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Like other nonprofits, community arts education (CAE) organizations are facing
a wave of change, as long-time leaders—often founders who have directed an
organization for thirty years and more—retire. Transitioning to new leadership
raises a range of issues that boards and leaders must address in order to
safeguard the founder’s legacy, maintain the organization’s ability to serve its
constituents, and enable it to evolve as needs change. The process of planning
the current leader’s exit, selecting a new leader, and managing the transition
from one to the other is referred to as succession and transition planning.
Two CAE organizations offer examples of successful transitions handled in
different ways. Community Music Center (CMC), San Francisco, CA, conducted
a search for a new executive director after Stephen R. Shapiro informed the
board that he planned to retire in just under two years. At the Philadelphia
Folklore Project (PFP), Selina Morales became director in 2014, four years
after being hired as program associate.

Community Music Center
“I was like a founder’s syndrome person—I was identified with the organization,” says Shapiro. Having led the 90-year-old CMC, whose mission is to make
high-quality music accessible to all people regardless of financial means, for
over thirty-three years, he gave his notice in 2009, at a moment when bringing in a new, younger ED was particularly appropriate: CMC was considering
doubling the size of its main campus by buying the building next door, as well
as planning for new administrative and instructional computer technology.
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The board hired CompassPoint, a nonprofit leadership and
strategy organization, to develop a succession plan and formed a
committee to work on it. The plan was in place by 2010. With no
obvious successor to Shapiro among the staff, the next step was
to hire a search firm and form a board search committee. The
new director was hired in 2011. Shapiro spent two weeks in the
office with him, taking him to meet donors and introducing him
to the staff and the faculty council: “I took him around, sat
down with every staff member, explained what they did and how
I related to it, as well as my responsibilities with faculty
individually and as a group, and my work related to the board,
finances, and programming.”
Because of the long notice, the process of informing stakeholders started early. Members of the board and Shapiro met with
foundations, individual major donors, and partner organizations
such as San Francisco Performances, not only to inform them of
his departure but to solicit suggestions for candidates and ideas
about what skills “a new ED in a new millennium” might need.
These meetings, he notes, were also opportunities to sustain and
nourish relationships with supporters throughout the Bay Area.
A crucial part of the planning process was the board’s decision to
put in place a new five-year plan involving the physical expansion
and new technology before the incoming ED was hired, instead of
waiting so that the new hire could have input into the plan.
This was the right choice, Shapiro explains, because CMC was
already very close to making those decisions. Not only would
the candidates know what they were getting into, but making the
decision first would help identify what leadership qualifications
the search committee should look for.
Shapiro was not on the search committee. He believes that an ED
should not choose a successor, particularly when the ED has held
the job for a long time. “There’s an inevitable desire to replicate
yourself, even if you try not to,” he explains. Once the choice was
narrowed down to three candidates, the committee did ask him to
meet with them—not to recommend a specific person but to give
his impressions of the strengths and weaknesses each one would
bring to the role.
Then came “a very large question”: what would be Shapiro’s
relationship to the new ED and the organization after he retired?
A former ED should not be a board member, he says. He made
himself available for consultation, but “wouldn’t pick up the
phone” himself. He agreed to be on two committees involved in
the capital campaign for the new building, and has occasionally

had lunch or a phone call with the new ED and another staff
member. But, he says, “it’s of crucial importance that the new ED
establish an identity and modus operandi for himself or herself—
separate from the old guy.”

Philadelphia Folklore Project
Much as at CMC, the conversation about succession and
transition at the Philadelphia Folklore Project (PFP) was
initiated by Founding Director Debora Kodish. Having led the
organization—which documents, supports, and presents
Philadelphia-area folk arts and culture—for twenty-four years,
she was intimately identified with PFP and had close connections
with its stakeholders. Concerned with the organization’s health
and longevity, she suggested to the board that given her long
tenure, it was time to begin thinking about transition. Because
of her ties to funders and the PFP community, she wanted an
internal hire who would work at PFP for a while, get to know the
stakeholders, then become director when she decided to retire.
When Kodish hired Morales in 2010, therefore, the question of
whether Morales could be that person was in Kodish’s mind,
though there was no promise that this would happen. “She let
me know she was planning on retiring soon, and asked if I was
willing to be part of the team that pulled the organization
through the transition,” says Morales, whose job was public
programming, which involved a variety of duties, including
attending board meetings and connecting with community
members. The board kept an eye on this process, hoping she
would stay until Kodish retired, then take over. A year and a half
later, Kodish and Morales decided that Morales would be the
next director, and the transition began.
With help from the Center for Applied Research (CFAR), a
consulting firm, PFP developed a strategic plan that enabled
Morales to take the lead in articulating a vision for the
organization, which she would enact when she became director.
The plan outlined strategic priorities, program strategies,
development goals, and a transition plan.
Communicating the coming transition to stakeholders was an
essential component of the plan. Working with a CFAR consultant, PFP invited its closest collaborators to strategic planning
sessions in groups of 35–40 people. In a series of activities,
participants generated expressions of what aspects of PFP they
valued most. For example, people stood at particular points on
a timeline of photos on the wall, representing moments that
were important to them, then told why. Other activities involved
visioning the organization’s future. These sessions provided “the
basis of our thinking about whether the mission still made sense”
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and how the organization would move forward, Morales explains.
She spoke at the sessions about herself and why she had joined
PFP. “So a lot of the most important stakeholders heard from me
before the transition. People started to know me as its next
generation, two years before Debora retired.”
This input from constituents helped shape her ideas not only
about the future, but also of what about PFP needed to stay
consistent. For example, staff reiterated PFP’s commitment to
democratic processes, so that stakeholders could rely on that
fundamental aspect of the organization. PFP also got feedback
by holding a series of focus groups with a variety of other people
that the organization had engaged with—for example, singers and
artists working in different media—who described why PFP was
important to them.
Based on this input, PFP used this time of transition as an
opportunity to rearticulate the mission and Morales’ vision for
the organization. It created a new logo similar to the old one but
different enough to show that some change had occurred. “We
worked hard on talking points to articulate what would stay the
same (the aspects people valued the most) and what changes to
expect,” she explains. PFP unveiled the new logo at its annual
benefit, where the organization said goodbye to Kodish and
welcomed Morales. A media campaign led to articles in local
papers that came out just before the benefit and a radio interview
about the transition.
The communications plan helped raise money, but more
important, it gave people a chance to receive the message that
PFP was headed in a somewhat new direction and to renew their
commitment. “Given that the leader was synonymous with the
organization, it was a delicate thing to put a new leader in” and
preserve stakeholders’ faith in the organization’s continuing
potential and the new director’s leadership, Morales notes.
The last critical component of PFP’s strategic planning process
was a transition exit plan created with another consultant,
Carole Boughter, who had been a staffer there and knew the
organization well. The plan detailed quarter by quarter, then
by month and week, the nitty-gritty details of handing over the
organization to Morales—everything from contacting the press
to line up articles about the benefit to changing names on bank
accounts. As part of the plan, over the two-year transition period
Morales invited four new members onto the board, so that by
the time Kodish left, the board would consist mostly of people
whose primary relationship was with Morales. During Kodish’s
final year, PFP hired a temporary replacement to handle part
of Morales’ job, while she became associate director and spent
much of her time learning the director’s job. The funds for this
hire were drawn from PFP’s reserve, which had been built up
to address just such a critical need, and as a result the books
showed a deficit that year. “That was a difficult expense for the
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organization, but well worth it,” says Morales. “After that year we
had a positive balance, so it tells the story of making a purposeful
choice to use our cash to advance the organization, and of that
choice being successful.”
Part of the exit plan was introducing Morales to major stakeholders.
She attended meetings with private and government funders, so
that they already knew her when she became director, and spoke
at the annual benefit. PFP’s board consists mostly of community
leaders the organization has worked with on projects. They got
to know her at board meetings, then helped introduce her to
their communities.
In 2012, while PFP’s transition was ongoing, Morales hosted a
workshop at the American Folklore Society annual meeting on
leadership, succession, and transition. Other participants’
organizations were also in the midst of succession planning.
“I learned what people were thinking about in different
environments,” she says. “Being part of a network of individuals
and organizations going through the same transition provided
essential support for me.”
Most nonprofits do not adequately plan for transition. A 2013
survey of nearly 2000 nonprofits in the Pacific Northwest found
that only one in ten had a written transition plan. Yet such a plan
is critical to keep an organization strong in the face of change.
“Every organization is different, and every organization forges its
own path in the matter of succession,” notes Stephen Shapiro.
“But there’s no substitute for good, thoughtful planning.”
Resources
Pacific Northwest Nonprofit Survey, M.J. Murdock Charitable
Trust Nonprofit Support Organizations, Aggregated Results 2013:
http://bit.ly/24zyXwM.
Report on Philadelphia Folklore Project strategic plan:
http://bit.ly/1oWLYjR

Leadership, Succession, and Transition in Public Sector Folklore,
Center for Applied Research report on American Folklore Society
workshop: http://bit.ly/1QlkyNh
Founder Transitions: Creating Good Endings and New Beginnings,
A Guide for Executive Directors and Boards. Annie E. Casey
Foundation, 2005: http://bit.ly/1po4DFd
Foundation Center resource list: http://bit.ly/1tYOuGR
“Time to Opt In: Nonprofit Succession and Transition Planning,”
http://bit.ly/1OR11A4
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