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FOR ANYONE WHO BELIEVES THAT COMMITTED AND TALENTED EXECUTIVE 
directors are critical to the success of nonpro�t organizations, this report offers 
sobering news. Nearly 2,000 nonpro�t executive directors in eight cities completed 
the survey for Daring to Lead 2006. Three quarters don�t plan on being in their 
current jobs �ve years from now, and nine percent are currently in the process 
of leaving. Frustrations with boards of directors and institutional funders, lack of 
management and administrative support, and below-market compensation add 
stress to a role that can be challenging even in the best circumstances.
 Some data from this survey con�rm �ndings of the �rst Daring to Lead 
study, conducted by CompassPoint �ve years ago, and reinforce other regional 
and national survey results. Other �ndings are unique to this report. The data 
raise important questions about the future executive leadership of nonpro�t 
organizations and suggest the need for boards of directors, grantmakers, and 
other nonpro�t sector stakeholders to focus on supporting and sustaining the 
best current executives, developing the next cohort of leaders, and preparing 
for inevitable executive transitions.
 A growing mix of leadership programs and services � 
from peer learning circles to coaching to executive transition 
consulting services � are building skills and lessening the 
isolation of nonpro�t executives. An increasing number of 
grantmakers believe that strong executive leadership is essential 
to the effectiveness of their grantees and are searching for ways 
to strengthen and support current executive directors and to 
nurture new leaders.
 Recognizing this growing interest and the need for more 
complete and timely information, CompassPoint and the 
Meyer Foundation conducted this survey as a follow-up to 
Daring to Lead. Both organizations wanted to understand how executive 
leadership had changed over the past �ve years, whether executive turnover 
was escalating, and what factors contributed to executive director success, 
failure, and burnout. We also hoped to expand the geographic scope of the 
survey and to engage a larger group of partners and advisors.
 A distinguished national advisory committee provided feedback on the 
survey design and helped interpret the results. Five management support 
organizations and two foundations joined Meyer and CompassPoint in 
distributing the survey, resulting in 1,932 respondents from eight cities: Boston, 
Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, Minneapolis/St. Paul, Sacramento, San Francisco, 
and Washington D.C. 
 CompassPoint and Meyer approached this project with respect and 
appreciation for community-based organizations and their talented and visionary 
leaders. We�ve tried to listen deeply and to report what we heard � even when it 
con�icted with our own expectations or what we thought our audiences would like 
to hear. Some of the survey responses con�rmed our predictions and reinforced the 
�ndings of other studies; others challenged our assumptions. This report is organized to 
highlight �ndings in �ve areas.



 

   



 

COMPASSPOINT AND THE MEYER fOUNDATION DEVELOPED THE SURVEY 
with input from a national advisory committee. (To download a PDf of the survey, visit 
www.compasspoint.org.) The nine participating organizations invited constituents � via U.S. 
mail, email, and/or website homepage placement � to access the web-based survey during 
the spring and summer of 2005. CompassPoint and the Meyer Foundation chose partner 
organizations that fund and support community-based nonpro�ts and that share with us 
an interest in nonpro�t executive leadership. As a result, we do not have as many very small 
organizations as the IRS master �le; and hospitals, universities, and large national organizations 
are not represented in the sample. For the most part, our interest was not in exploring regional 
differences (indeed there are very few in the topic areas we report upon here), but in achieving 
a national sample with representation from key regions of the country. Responses from 1,932 
executives were collected and analyzed by CompassPoint in San Francisco. 

 

We also conducted seven focus groups as part of this research, six with executives and one with 
board members. In total, 60 leaders from the Bay Area, Chicago, and Washington D.C. participated 
in a Daring to Lead focus group in the fall of 2005. Their responses are critical to telling the 
full story of the data collected by survey and they are quoted liberally throughout this report. 
The executives and/or board chairs of the following nonpro�ts participated in a focus group:



��I�ve come to terms 
with the fact that 
I don�t want to be the 
executive director of a 
small organization again. 
To have some time to 
step back and be able to 
do a senior management 
position in a larger 
organization�to be 
able to focus�that�s 
my long-term goal.�

   

DARING TO LEAd 20011 AND SUBSEQUENT STUDIES HAVE 
established that nonpro�t executives � of all ages � typically say 
they will leave their jobs within �ve years. Anticipation of a large 

wave of leadership transition has raised concern in the sector, and led funders and capacity 
builders to focus on nonpro�t preparedness.  A new �eld, executive transition management, has 
emerged to help nonpro�ts navigate transition more strategically. This �eld has developed strategies 
and tools in succession planning, transition consulting to boards, interim executive placement, and 
more. In 2006, it remains true that 75% of executives say they plan to leave their jobs within �ve 
years. While this is not a longitudinal study, it is worth noting that the sector has not experienced 
inordinate disruption due to the executive departures that were anticipated in 2001. Good news 
for retention of leadership is that only 17% of our respondents said retirement is their ideal next 
step; and among non-retiring executives, nonpro�t sector retention could be as high as 85% 
when current executives leave their jobs. On the other hand, the low levels of succession planning 
reported by today�s executives � especially given the aforementioned development of executive 
transition management methodologies � is disconcerting.

This study looked deeper than Daring to Lead 2001 at a variety of indicators related to 
upcoming departures. First, we asked: �How much longer do you imagine that you�ll stay in 
your current position?� Ten percent (10%) of respondents answered �less than one year.� This 
is slightly higher than the 7.1% reported to be leaving within one year in the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation 2004 report �Change Ahead,� which had a similar sample size and makeup.2 Most 
of these exiting executives � 91% of them � are not retiring but choosing to leave their 
jobs and work elsewhere. Because anticipated departure is inherently more imprecise than 
transitions in progress, we next asked, �Are you in the process of leaving your job right now?� 
Nine percent (9%) answered �yes.� 

1 �Jeanne Bell Peters and Timothy Wolfred. et.al., �Daring to Lead 2001: Nonpro�t Executive Directors and Their Work 
Experience,� CompassPoint Nonpro�t Services, 2001.

2 �Paige Hull Teegarden, �Change Ahead: Nonpro�t Executive Leadership and Transition Survey 2004.� Managance 
Consulting in collaboration with TransitionGuides.



��I just took the 
organization through 
the separation from its 
founder. It has been 
ugly. I don�t know 
what the end point 
is, but I feel I owe 
the board that much 
because they were the 
ones who were brave 
enough to make this 
happen after 15 years 
of being a founder-led 
organization.�

 

  Among all executives, just 25% expect to stay in their current jobs for more than 5 years. 
Executives at the largest organizations are more likely to stay on the job longer: 39% of 
executives with 100 or more paid staff plan to stay more than 5 years, compared with 21% 
of executives with 1 - 4 paid staff, and 19% with 5 - 10 paid staff. Presumably the nature of 
working at a larger organization � higher pay, more staff support, and perhaps prestige and 
community in�uence � make sticking it out longer seem more desirable. Anticipated departure 
is of course different from actual departure: 32% of executives say they have previously decided 
to leave their jobs and then changed their minds. 
 While anticipation of departure is an important indicator, not all departures are anticipated 
by executive directors. One in three nonpro�t executives eventually outstays his or her 
welcome. Thirty-four percent (34%) 
of non-founder respondents say 
they came into their current 
jobs after their predecessors 
were �red or forced out. 
Our data doesn�t tell us how 
long or possibly troubled a 
tenure the predecessors had. 
A predecessor�s termination 
may have come after a 
short tenure of chronic 
underperformance, or 
it may have come at the 
end of a longer, largely 
successful tenure in which 
the �t between the executive 
and the job demands or board 
expectations deteriorated in 
the �nal months. These numbers 
suggest that � like their for-pro�t 
counterparts � nonpro�t boards 
frequently drive executive transition. Booz 



3 �Lucier, C. et al. �CEO Succession 2004: The World�s Most Prominent Temp Workers.� From http://www.boozallen.de/
content/downloads/ceo_succession_2004.pdf.  The study reports transitions in one year, while our study reports on the 
multi-year period over which current nonpro�t executives took their jobs.  

4 �Just as in the for-pro�t sector, succession planning in the nonpro�t sector has moved away from recruiting and grooming a 
CEO successor to building an organization that is prepared to hire successfully.

   

Allen Hamilton�s annual study of CEO 
succession at the world�s 2,500 largest 

companies found that nearly a third 
of the CEOs who left their posts 

in 2004 were forced out of their 
positions for underperformance 
or disagreement with their 
boards.3 That one in three 
nonpro�t executives leaves 
by being �red or forced out 
speaks to the changing and 
challenging nature of the job 

and the proactivity of nonpro�t 
boards � and deserves further 

research and examination than it 
has received to date. 

         Despite the growing emphasis by 
capacity builders and funders on succession 

planning for nonpro�t executives, overall just 
29% of executives report having discussed a succession 

plan for their position with their boards of directors. Even 
among the 10% of executives leaving within a year, less than 
half � 47% � report having discussed a plan for succession 
with their boards. This �nding should perhaps be tempered by 
the likelihood that the term �succession plan� is not universally 
understood, nor is the nature of succession planning activities.4 
(We avoided the term �written succession plan� in the survey to 
include less formal discussions between boards and executives.) 
Focus group participants did address planning for their 
departures, often questioning the readiness of their organizations 
to thrive without them. Executives at small organizations felt 
particularly vulnerable; one participant said, �We are a very 
small organization and there�s no backup support. If I were to 
leave, there is really nothing there.�

��I�m afraid to leave. 
I feel that the agency 
probably should 
have a new leader � 
a younger leader. 
But I love my job.�

��My organization is 
only seven years old 
and already succession 
planning is critical, 
especially from the 
funders� perspective. 
I understand that on an 
intellectual level, but 
I�ve barely begun and 
they�re already wanting 
to distract me with 
succession!�


