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FOREWORD 
I have always reiterated that effective succession planning creates long-term sustainability outcomes 
for CSOs.  Succession planning is not necessarily about replacing executive leadership, it is about how 
to integrate a culture of successor leadership development at all levels and representations of an 
organisation.

This Publication on leadership succession in the civil society sector is a comprehensive contribution 
and response to challenges I have personally witnessed working with partners over the years.  Over 
time, I have witnessed transitions that have gone bad and how this has affected the operations and 
sustainability of those organisations. 

I have also witnessed a few transitions that have gone well and so this paper presents an opportunity 
to interrogate and highlight what informs good transitions. Taking cognisance of these experiences, I 
realised that many CSOs do not invest enough thought and action to plan succession due to the complex 
nature of transitions and the general unease about leaders exiting and handing over responsibilities. 

Therefore, this paper is a breath of fresh air because it focuses on why CSOs must develop and implement 
succession planning using a bottom-up agile approach. The paper collates various perspectives from 
different types of CSOs on their deliberate processes to identify, recognise and nurture a cadre of 
leaders at all levels of their operations.

It is noteworthy to state that the authors, with dexterity and passion, have put together a paper that 
responds to the following key succession planning issues within civil society, (1) The intricacies of 
planned and unplanned transitions, (2) The essential role of governing boards and management in 
identifying suitable candidates for vacant positions, (3) The importance of talent management and 
leadership development policies and programmes, and, (4) The essential glue of participatory strategic 
thinking and planning. 

It is my hope that this body of work will be utilised within the civil society sector as a resource manual 
that will help organisations to navigate this critical and uneasy terrain of succession planning and 
leadership development. It is also my hope that the quality of internal leadership and governance 
within CSOs will experience a considerable improvement as a result of such initiatives. 

Charles Kojo Vandyck
Head, Capacity Development Unit, WACSI
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SUMMARY
Succession planning is not a common practice in civil society organisations (CSOs). The objectives of this 

Issue Paper are to both make a case for the importance of succession planning and to use the experiences 

of CSOs to provide realistic suggestions on how CSOs can execute a smooth succession from one leader 

to the next at all levels within the organisation. Our analysis focuses on the succession planning processes 

and practices.
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Introduction 
There are several definitions of succession planning 

which connote some form of formal rules and procedures 

designed to ensure the smooth replacement of leaders 

when they exit an organisation. Rothwell (2010) offers a 

comprehensive description of what succession planning 

entails for civil society organisations (CSOs). He defines 

the concept as: “a deliberate and systematic effort by 

an organisation to ensure leadership continuity in key 

positions, retain and develop intellectual and knowledge 

capital for the future, and encourage individual 

advancement”(Rothwell, 2010). We consider succession 

planning as the ongoing process of systematically 

identifying, assessing, and developing talent to 

ensure leadership continuity for all key positions (for 

example, Executive Director, Head of Finance, Head 

of Administration, among others).  Hence, succession 

planning is a long-term planning that affects every aspect 

of an organisation and the process should be undertaken 

by the leadership of organisations.

Effective succession is a challenge in all organisations, 

but in the civil society sector it is acute. According to 

BoardSource’s research, only 27% of nonprofits surveyed 

globally reported that they had a written succession plan 

in place. Many CSOs do not have systematic approaches 

to succession planning. The absence of a strategic 

succession plan is one factor that can limit leaders’ 

abilities to maintain organisational sustainability and 

achieve the organisation’s mandate. 

Most CSOs in West Africa, do not have a clear and written 

succession plan policy. For some organisations that show 

a semblance of having succession plans, these plans are 

often in the form of tacit knowledge – with the leader, 

founder or director bearing in mind her/his successor. 

Yet, this is neither documented, nor a plan put in place 

to nurture the successor nor any concrete action plans in 

place to adequately prepare the successor to smoothly 

take office. Quite often, CSOs develop their “emergency 

plan” when the Executive Director or a key staff member, 

especially one in a management position, leaves the 

organisation (Nancy R., 2009). 

https://boardsource.org/fundamental-topics-of-nonprofit-board-service/executive-transition/


Planning and Managing Leadership Transitions among CSOs in West Africa

9

As there is very little research done on this subject in 

the civil society sector in Africa (especially West Africa), 

the objectives of this study are to; (i) increase the 

documentation of leadership experiences/reflections and 

renewal processes within CSOs in West Africa; (ii) share 

best practices in leadership transition within the civil 

society sector and (iii) promote the creation of leadership 

spaces for the next generation of civil society leaders 

in West Africa. To achieve these objectives, this paper 

explores the factors that hinder succession planning, the 

consequences of not properly planning for succession 

within and across different strata in the organisation 

and the relevance and process of developing succession 

plans by CSOs. 

Case studies from the West Africa Civil Society Institute 

(WACSI), the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding 

(WANEP), the Open Society Initiative for West Africa 

(OSIWA), and the National Institute for Public Opinion 

(NIPO), have been included to demonstrate the feasibility 

of succession planning within organisations in West 

Africa. These case studies have been used to demonstrate 

the relevance of succession plans for CSOs and how they 

can design and implement one within their respective 

organisations. Data was collected through survey, case 

study analysis and examination of internal organisational 

documents and publicly available data. Four key results 

emerged from this study:

- Effective leadership transition, whether planned 

or unplanned, required strategic preparation. 

- Relatively poor board performance is attributed 

to the quality of the succession planning process.

- Leadership development was a valued practice 

that contributed to a smooth implementation of a 

succession planning strategy.

- The organisation’s board is critical to the process 

of developing a strategic plan for succession but also for 

enforcing it when needed. 

Hence, the lessons learnt from the case studies can inform 

CSOs in West Africa to design robust strategies with strong 

and feasible approaches to recruit, retain, and prepare 

leaders to ensure organisational sustainability. It is vital 

that CSOs are not only as high performing as possible, 

but also that they are prepared to remain relevant over 

the long term.  In the next section, we will explore some 

factors that impede the succession planning process 

within CSOs. 
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1. Factors that Hinder the 
Succession Planning Process 
within CSOs
As observed in the previous sections, several CSOs in 

West Africa do not put succession planning at the core 

of their operations. This can be attributed to some of the 

reasons discussed below.

a. Negligence
CSOs’ lagging behind to forecast and plan for the uptake 

of potentially vacant positions can be attributed to 

negligence on the part of the organisations. Succession 

planning is so often neglected until it is too late. Civil 

society leaders are often busy addressing the day-to-

day operations of the organisation, and therefore, pay 

less attention to prepare for their own exit or to invest 

in developing the talent within the team that would 

succeed them. However, making time for succession 

planning creates an opportunity to assess and strengthen 

the organisation’s overall capacity and sustainability.

b. Phobia for change
Succession planning can be an uncomfortable exercise. 

For example, asking the Executive Director to create a 

succession plan can be perceived as a request by the 

board for the Executive Director to begin preparing for 

the end of their tenure. Usually, when the director is 

the founder, s/he may be afraid that the organisational 

core values could be lost. Some civil society leaders are 

also afraid to engage in the succession planning process 

because it may be a subtle way of accelerating their own 

retirement by bringing up the topic. Ego can interfere 

with good judgment when the words “succession 

plan” are raised by those who are concerned about the 

organisation’s sustainability; hence, succession planning 

could be side-lined in organisational processes. 

c. Founder’s syndrome
The literature uses the term “founder’s syndrome” 

inconsistently (Schmidt, 2017), but it is generally applied 

if one or more of the following symptoms are present. 

The first is a sense of grandiosity — that the organisation 

belongs to the founder and exists to serve his or her 

ego. The second is an inability to delegate — which can 

be attributed to poor management skills on the part of 

the founder. The third is rigidity - which pertains to the 

inability to make a smooth transition from the founder 

to new leadership. Organisations that suffer from this 

may experience upheaval and potentially negative or 

disruptive change whenever the founder, Executive 

Director or influential leaders leave the organisation.  

And the fourth is an unwavering dedication to the 

original vision for the organisation. Elizabeth Schmidt 

determines that challenges with internal governance are 

the root causes of the founder’s syndrome. Rather than 

focusing on the founder and whether s/he should stay 

or go, Schmidt insists that the board of the organisation 

should stay mission-centred rather than person-centred. 

She adds, “mission-centered governance will also make 

a difference if the transition from one leader to another 

is difficult…If all parties recognise that they have the 

mission in common, the emphasis switches from blaming 

individuals to reaching a common goal.”

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/rediagnosing-founder-s-syndrome-moving-beyond-stereotypes-to-improve-nonprofit-performance/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2017/12/06/rediagnosing-founder-s-syndrome-moving-beyond-stereotypes-to-improve-nonprofit-performance/
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When not properly addressed, each of the above 

symptoms—grandiosity, poor management, poor 

succession planning, and rigidity—can be harmful to an 

organisation. But, in Moving Beyond Founder’s Syndrome 

to Nonprofit Success,  Thomas McLaughlin & Addie 

Backlund (2008) offered productive pieces of advice on 

how an organisation can successfully develop an effective 

board and staff while leveraging the founder’s strengths 

and accomplishments and showing respect to the vision 

of the organisation. They indicated that a mission-centred 

governance will make a difference if the transition from 

one leader to another is difficult. A mission-centred 

approach will also lead to a better conclusion when 

controversy arises over the direction of the organisation 

and the mission itself. However, silencing the founder 

can often be counterproductive as it was the case with 

Steve Jobs when fired from Apple. That is the reason why 

Elizabeth Schmidt expressed the “need to keep founders 

with a true and workable vision in place until they have 

taught the entire organisation to think like they do.”

 

d.	 Prioritising	 existing	 limited	 financial	
resources
As the civil society sector   always faces financial 

challenges, it is often difficult to invest in long-term 

planning activities. Also, most donors want their money 

to go directly to specific programmes that impact 

the beneficiaries, so they allocate little or no financial 

resources for organisational development. Consequently, 

CSOs faced with numerous priorities to be attended to 

with the little financial resources they raise are not able to 

allocate sufficient funds to cater for their organisational 

development needs. Hence, issues pertaining to 

succession across the entire organisational structure are 

not attended to appropriately.

Therefore, any transition, especially at the Executive 

Director or board levels, can put the organisation at risk. 

To mitigate this risk, the Association for Research on Civil 

society organisations and Voluntary Action (ARNOVA) 

and the Association for Research on Civil Society in Africa 

(AROCSA) took a proactive approach by developing the 

NGO Leadership Transition Fellowship Program (LTFP) in 

Africa, which seeks to help civil society leaders to develop 

a succession plan within the organisation, reflect on a 

personal transition plan and preserve their knowledge 

and experience for future generations to access and build 

on for the growth of the organisation.

 

e. Low emphasis on building systemic 
processes by CSOs
As CSOs and particularly non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) are value driven organisations, some do not 

prioritise building internal policies, procedures, and 

structures to support an optimum level of continuity of 

their vision, mission, and values.

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/rediagnosing-founder-s-syndrome-moving-beyond-stereotypes-to-improve-nonprofit-performance/
http://www.arnova.org/resource/resmgr/AROCSA/LTFP_Application.pdf
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2. Consequences of not Having 
a Succession Plan
Imagine a high performing CSO, with an outstanding 

and high performing team led by a dynamic and hard-

working Executive Director. Suddenly, the Executive 

Director or one of the top managers quits without any 

prior notice (change in interest, sickness, incapacity, 

death). The leader or manager may be working alone 

and overseeing several projects. One of the crucial and 

important projects has an approaching deadline and the 

report needs to be presented to the donors and there is 

no one on the team who can take up this responsibility. 

From this short anecdote, the following consequences 

may arise:

• The organisation can be adversely affected by the 

absence of this team member.

• The team dynamics will also be adversely affected 

because colleagues would need to adjust swiftly 

to the change and to meet the reporting deadline. 

This could overwhelm the overall operations on the 

organisation.

• In the event that the report is not submitted, or 

the quality is not outstanding, the donor can lose 

confidence in the ability of the organisation to 

continue to serve them at the level expected and this 

could affect the financial status of the organisation

• The organisation could be faced with power struggles 

in a situation where several colleagues desire the 

position, but no specific colleague was groomed to 

take up the responsibilities. 

Thus, CSOs without a succession plan run a tremendous 

risk of not having the knowledge and/or infrastructure 

in place to advance the organisation’s mandate in the 

long term. CSOs need to be proactive1 in anticipating 

succession planning opportunities and challenges and 

preparing to face them.

This will require that CSOs identify upcoming talent and 

give them enough exposure to garner the knowledge and 

experience needed to step in and assume the full range 

of responsibilities of a senior position when needed. This 

will arm them with the know-how to assume the position 

of responsibility at the right time, which is critical in 

sustaining the smooth functioning of the organisation.

 

1. An old Chinese proverb says: “The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago, the second-best 
time is today”. Lack of planning could be very problematic for the person leaving as well as the 
person expected to fill those shoes.
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3. The Urgency of Starting Now  
Many CSOs do not place priority on establishing and 

consciously documenting seamless processes and 

procedures, most specifically regarding succession 

planning. It could be challenging to focus on anticipating 

a transition2 when the leader has been serving in the 

same position for 15-20 years and fully expects to remain 

in charge for at least another five to ten years. This could 

even be more challenging when there is no documented 

and planned process for succession. 

Despite such possible reluctance, CSOs must begin 

to develop new leaders now so that there will be no 

disruption in the organisation when influential leaders 

eventually announce their departure. 

While it is unlikely to have designated successors for every 

position, developing and implementing an organisation-

wide succession plan can further strengthen the 

organisation by ensuring that the organisation has the 

right staff over the long-term to deliver  defined services 

to the community. With enough prior notice, the next 

2 Executive Transitions Initiative (ETI): Strategic Leadership Development Toolkit, Leading Tran-
sitions, LLC, http://www.leadingtransitions.com/pdfs/ETIToolkit_4.pdf   

generation leaders can be identified and nurtured through 

a smooth succession process. A proper identification 

of new leaders who will be committed to carrying out 

the organisation’s existing mission, while bringing fresh 

insights, is one key to ensuring the continued success of 

any CSO. 

Once CSOs recognise the value of succession planning, 

they can apply some steps to ensure a seamless 

succession planning process over time.
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4. How to Execute Succession 
Planning
As discussed earlier, succession planning is a deliberate 

process. Organisations need to be strategic about the 

process, dedicate resources and be tactful in every 

succession planning endeavour. Below are some feasible 

guidelines to design and implement a succession plan.

a.  Have a strategic plan 
Peter Drucker observed that strategy is any commitment of 

present resources to future expectations (Drucker, 2011). 

Every CSO leader must recognise that organisational 

change is guaranteed to happen, and that staff and 

leadership (including board members) changes will also 

happen.

This may seem too obvious, but it is critical to have a 

blueprint for the future in order to determine what the next 

leader should look like. In Ghana, evidence indicates that 

a few organisations have plans in place to help manage 

leadership transition processes3. For example, WACSI has 

a staffing plan in its current 5-year strategy and almost all 

Units have a programme head and a programme officer. 

Having such a structure in place will help the organisation 

to narrow the search for a successor, making the process 

easier and faster.

b. Form a succession planning committee 
to manage the process
Setting up a committee is an advantage because this is a 

multi-faceted approach, and one that will involve several 

people from the organisation. Once the succession 

planning committee defines roles and establishes 

timelines, it will be easier for everyone to understand 

their specific responsibility in the process. The committee 

may be comprised of the executive director, the board 

chair, one or two board members and perhaps one or 

two senior staff to create a good mix of perspectives.

The combination of committee members will differ based 

on the organisation, its unique situation, its resources 

and its culture. The committee would have to identify 

the types of professionals needed and define the key 

requirements for the expected candidates that need to 

be brought onboard. 

For example, at OSIWA, the recruitment process of a new 

board member starts with the identification of potential 

candidates by all staff. OSIWA’s staff fill a form with 

relevant information on the suggested candidates. This is 

submitted to the board to invite the identified candidates 

to a board meeting to give them the opportunity to 

understand their area of interest and to share their 

thoughts on OSIWA’s work. The board then decides to 

consider the integration of the (selected) candidate and 

shares the information on him/her with the Open Society 

Foundations’ global board before a final decision is made. 

c. Recruit new personnel who 
demonstrate the ability to be the ‘next 
generation’ leader 
Relying on the organisation’s strategic plan can help 

the committee create a good match between the future 

leaders of the organisation and its mission. Perhaps 

3 Solomon Amoah, An Analysis of Leadership Transitions and Governance Within Civil Society 
Organisations in Ghana, West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI), Research Report, 2018, p. 5
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someone who is already familiar with the organisation 

and its goals may come forward as a candidate. However, 

a formal search is better to get access to a broader group 

of potential candidates. But, if the organisation has 

available resources (personnel and time) it can dedicate 

to the process, the search can include less experienced 

professionals who can be mentored and trained over a 

year or more as they are groomed for the role.

For this reason, we recommend that CSOs  develop 

a mentor-friendly culture that encourages people to 

become mentors, offer some guidelines for mentorship, 

and entrench the practice of mentorship within their 

organisation’s modus operandi. 

For example, WACSI grooms its staff, interns and 

volunteers so that they are well prepared to assume 

key positions when vacancies arise. This equips interns 

and volunteers to take up more senior roles in other 

organisations.

This has also proven to be successful at WANEP, where 

the current Executive Director, Dr. Chukwuemeka Eze 

started his journey in the organisation in 2004 as the first 

Programme Officer of WANEP Nigeria. Before becoming 

the Executive Director in January 2015, he served as the 

Programme Director at the WANEP Regional Office for 

5 years (Jan 2010 – Dec 2014) and as National Network 

Coordinator (NNC) for WANEP-Nigeria for 5 years and 9 

months (May 2004 – Jan 2010).

However, if the succession is going to take place more 

quickly, the search will most likely be limited to talented 

candidates who can “hit the ground running” as needed. 

To be effective in this search for a successor, the job 

description must be realistic. The description should 

not only include the range of tasks that are involved 

in carrying out the role, but should also include a list 

of personal values, skills, knowledge, and experience 

required by the organisation.

It is worth noting that areas of human/staff development 

that could be more difficult to develop in a new leader 

are emotional (Webb et al., 2017), such as the passion 

to support the organisation’s mission, especially because 

the new leader must be prepared to serve as an advocate 

for the organisation. Equally challenging to develop are 

the meaningful relationships in the community that lead 

to donations, media exposure, brand development and 

more.

d.  Select the best candidate
Some CSO leaders are often less prepared for changes 

in leadership than those from the business sector. This 

could be attributed to the fact that while leaders from the 

business sector are recruited and tasked to deliver well 

defined results, possibly over a defined period of time, 

executive directors or chief executive officers of CSOs are 

often heading organisations they founded to respond to 

social challenges they are passionate about. 

Hence, such CSO leaders tend to command the loyalty 

of staff and board who may not be capable of expelling 

them from their initiative (CSO) if the need arises. Tolbert 

& Hall argue that leaders in the third sector must make 

more significant contributions to the organisations than 

those in the corporate sector (Tolbert & Hall, 2015).

This may be happening because many civil society leaders 

are dedicated, committed and passionate about their 

job, some of whom occupy the position for a significant 

period. The succession process is therefore complicated 

because of the broad job description held by most 

executive directors who often wear many hats, leading 

the organisation on a shoestring budget, overseeing 

administrative tasks, implementing fundraising, 

scheduling volunteers, and dealing with constituents.

 

Therefore, the committee that reads the resumes and 

conducts the in-person interviews should be discussing 

the organisation’s goals and finding out from each of 

the candidates how they would help the organisation  

achieve their objectives. There needs to be a strong link 

between the new leader and the organisation’s mission 

to ensure a good ‘fit’ going forward. 

https://www.wanep.org/wanep/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=707:new-wanep-executive-director-sworn-in&catid=25:news-releases&Itemid=8
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e.  Establish an employee talent 
development system
Every robust succession plan has a training and or skills 

building component, focused on developing the next 

generation, whether it is the executive director, board 

members, senior or junior staff. Even though WACSI 

does not have a structured training programme for 

possible successors, one that is pre-defined upon staff 

recruitment, staff are encouraged to undertake training 

courses mostly funded by the Institute to support their 

career development.

The capacity needs are identified during bi-annual staff 

appraisal sessions and this informs the area in which staff 

need support to hone their skills and prepare them for 

future leadership roles.  Successful and sustainable CSOs 

do not rely on a single individual. Rather, they have in 

place processes that are effective irrespective of who is 

in control. 

Another example is WANEP which is committed to regular 

staff capacity building to position them for the effective 

delivery of the organisation’s mission and prepares them 

for their next leadership position. In 2018, 26 WANEP 

staff comprising National Early Warning System (NEWS) 

Managers, programme and administrative staff were 

trained on the geospatial information system (GIS) to 

deepen their understanding and use of the Quantum GIS 

and Arc GIS softwares. Other trainings conducted included 

communication and advocacy, financial management 

and monitoring and evaluation. 

Setting up an employee talent development system 

will also help to nurture a capable team of succession 

candidates to provide a proactive solution when an 

unexpected loss of talent occurs. However, all processes 

should be documented, discussed, and improved upon 

regularly.

f. Execute the transition
If properly planned, the transition could take place over 

a few months or even years as a new leader is selected, 

groomed, and trained to deliver excellently. During the 

transition period, there is a need for the new leader to 

build a strong familiarity with the staff, the administrative 

processes, the committees, and the board.

There is time for integrating him/her into the team, 

partners and beneficiary community. Good planning will 

help to identify ways to transfer operational knowledge 

from previous/current staff to new staff. It ensures that 

the organisation will not forfeit the historical, institutional 

knowledge, momentum, and competitive edge that many 

organisations typically lose when a key employee leaves. 

Sometimes, the outgoing employee could act as a mentor 

and help the incoming one to understand the functioning 

of the office and how to connect every moving part to 

support the vision, mission and values of the organisation. 

Also, if a senior staff is about to leave, s/he could be given 

the possibility of selecting and grooming the successor. 

This is a win-win situation because there is more likely 

to be a better mutual understanding between the two, 

hence an easier transfer of knowledge from the outgoing 

colleague to the successor.  Finally, it is recommended to 

dedicate enough time for a smooth transition so that the 

outgoing employee can work closely to help increase the 

comfort level of the incoming leader. 

However, if there is a void created by the sudden 

departure of an influential leader of the CSO with little or 

no preparation, there are some steps that can be taken to 

implement a smooth emergency transition.
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5. Executing Emergency 
Transitions
 An emergency transition involves a thoughtful, prepared 

plan by the organisation’s board and staff, within the 

shortest possible period, to address the unplanned 

departure or absence of someone in a key leadership 

position. Its preparation and execution may occur within a 

few days or weeks. Such a plan is treated as a crisis plan to 

facilitate the uninterrupted performance of key functions 

of the organisation by outlining the process in appointing 

an interim replacement for the vacant position.  For 

example, to avoid a gap that can be caused by the sudden 

departure of the executive director, board members have 

a responsibility to anticipate such unforeseeable staffing 

changes and guide the organisation to build capacity in 

existing personnel.

There should  be policies and mechanisms in place to 

protect employees during such period of upheaval. Also, 

there should be adequate documentation4 in place on 

the organisation’s history, vision, goals, and procedures, 

so that anyone can fill the vacant position and continue 

seamlessly and efficiently.

4 A list of important information includes: Names of banks and account numbers; Contact infor-
mation for key advisors; Names and contact information for all board members; Passwords for 
technology functions; Copies of policies and procedures; Copies of current budgets, financial 
statements and audits; Contracts etc.

Hence, there are usually three steps involved: 

- Identify the key leadership responsibilities of 

every position in the organisation (especially that of the 

executive director). 

- Identify leaders (staff in a position close to a 

senior position) who are best qualified and or most 

capable of taking up these responsibilities in the event of 

a sudden departure of a colleague. 

- The organisation should provide regular 

trainings, develop guidelines and documents to guide 

immediate subordinates so that they are prepared to 

take up senior roles in their departments in order to 

avoid gaps, organisational panic or workflow disruptions 

if a key staff leaves the organisation.

Developing and utilising an emergency plan will give 

the organisation adequate  time they need to conduct 

a thorough search, perhaps over several months or 

more, as they seek to fill the vacant position on a more 

permanent basis without jeopardising the daily routine of 

the organisation.
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6. Case Studies on Succession 
Planning of CSOs

i. The Open Society Initiative for West  
 Africa (OSIWA) 

a)	 Profile
OSIWA works to build vibrant and tolerant democracies 

in West Africa. To achieve this mission, OSIWA seeks 

to shape public policies that assure greater fairness in 

political, legal, and economic systems and safeguard 

fundamental rights. On a local level, OSIWA implements 

a range of initiatives to advance justice, education, public 

health, and independent media. 

b)  Organisational structure
OSIWA’s grant-making is anchored under three 

(3) programme units: Economic Governance and 

Advancement Program, Equality, Justice and Human 

Rights, and Political Governance and Democratic 

Consolidation. In addition are what we consider our 

service units: Finance, Grants Unit, Administration, 

Communications and Advocacy at the level of the 

regional office. This model is somewhat replicated across 

our 4 country offices (Guinea, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra 

Leone), where the offices operate under the overall 

supervision of a Country Officer. 

OSIWA’s organisational structure can be broken down as 

follows:

• Executive Board

• Executive Director

• Management Team

• Officers

• Coordinators

• Associates & Assistants

• Service Providers & Interns

With the Foundation’s understanding of the critical role 

it plays in the region, our relationships with partners is 

paramount. 

c)  Experience in succession planning
OSIWA has a succession plan policy that dictates the terms 

and conditions for succession or change in management. 

However, it is only restricted to Board Members and 

there is no succession plan for the position of Executive 

Director.

The organisation has not yet included succession 

planning in the strategic or other planning processes and 

there are no training programmes specifically dedicated 

to preparing successors. However, every OSIWA staff 

is entitled to a capacity building plan and periodically, 

OSIWA supports attendance of selected courses for them.

There is an employee retention strategy which include 

a periodic comparison of treatments with those applied 

by comparable organisations in Dakar and other 

benefits attached to positions. Each employee has a 

clear job description with an appropriate allocation of 

responsibilities, and this is periodically reviewed and 

updated. The capacity building scheme helps to correct 

the capacity needs at staff levels. 

There is also a mechanism in place at OSIWA for Unit 

Heads to develop colleagues they work with. Indicators 

are designed in Unit Heads’ annual performance 

objectives and they are evaluated based on how they 

have been able to help build the capacity of colleagues.

d)  Experience with the Board
Each board member is selected for limited duration 

and the mandate is renewable once. So, the succession 

is automatic once a board member’s term comes to an 

end. In exceptional cases, some tenures are prolonged, 

but this is rare. The recruitment process of a new board 

member starts with the identification of profiles by all staff 

of OSIWA (by filling a form with relevant information on 

the suggested name). Then it is submitted to the board to 

seek approval to invite them to a board meeting to give 

them the opportunity to share their thoughts on OSIWA’s 

work and on the person’s area of interest. Then, the 

Board decides to consider the integration of the person 

and share information on him/her with OSF Global Board 

before a final decision is made.
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e) Key recommendations 
• The selection process for new team members should 

be inclusive enough to reduce the risk of selecting 

“wrong” members. In addition, the contract duration 

for each staff is 2 years, so any mistake can be 

corrected easily, quickly and within a manageable 

period.

• The leadership transition must also be planned long 

in advance so that the successor can receive enough 

insights and mentoring from the outgoing leader. 

• Organisations should put in place mechanisms to 

ensure that senior staff within an organisation groom 

junior colleagues and support them to develop 

competencies and capacities in areas that would add 

value to their overall performance on the job. 

• Organisations, as much as practicable, should ensure 

that the remuneration of their staff is satisfactory 

when compared to industry standards.

ii. National Institute for Public Opinion  
 (NIPO)

a)	 Profile
The National Institute for Public Opinion (NIPO) is a 

local pro-democracy and women rights advocacy group 

working in Southeastern Liberia. NIPO is committed 

to working closely with the community leaders, local 

government officials, political authorities of the country 

and traditional leaders in making sure that their voices are 

heard and to bring an end to the years of discrimination 

and marginalisation of women and girls. NIPO is 

advocating for the increase in the number of women in 

the various counties of  Liberia’s male dominated politics.

  

b) Experience in succession planning
Succession planning has been part of NIPO’s strategic 

planning based on the tenure of both the board 

chairperson and executive director. There is a succession 

plan policy that dictates the terms and conditions for 

succession or change management. Succession is at all 

levels depending on the passion and talent new recruits 

bring on board. However, succession planning at the 

executive director and board chairperson levels are only 

being occupied by someone who is next in command.

Before being next in command to the executive director, 

the staff would have benefitted from several trainings on 

technical and other leadership skills. Also, the staff would 

have had practical opportunities to assume a leadership 

role by maybe acting whenever there is a vacancy (travel 

or leave of the executive director). The issue of capacity 

building is key, and delegation of responsibility is highly 

practiced.

NIPO has not yet developed an employee retention 

strategy. What the organisation has been practicing 

over time is to make sure all staff are developed and 

trained whenever the opportunity arises. There are in-

house trainings which are designed to accelerate the 

development of high-potential employees.

There is a mechanism in place for unit heads to develop 

colleagues they work with. “We do something called  

‘startup training’  where a programme head, facilitator 

or senior executives with expertise, provide trainings 

in relevant areas depending on the needs assessment. 

During the year, coaching and mentoring is being carried 

out on a regular basis either in group or individual”, 

added the Executive Director. 

Also, every employee has an appropriate allocation of 

responsibilities. Mid-term or annual review meetings are 

avenues where both the organisation, programmes and 

staff’ responsibilities are being evaluated; and feedback 

is used as  lesson learned to improve upon one’s abilities.

“We highly practice feedback as a way to strengthening 

ourselves”, affirmed the Executive Director, Roseline 

Thomas Richards. 
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c) Leadership transition of the executive 
director
One experience through succession planning is that of 

the current Executive Director, Roseline Thomas Richards, 

who, on several occasions, supported in the role of 

Executive Director whenever Mr. Neidoteh B. Torbor, 

the former Executive Director, was not available. This 

prepared her and contributed to groom her leadership 

skills in that interim position. She eventually had no 

struggles taking up the role of “Executive Director” when 

the position became vacant.

To prepare for her own transition, she is building a 

relationship with the next potential successor and will 

introduce the colleague to all partners while serving 

in another capacity. “All of us ought to think about 

who we are mentoring, how we can be replaced, who 

would be better than us at our work. This makes an 

organisation stronger and more resilient. No one should 

be indispensable at any level of an organisation,” says 

Roseline Thomas.

NIPO’s board has made the evaluation of the executive 

director part of an annual overall organisational 

evaluation. This is helpful because NIPO’s organisational 

performance information is used to measure the executive 

director’s performance. It also allows the board to set 

new goals for the organisation and executive director at 

the same time, which is reviewed at the next evaluation. 

The board also share its expectations and criteria for 

evaluation in advance with the executive director.   These 

criteria are usually defined according to: 

• The executive director’s job description.

• The annual strategic plan. 

• NIPO’s board policies.

To assess the executive director, the board uses: 

• Reports submitted to the board.

• Their own self-evaluation from their engagement 

and observation of the executive director.

• Information collected from NIPO’s staff, beneficiary, 

funders, partner organisations, volunteers or other 

stakeholders (such as through surveys or anonymous 

feedback). Usually an outside consultant is hired to 

collect this information. 

According to Roseline Thomas, NIPO’s executive director, 

these performance evaluations are very important as they 

contribute to strengthen her relationship with the board. 

She also receives suggestions for improving her skills or 

performance, measure progress toward organisational 

goals and sets new goals for herself. However, she 

acknowledges that there is no formal executive evaluation 

policy, but the general constitution of NIPO has a few 

guidelines on it. 

d) Leadership transition within the board
At NIPO, a board member can serve for 10 years but this is 

not clearly stated in the organisational policies. To recruit 

a new board member, there would be a head hunting of 

potential candidate with a demonstrated passion for the 

organisation’s cause. They also ensure that the potential 

candidates are a representation of their constituents’ 

or beneficiary’s age, gender, religion, occupations and 

backgrounds, with a seasoned expertise either in legal, 

business, finance or organisational management. 

According to Mrs. Roseline, “the key is to include people 

different from yourself and your colleagues. So many 

boards all look alike, have similar lifestyles, and live in 

the same neighborhoods. Ideally, your board should 

resemble the people you serve. Even though recruiting 

diverse board members may require additional efforts for 

the nominating committee to step out of their comfort 

zones and deliberately seek out people who look and live 

differently. But it is worthy.” Once the new board member 

is identified and invited, orientation is being done during 

working session or special board meeting and policy 

documents being distributed amongst board members.

e) Key recommendations
• The succession planning of a non-executive staff 

should be conducted with the same level of 

professionalism and attention as the one at the 

executive or board level.

• Organisations should develop a succession planning 

policy that should guide the organisation’s approach 

towards ensuring a smooth succession planning 

process.

• Succession planning should cut across all layers of 

the organisation’s structure and facilitate a process 

of vertical growth in the team.
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• Trainings should be deliberately provided (both 

in-house and external) to equip committed and 

ambitious staff with the requisite skills to assume 

leadership roles.

• It is important to honour the founder when s/he 

leaves and find ways to keep them involved. 

• Boards aware of an impending transition within 

the organisation can care well for their founder by 

helping them access the personal support they need 

to disentangle from the organisation while also 

recognising their fundamental role in creating the 

organisation.

iii. The West Africa Network for  
 Peacebuilding (WANEP)

a)	 Profile
The West Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP) is 

the leading regional civil society organisation in conflict 

prevention and peacebuilding conceived in 1996, and 

officially launched in 1998 in response to the civil wars, 

instabilities and humanitarian crises that plagued West 

Africa in the 1990s. WANEP has succeeded in establishing 

strong National Networks in every Member State of 

ECOWAS, with over 500 member organisations working 

in peace and security across West Africa. WANEP has 

credibility and a wide recognition both internationally 

and locally due to its outstanding work in the areas of 

peacebuilding and conflict prevention in the ECOWAS 

region. It is a key player in major global peacebuilding 

efforts.  

b) Organisational structure
WANEP works in six key programme areas namely; WANEP 

Early Warning and Response Network (WARN), Non-

violence and Active Peace Education (NAPE); the Women, 

Peace and Security programme articulated through the 

Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET) programme; 

Election Management, Analysis and Mitigation (EMAM); 

the Responding to conflict through Dialogue and 

Mediation and the West Africa Peacebuilding Institute 

(WAPI). In addition to WANEP core programmes, there 

are other cross cutting programmes that respond to 

context-specific peace and security issues across the 

region and continent such as Violent Extremism, Gender 

and Communications. Some of these programmes are 

headed by a Regional Coordinator and supported by a 

Programme officer.

The General Assembly is the highest decision-making 

body of WANEP followed by the Regional Board. The 

Executive Director serves as the Secretary to the Board. 

The secretariat comprises a four-member management 

team led by the Executive Director. The Programme unit 

is headed by the Programme Director who is also the 

Deputy Executive Director while the Administrative Unit is 

headed by the Regional Human Resource/Administrative 

Manager and the Finance Unit headed by the Regional 

Finance Manager.

The two Directors and two Managers make up the 

Management team. Given that WANEP is a network 

organisation, there is a National Board in each of the 

countries where WANEP has a national secretariat. The 

National Secretariats are headed by National Network 

Coordinators (NNCs). The WANEP staffing structure is as 

follows:

• Regional Board

• Management Team

• Regional Coordinators

• Regional Analysts

• Programme Officers

• Programme Assistants

• Support Staff

• Interns/Volunteers/National Service Personnel

Capacity building is the corner stone of WANEP’s 

efficiency and is a platform for equipping staff with the 

requisite skills that enables them to provide technical and 

professional support to relevant stakeholders as well as 

position them for efficient delivery of organisational goals. 

WANEP’s capacity building initiative is specifically geared 

towards developing staff competencies and skills and 

underscores WANEP’s desire of ensuring professionalism 

and excellence towards achieving its core mandate 
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of promoting peace in the region. WANEP regularly 

reassigns staff on a need basis and also recruits new staff 

to cope with its expanding programme portfolio.

c) Experience in Succession Planning
WANEP has experienced two leadership transitions of 

its Executive Directors since it commenced operations 

officially in 1998. According to WANEP’s policy, the tenure 

for Executive Director is 10 years. The first transition was 

in 2005 when the founding Executive Director handed 

over to the founding Programme Director based on a 

nomination and subsequent approval by the Regional 

Board since there was no succession plan in place in 2005. 

The second transition was in 2015 by which time WANEP 

had put a succession plan in place, which stipulates 

that the Programme Director automatically becomes 

the Executive Director with the exit of an incumbent 

Executive Director. Beyond the Directors, transition 

at other levels among staff members take formal and 

informal procedures. In the case where the staff leaving 

had an assistant with the requisite qualification, the 

assistant could be elevated to the post by appointment. 

In other instances, the staff may have to go through an 

interview process with other external candidates and if 

successful could then take up the position. All senior 

positions in WANEP are subject to approval by the Board. 

WANEP takes pride in building staff with high leadership 

qualities and who can be proactive and take initiatives in 

their areas of expertise. In this wise, staff are given the 

opportunity to facilitate workshops, meetings, trainings, 

make presentations and lead different programmes and 

projects.

Leadership transitions over the years have been seamless 

which may be attributed to the caliber of people who 

make up the Board membership. Board members are 

usually made up of highly qualified professionals who are 

identified through head hunting and recommendations 

and they are often people who have some knowledge 

of the workings of the organisation. The Board tenure is 

two-terms of three years structured in such a way that 

two old members always remain with the new ones 

for institutional memory. The Regional Board holds bi-

annual meetings while National Boards come together 

to hold biennial retreats for self-assessment and use the 

opportunity to evaluate their contribution to the growth 

of the organisation.

i) Staff development initiatives

WANEP has a formal staff development initiative 

which allows staff to leverage on available training and 

professional courses according to their areas of needs or 

as identified through the skills/needs assessment during 

appraisals. In addition to career development, staff are 

also encouraged to undertake professional courses for 

self-growth. Virtually all staff of WANEP are supported 

to attend the West Africa Peacebuilding Institute (WAPI), 

which runs every year in September in collaboration with 

the Kofi Annan Peacekeeping Training Center (KAIPTC). 

WAPI is WANEP’s capacity building programme with 

the goal to increase the knowledge base and enhance 

the expertise and skills of individuals, organisations and 

businesses in conflict prevention and peacebuilding.

Staff also regularly attend exchange programmes and 

trainings organised by WANEP’s partners at the global 

level for further exposure and to keep abreast with 

current dynamics in peace and security. These capacity 

building initiatives have contributed significantly to 

raising WANEP’s professional profile especially as it 

transforms from project to vision-based organisation. 

With the requisite skills acquired over time, most WANEP 

staff who left have gone on to occupy very senior 

positions at regional and continental levels to the credit 

of the organisation!
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ii) Staff retention and emoluments

WANEP places high premium on its staff in tandem with 

the belief that it is people that make an organisation. In 

this regard, WANEP ensures that staff enjoy good working 

conditions in a conducive environment characterised by 

tolerance, respect for diversity, belief in mutual respect, 

gender equality and zero tolerance for discrimination as 

well as collegiality, teamwork and dedication to duty as 

enshrined in its operating principles and values.

WANEP staff enjoy attractive remunerations as well as 

health insurance for staff and dependents, provident fund 

and life insurance. Staff retreats and birthday celebrations 

are regularly held, and these provide a platform for 

relaxation and bonding among staff. A ‘potluck’ is held 

every other quarter bringing together all staff (including 

interns and volunteers) for an afternoon of food and 

drinks and other delicacies voluntarily contributed in a 

cordial atmosphere.

WANEP has a track record of high staff retention both at 

the regional and national offices. The current Executive 

Director and the HR/Administrative Manager have been 

in WANEP for 18 and 20 years respectively.  Many other 

senior staff have spent between 10 to 15 years in the 

organisation while a few of the staff are on their second 

‘missionary journey’ to WANEP having worked in the 

organisation at some point in the past. A key challenge 

faced by WANEP is the poaching of its staff by Regional 

and Intergovernmental organisations. This is because 

WANEP has attained a measure of recognition as a 

leading organisation in West Africa with proven expertise 

and professionalism in peacebuilding and conflict 

management. WANEP, however, also has the capacity to 

attract high-caliber staff.

iii) Administrative Procedures

Recruitments in WANEP are usually carried out on a need 

basis either to fill existing gaps caused by staff members 

who have moved on or for a new long-term project. 

Some interns that have served with WANEP have ended 

up as full staff and over the years are occupying senior 

positions in the organisation. As standard practice, all 

new staff must undergo a well-structured orientation and 

induction processes over a five-day period to acquaint 

them with the programmes, policies and procedures of 

the organisation. New staff members have a three-month 

orientation period, which allows them to internalise their 

job descriptions and develop strategies for meeting 

their expectations. The orientation period is a learning 

period for the new staff and provides opportunity for 

direct supervisors and managers to coach and mentor 

them for effective delivery on their job. All staff undergo 

end-of-year appraisals by their immediate supervisors 

while the Executive Director is appraised by the Board. 

The appraisals not only assess job performance but also 

identifies staff challenges and training needs. 

Staff also enjoy a 21 working day leave package and 

five-days compassionate leave when necessary as well 

as maternity (3 months) and paternity leave (5 days). 

Management staff intending to resign are required to 

give three months’ notice and one month for other staff. 

Aside from the mandatory three months’ notice, an out-

going Executive Director is expected to coach the in-

coming Executive Director for another three months.

d) Key recommendations
• A succession plan should be institutionalised 

to forestall spending valuable time looking for 

successors.

• Provide a conducive working environment, good 

working conditions and channels for regular 

appreciation of staff to make them have a sense of 

belonging in the organisation.

• Organisational policies and procedures should be 

effectively implemented and monitored as well as 

reviewed to accommodate current and changing 

dynamics.

• Organisations can institutionalise mandatory 

maximum tenures for Executive Directors to instil a 

process of change and leadership renewal.

• Based on contextual realities within organisations, 

respective organisations can model transition process 

to be either formal or informal all to have seamless 

transitions at all levels.

• To constitute boards that add value to organisational 

growth, organisations can use diverse approaches 

including head hunting, recommendation of highly 

qualified persons with the appropriate expertise 
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that is needed to propel the organisation to the 

anticipated next level.

• Board should have fixed tenure to breed new 

expertise and knowledge needed to enable the 

organisation to excel.

iv. West Africa Civil Society Institute  
 (WACSI)

 

a)	 Profile
The West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI) was 

established by the Open Society Initiative for West Africa 

(OSIWA) in 2005 to reinforce the capacities of civil society 

in the sub-region. The Institute became operational 

in July 2007. WACSI works to empower civil society 

organisations (CSOs) to be drivers of a prosperous and 

democratic West Africa.

b) Organisational structure
WACSI has three programme units which are: 

Knowledge Management and Communication, Capacity 

Development and Policy Influencing and Advocacy and 

three operational units which include the Monitoring, 

Evaluation and Learning, Administration and Finance 

Units. Each unit has a Head of Unit who reports to the 

Executive Director. Each Head of Unit is assisted by a 

Programme Officer and other staff. Below is the Institute’s 

staffing structure:

• The Executive Board

• Senior Management

• Middle Management

• Junior staff

• Interns/volunteers/National Service Persons   

(Programme Assistants)

The leadership of WACSI believes that its employees 

are the Institute’s most important assets and that the 

successful accomplishment of its mission rests with them. 

With this ethos, WACSI employs a more holistic approach 

to the overall development of its staff and commits to 

their continuous development to enable them function 

effectively and efficiently. This, the Institute believes, is 

the fuel behind its ambition to become the center of 

excellence in the region.

c) Experience in succession planning
WACSI went through a leadership transition of its 

Executive Director between 2009 and 2010 and because 

there was no succession plan in place, it took a while to 

fill the position. Currently, there are some formal and 

informal mechanisms to facilitate the transition among 

staff members. 

New staff members are taken through orientation and 

induction upon appointment. There is a three months’ 

probation period for each new staff member. During 

this period, Unit Heads hand hold their subordinates 

and manage their performance through coaching and 

mentoring to enable them to take up the challenge 

for future promotion. Mid-year assessments and year-

end appraisals are the existing measures that enable 

staff to be effectively supported to be at their optimal 

performance. These measures ensure that the skills of 

staff are maintained and enhanced where necessary. 
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As at January 2020, there was no succession plan policy 

or document that dictates the terms and conditions for 

succession or change management. However, WACSI 

has a staffing plan in the current 5-year strategy and 

currently almost all units have a Programme Head and 

a Programme Officer. Two of the three current Heads of 

Programmes started at the bottom as interns and have 

gradually moved to the top over the years. 

WACSI has a staff development and training policy which 

encourages staff to undertake training courses to support 

their career development. Some of these training courses 

are delivered internally when implementing training 

programmes for WACSI partners or externally by other 

organisations. In this case, the staff will need to apply and 

when selected, the Institute provides them with financial 

and administrative support in other to undertake the 

training. Despite the challenges of funding, WACSI has 

sustained the staff development initiative which has 

helped build the capacity of staff who have contributed 

immensely to the Institute’s growth. Through this 

initiative, several staff have risen through the ranks in the 

Institute to the top management level.

Formally, there is an employee retention strategy visible 

through:

• Good working conditions and remuneration 

characterised by a clear job description for all staff, 

competitive salary accompanied by periodic salary 

increase, health insurance for staff and 4 dependents.

• Job security: All senior managers have spent a 

minimum of six years cumulatively at the Institute 

while five of the seven senior managers have worked 

for over ten years at the Institute.

• Staff orientation and induction: All newly recruited 

staff are taken through a 360-degree induction 

process in which they are given a comprehensive 

guidance on all the processes and operations in all 

six departments in the Institute.

• WACSI has a conducive work environment that allows 

staff to take initiative. It also promotes adequate 

work-life-balance through the organisation of yearly 

staff retreat, bi-monthly staff birthday celebrations, 

ecstatic send-off celebrations for staff, interns and 

volunteers, staff involvement in decision making.

• Attractive and competitive compensation package 

which includes but is not limited to end-of-year 

bonus, end of service benefits.

• Notice of resignation: 3 months for senior staff; 1 

month for other staff. 

These have led to a low staff turn-over and a high staff 

commitment. In its twelve years of existence, 11 staff 

have moved on from the Institute.

According to the Head of Administration, the lack of a 

structured/documented succession plan and the “unclear 

career path” – the fact that there is no formal mechanism 

for promotion (as WACSI is supposed to operate as a 

lean secretariat) – are the key challenges that WACSI is 

encountering with succession planning.

However, there are frequent opportunities for employees 

to accept new challenges. New staff members often 

have the opportunity to chair weekly staff meetings, to 

facilitate a training, to lead on projects or to represent the 

Institute at high level meetings. There are also instances 

where Programme Assistants/Interns have been recruited 

as Programme Officers and Project Officers when the 

position becomes available.

 d) Experience with the board
At the level of the Board, the recruitment of board 

members is done by head hunting, referrals and 

recommendations.  One key lesson learnt from WACSI’s 

succession planning with board members is the fact that 

most of them are not very familiar with the Institute’s work, 

so it takes a while for new board members to understand 

the Institute’s operations, thus delaying their meaningful 

participation and contributions during board meetings. 

To address this, recently appointed board members were 

taken through a structured day-long orientation on the 

Institute’s work. 
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The board has not engaged in self-assessment of its 

performance or the evaluation of its own leadership 

transition. However, actions are being taken to address 

this. The Executive Director is however appraised yearly 

by the Board Chair. 

e) Key recommendations 
• Organisations should endeavour to have a successor 

long time before it is even needed. It is a sign of 

strong leadership that you have nurtured a successor 

and gives you the chance to move on.

• Develop a cross-cutting succession plan for the next 

12 or 24 months in the organisation that holistically 

accommodates easy transitions from lower to most 

senior positions.

• Put in place good working conditions and create a 

conducive work environment for your team.

• Involve the board in the succession planning process 

for the organisation and within the board itself.

• Learn from the succession planning process, review 

and apply new lessons to enhance the process.

Conclusion
Succession planning is not a one-off event. It is a 

continuous process in the organisation. It does not 

need to be a separate programme. Rather, it should be 

integrated into existing staff and board processes with the 

goal of ensuring that there is a continuous and deliberate 

process that ensures leaders are built from within a team 

using a bottom-up approach. 

CSOs in West Africa need to ensure that they have 

mechanisms in place that will keep their operations 

running smoothly over time, with the least possible 

disruption, irrespective of the changes occurring in their 

workforce. It is a proactive step to build the organisation’s 

capacity and readiness for these changes. 

Through this study, we can firmly conclude that succession 

planning is about having sound  risk management 

practices, and CSOs that are well-regarded for their 

adherence to best practices begin the process early by 

identifying, training, and nurturing their future leaders 

long before they will be called on to assume a leadership 

role. The buy-in and investment may take time, but it is 

critical to begin these conversations5 with the staff and 

board. By beginning these conversations and taking small, 

practical and feasible steps, it can gradually consolidate 

the succession planning process.

5 To avoid being put in a vulnerable position, it is good to begin to talk about, and plan for, 
succession well in advance of the need for transition. In fact, to be done correctly, it can take 
years to develop the talent needed to accomplish any high-level succession. With that in mind, 
there is really no time to waste.
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As we have seen, there are documented steps to follow 

that can guide the organisation through a well-planned 

succession process. While there should be an emergency 

transition in place to deal with unexpected situations, the 

most practical approach is one where the transition is 

anticipated and planned for. An effective succession plan 

would promote staff retention.

That is the case at WACSI as illustrated in the case studies, 

where there is a low staff turn-over and a high staff 

commitment. WANEP’s experience revealed the critical 

importance of institutionalising a succession plan to 

forestall spending valuable time looking for successors.

 From NIPO’s experience, one can note that the succession 

planning of the non-executive staff should be conducted 

with the same level of professionalism and attention as 

the one at the executive or board level. From OSIWA’s 

experience, we note the need for CSOs to provide a 

satisfactory remuneration and working conditions to 

their staff in order to retain them for longer periods. 

As revealed in a study on leadership and executive 

transitions with selected CSOs in Ghana, most CSOs 

are not ready6 nor have a plan on succession planning. 

This highlights the critical and urgent need to design a 

capacity development programme on this issue for CSOs 

in the region to widen their understanding of leadership 

transition and succession planning and be equipped with 

tools to design organisation-relevant tools to mastermind 

their succession planning process. 

It is also important for funders to support costs for 

organisational development to build strong, scalable 

and stable civil societies in West Africa. As a continuous 

process, every employee of an organisation should be 

encouraged to think and plan of his/her succession from 

the inception or orientation stage. Succession planning 

discussions should not be a taboo. It is always good to 

start with the end in mind as nothing is eternal and leaving 

voluntarily and strategically is a lifetime leadership legacy 

to the organisation. 

6 Solomon Amoah, An Analysis of Leadership Transitions and Governance Within Civil Society 
Organisations in Ghana, West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI), Research Report, 2018, p. 22
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SUCCESSION PLANNING READINESS CHECKLIST
Is	your	nonprofit	organisation	ready	and	prepared	for	succession	planning?
The following are areas that will support the ability of your organisation to proceed 
with a successful succession planning process. It is highly recommended that you 
note aspects that are in place and have discussion and resolve aspects that are not.

Yes No

EXECUTIVE LEADERSHIP SUPPORT
Is your Succession Planning initiative supported by your Executive Director and the 
board? 
Does the executive leadership team have a collective commitment to succession plan-
ning and understands that the process is iterative and evolutionary?
Is the leadership team prepared to have open and strategic discussions about talent 
within your organisation
Is Succession supported by the entire leadership team?

PROCESS
Do you use a proven Succession planning process? 
Is that process easy to understand?
Is there a skilled internal/external facilitator or project leader that knows and can 
guide the succession planning process?
Is there adequate time and ability to engage in succession planning in the context of 
other work plan priorities?
Are you confident in your ability to explain the process at all levels of the organisa-
tion?

COMMUNICATION
Are you consistently communicating the succession plan to
• The Board (if applicable)
• Management
• Individual succession candidates
• All members of the organisation
Do you have formal conversations with leadership on their plans for retirement?
Are leaders prepared to have candid discussions with their team regarding each can-
didate's readiness?
Do leaders have the right tools to support staff development discussions with the 
successors?

DOCUMENTATION
Is your Succession Plan formally documented (policy, procedures…)?
Does the leadership team review the Succession Plan (at least) annually? 
Is your Succession Plan updated (at least) annually?

ANNEX 1: SUCCESSION PLANNING CHECKLIST
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ANNEX 2: SUCCESSION PLAN OVERVIEW – UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA

Figure 1: Succession Plan Overview. University of Victoria.

https://www.uvic.ca/hr/assets/docs/manager_support/successiontoolkit.pdf


Planning and Managing Leadership Transitions among CSOs in West Africa

31

REFERENCES

Drucker, P. F. (2011). The five most important questions 

you will ever ask about your organisation (Vol. 90). John 

Wiley & Sons.

McLaughlin, Thomas A., and Addie Nelson Backlund. 

Moving beyond founder’s syndrome to nonprofit success. 

BoardSource, 2008.

Nancy R., A. (2009). Chief Executive Succession Planning: 

An Essential Guidance. BoardSource. https://boardsource.

org/product/chief-executive-succession-planning-

essential-guidance/

Rothwell, W. (2010). Effective Succession Planning: 

Ensuring Leadership Continuity and Building Talent from 

Within. AMACOM.

Schmidt, E. (2017, December 6). Rediagnosing “Founder’s 

Syndrome”: Moving Beyond Stereotypes to Improve 

Nonprofit Performance. Non Profit News | Nonprofit 

Quarterly. https://nonprofitquarterly.org/rediagnosing-

founder-s-syndrome-moving-beyond-stereotypes-to-

improve-nonprofit-performance/

Solomon Amoah, An Analysis of Leadership Transitions 

and Governance Within Civil Society Organisations 

in Ghana, West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI), 

Research Report, 2018. URL: https://www.wacsi.org/

admin/research/uploads/Final_Report_Amoah_Ghana.

pdf 

Tolbert, P. S., & Hall, R. H. (2015). Organisations: Structures, 

processes and outcomes. Routledge.

Webb, T., Diamond-Wells, T., & Jeffs, D. (2017). Career 

mapping for professional development and succession 

planning. Journal for Nurses in Professional Development, 

33(1), 25–32.




