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Interim Executive Director Program Provides Answers for Nonprofit Boards
 "An Interim Executive Director's first responsibility is to the organization's health.  You have no vested interests to protect; you’re there to help the Board and staff look at the issues in a different light so that they can address them and make changes that will pave the way for a successful transition and a stable future."
                                                                                                  -Alisa Baratta, Nonprofit Center Interim Executive Director
Most organizations will be faced with a traumatic leadership transition at some time in their history. Whether it’s retirement of a founder, the termination of an unsatisfactory executive director or turbulence in the organization, the board has the ultimate responsibility to make decisions that will provide stability and establish direction through the transition. 
 Following the executive’s departure, the board’s knee-jerk response may be to immediately institute a search for a permanent replacement, or just appoint someone from within the organization, such as a staff member or board member.  But without consensus or a clear vision of where a new leader is expected to take the organization; without recognition of the underlying issues that led to the problems or the executive’s departure, or allowing for the organization to adjust to the changes that will follow the exit of a long-serving leader or founded, this new regime starts out with a huge disadvantage, limiting the probability of success.
The Nonprofit Center, having spent nearly three decades immersed in the intricacies of nonprofit leadership and governance, recognized that for many organizations undergoing leadership change, the wisest, most judicious course of action a board of directors can take is to utilize an Interim Executive Director from outside the organization, to differentiate from appointing a board or staff member as the interim .  This seasoned leader will provide management and balance, buttress employee morale and assure an uninterrupted workflow, giving the organization time to resolve problems and proactively determine what it needs in a permanent CEO.
 “An interim executive director brings a unique objective perspective,” explains Laura Otten, Ph.D., who helped create the program.  With no vested interest because it is a temporary position, and a fresh set of critical eyes and experienced eyes, an interim can immediately jump into a situation that may be daunting to those closest to it, and make the tough decisions.”
 Defining the Interim Executive Director 
●Every member of the Nonprofit Center’s Interim Executive Director corps is a successful, experienced former nonprofit executive director
●He/she works as an Interim for a period of 6-8 months, for approximately 20 hours a week (following an initial 6-8 week period of almost full-time work).

●During this stabilizing period, the staff and Board is able to resolutely and pro-actively move forward in exploring and ultimately determining the traits they seek in a new executive who will help fulfill the organization’s goals and objectives
●Problems are resolved, such as making difficult personnel decisions or righting the financial ship, before a permanent leader takes over, rather than just passing them on to the next CEO. The Nonprofit Center serves as a support to both the Interim and the Board 
●The organization benefits from a seasoned, objective leader who can make the tough decisions in the context of a temporary relationship that would be difficult or often impossible for a permanent leader
●The organization is spared the substantial costs of benefits, providing a significant cost savings during the transition period. 
Alisa Baratta sees the value of her role in this way, “As an Interim, I’m able to bring an outsider perspective that enables an organization and its board look at the long term picture.  Because I’m not looking to mold the organization into what I want it to be, I can concentrate on the people, establish trust, and give them the steady hand they need,” she says.
 She explains how she is able to evaluate situations, including the financials in a different light.  “Some organizations keep telling themselves the same story of their financial distress year after year.  But fresh eyes look at it differently and can then take appropriate action to get things back on track for a permanent director,” Alisa says.  “Being an Interim Executive Director, says Alisa, "gives you the ability to put all your skill sets to use.   You’re not a place-holder, you’re assessing a situation quickly so that, in partnership with the board, necessary change can happen.”
Value Added for Boards and Incoming Leadership
 Interims can examine situations honestly and openly because their assignments are short-term.  They work closely with the board, helping it with its performance as well.   Frank Bartoli, the new executive director of The Arc of Delaware County, which utilized an Interim during the transition between permanent directors, acknowledges the benefits to the incoming permanent leader. “The Interim was able to organize the board, getting them to a position of understanding the realities of our situation, so that when I came in, that process of education and reorganization was already completed," he affirms. 
Interims are often called about to make some difficult decision, such as terminating a problem employee, sparing the new leader from inheriting a continuing unresolved problem. 
Interim Executive Directors are especially helpful when following a dynamic and successful departing leader.  “In our organization, whoever came in had little chance of being successful because the retiring executive director was so exceptional,” says Bill Ronayne, president of the board of West Chester Senior Center.  “Having an Interim, while we decided on the right fit for a permanent replacement, allowed the dust to settle,” he said, adding “The Nonprofit Center really stepped up to the plate and supported us the entire time. " 




“Interim projects are about fixing things,” says Karen Forbes, another seasoned Interim.  “You’re not there to create exciting new programs or events.  You may be replacing an executive director who seemingly walked on water, or one who ran the organization into the ground.  In either case, if the board and staff are stuck on the old ways, an interim can break with the past and create a new relationship with the board, paving the way for successful new leadership."
Experienced Interims are quick to point out that an organization does not have to be in crisis for the concept to be effective, as Kathy Sullivan explains.  “I came in and offered the organization immediate stability,” she says.  “I was a staff resource so that they didn’t have to lean so heavily on the board.” 
"Having spent my career working with nonprofit boards of directors, I really appreciate the burden of responsibility boards have regarding the selection and oversight of the executive director,” affirms Laura Otten.   "The Interim Executive Director program is a logical and practical method of approaching a leadership transition, stabilizing the organization and allowing the board the time to determine what the next best step would be.  The pressure of rushing into what might not be a good fit, or of bringing in someone new before the organization has recognized and begun to address the issues that may have precipitated the previous leader's departure or deficiencies, is eliminated.  The Board has thus positioned itself for success," Laura concludes.
 (
Executive Summary
Benefits of Utilizing an Interim Executive Director
►
Uninterrupted workflow gives stability to the organization, its staff and programs
►
stability for 
the organization, its staff and programs
►
An unbiased expert manager in a time of transition
►
The opportunity for the board to clarify what is needed in a permanent leader
►
Cost savings from the elimination of benefit 
►
Easing
 the way for the incoming permanent director by identifying and rectifying existing or potential problems. 
)To speak with a Nonprofit Center expert about how the Interim Executive Director program can benefit your organization, call us at 215-951-1701. 
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