance to 
Change

Resistance to 
Change

Identifying 
Successors
Identifying 
Successors

Not taking the 
opportunity to 
consider the 

options

Not taking the 
opportunity to 
consider the 

options

Unpredictable 
Leadership 
Departures

Unpredictable 
Leadership 
Departures

Overlooking 
Organizational 

Culture

Overlooking 
Organizational 

Culture



Personal Planning

Knowing When It’s Time To Leave

• Are you personally prepared to move on?

– Employability/retirement; have something to move to

– Financially prepared

– Emotionally prepared

• Are you still the right leader? 

– Do you fit the current and future leadership 
needs/opportunities?



Tools and Resources
• Dynamic Duo: A Guide to Enhancing the Board & Executive Director 

Partnership 
• Assessment and Risk Resources Portal 

o Organizational Assessment
o Risk Assessment 

• Preparing for Your Community Action Agency's Future Part: 2 
Executive Succession Planning Guide

• Preparing for Your Community Action Agency's Future Part 3: 
Executive Transition Management 

• NCAP State Association Playbook
Appendix II Succession Plan Process

• Joining Forces: Evaluating Merger Opportunities
• Combining Forces: A Merger Manual for CAAs
• Mergers as a Strategy for Success 
• CAA Leaders Legal Guide 

https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/3_Dynamic-Duo-Board-and-ED-Relationship.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/3_Dynamic-Duo-Board-and-ED-Relationship.pdf
https://portal.nonprofitrisk.org/cap/
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/10_Preparing_Part2_Succession.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/10_Preparing_Part2_Succession.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/11_Preparing_Part3_Transition.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/11_Preparing_Part3_Transition.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Community-Action-State-Association-Playbook-FINAL.pdf
https://caplaw.org/resources/joining-forces-evaluating-merger-opportunities
https://caplaw.org/resources/combining-forces-a-merger-manual-for-caas
https://caplaw.org/resources/mergers-as-a-strategy-for-success
https://caplaw.org/resources/caa-leaders-legal-guide


More Resources

• Bridgespan Group

– Nonprofit CEO Transitions Resource Center

• BoardSource

– Executive Transition and Succession Planning

– Power of Possibilities (Mergers and Alliances) 

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/nonprofit-ceo-transitions-resource-center
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/nonprofit-ceo-transitions-resource-center
https://boardsource.org/fundamental-topics-of-nonprofit-board-service/executive-transition/?__hstc=166159009.54e72498094b0eb55aafa2f60f950050.1692388559162.1692388559162.1692388559162.1&__hssc=166159009.1.1692388559162&__hsfp=1014341945
https://www.thepowerofpossibility.org/starting_points/executive-transitions/?__hstc=98438528.54e72498094b0eb55aafa2f60f950050.1692388559162.1692388559162.1692388559162.1&__hssc=98438528.22.1692388559162&__hsfp=1014341945




www.communityactionpartnership.com 

http://www.communityactionpartnership.com/


Questions?Questions?

Contact

Maribeth Schneber-Rhemrev, CCAP, NCRT, PMP

mschneberrhemrev@communityactionpartnership.com 

#CommunityActionWorks

#WeR1000Strong

mailto:mschneberrhemrev@communityactionpartnership.com
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