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INTRODUCTION

BAckGrOuNd

Leadership Development and Leadership 
Change is a report on how a group of so-
cial justice organizations, in the Bay Area 
and nationally, are linking leadership devel-
opment to executive leadership transitions 
paying particular attention to race, class, 
gender, and age. The four collaborating 
organizations that oversaw the project and 
the production of this report [Partnership 
for Immigrant Leadership and Action, Na-
tional Community Development Institute, 
Movement Strategy Center, and Building 
Movement Project] have all worked with 
a diverse group of social change oriented 
nonprofit organizations on leadership is-
sues. We each participated in this project 
to learn and share lessons on how organi-
zations approach leadership development 
and leadership transitions, particularly 
during a time when nonprofits in Califor-
nia and across the U.S. are going through 
dramatic demographic and generational 
shifts. 

We know from our work and from others 
in the field that leadership transition of-
ten affects the entire organization. Tran-
sition consultants suggest groups prepare 
by creating a process for leadership shifts 
and putting in place an emergency plan. 
In the process, organizations can imagine 
how everyone would function without the 
current leader. We found in our interviews, 
groups going through transitions did best 
when they also had a commitment to de-
velop organizational staff, and in some 
cases constituent leadership, in ways that 
spread knowledge, skills and responsibili-
ty. Leadership development also helped to 
further the organization’s day-to-day abil-
ity to accomplish its mission and vision. 

Nonprofits have focused on transition plan-
ning in part because of the predictions that 
the baby boom generation leaders who are 
entering traditional retirement age will be 
leaving their jobs and a new generation of 
leaders is emerging. Now more Boomers 
are thinking of staying longer in their work 
to continue to contribute to the field and 
to maintain an income stream, but many 
are considering cutting back on their work 
and distributing leadership within the or-
ganization. In addition, executive directors 
are still overwhelmingly white as noted in 
the CompassPoint Daring to Lead studies 
that found only 17% of executive directors 
were people of color. Yet the demograph-
ic changes in the U.S. mean that there 
should be unprecedented opportunity for 
people of color to lead organizations. 

This shift – to younger generations and 
to more people of color – will not happen 
without sustained and systematic develop-
ment of leaders and attention to how pow-
er dynamics impact organizational change. 
In this project, we focused on how social 
justice organizations cultivate new leader-
ship and navigate leadership change at-
tending to race, class, gender and gener-
ational differences and including people 
from impacted communities.

Our iNtErViEw PArticiPANtS

In The Leadership Development and 
Leadership Change project, we surveyed 
over 30 organizations about their leader-
ship development practices and conduct-
ed 15 interviews with staff members of so-
cial change organizations in the Bay Area 
and nationally to explore the ways they 
develop organizational leadership and the 
impact on leadership transition. We de-
fine social change organizations as those 
whose mission and key strategies address 
the systemic causes of a problem. The 
groups in our survey ranged from small 
grassroots organizing groups to a large 
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multi-service neighborhood center and a 
community development corporation estab-
lished in the 1960s. The organizations se-
lected for more in-depth interviews had ex-
perienced a recent (within past three years) 
leadership transition, were in the process of 
leadership change, or were exploring what 
it would mean to go through a shift in lead-
ership.

HOW THIS REPORT IS ORGANIZED

This report is intended for many audienc-
es, including practitioners, those providing 
technical assistance and support to non-
profits, leadership trainers, and funders. 
There are two parts to the main findings of 
this report. The first part presents overall 
themes and findings based on our survey 
interviews. These themes are summarized 
along with quotes from the interviews to 
give a better sense of people’s experiences 
and analysis. 

The second part is a set of four mini case 
studies. Four groups were selected for the 
mini case studies to obtain a more nuanced 
picture of the impact of leadership develop-
ment and leadership change. St. Peter’s 
Housing Committee, Chinatown Commu-
nity Development Corporation, Southwest 
Workers Union, and Coleman Advocates 
for Children & Youth different examples of 
organizational structures and practices that 
promote leadership development, but also 
provided lessons of what doesn’t work as 
well, especially during leadership transi-
tions. Interviews were conducted with ex-
ecutive leadership and staff in each of the 
organizations. In addition, policies and or-
ganizational materials were reviewed. 

Following these two sections, we offer our 
overall analysis and recommendations. Ad-
ditionally, related tools and resources will 
be available online at www.buildingmovement.
org.

ORGANIZATIONS ORGANIZATIONS 
INTERVIEWED:INTERVIEWED:

Alternatives for Community Alternatives for Community 
& Environment (Roxbury)& Environment (Roxbury)

Bernal Heights Bernal Heights 
Neighborhood Center Neighborhood Center 

(San Francisco)(San Francisco)

Chinatown Community Chinatown Community 
Development Corporation Development Corporation 

(San Francisco) (San Francisco) 

Chinese Progressive Chinese Progressive 
Association (San Francisco)Association (San Francisco)

Coleman Advocates for Coleman Advocates for 
Children and Youth Children and Youth 

(San Francisco)(San Francisco)

Data Center (Oakland)Data Center (Oakland)

Families for Freedom Families for Freedom 
(New York City)(New York City)

Mujeres Unidas y Activas Mujeres Unidas y Activas 
(San Francisco, Oakland)(San Francisco, Oakland)

Project South (Atlanta)Project South (Atlanta)

San Francisco Women San Francisco Women 
Against Rape Against Rape 

(San Francisco)(San Francisco)

SouthWest Organizing SouthWest Organizing 
Project (Albuquerque)Project (Albuquerque)

Southwest Workers Union Southwest Workers Union 
(San Antonio)(San Antonio)

St. Peter’s Housing St. Peter’s Housing 
Committee (San Francisco)Committee (San Francisco)

Youth United for Community Youth United for Community 
Action (East Palo Alto)Action (East Palo Alto)
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KEY THEMES & LESSONS 
LEARNED

The themes and lessons that emerged 
from our interviews reflect the premise 
that organizational values, structure, cul-
ture and power inform and transform lead-
ership in social change organizations. 
Our interviews underscored that success-
ful leadership development and transition 
planning are interrelated. We found that 
(1) Leadership change is an organization 
wide process and opportunity; (2) Strong 
and systematic leadership development 
for constituents and staff is key; and (3) 
Insights from allied organizations and sup-
port from funders strengthen leadership 
development and transitions. These find-
ings reflect the specific lessons and prac-
tices from organizations promoting wom-
en, people of color, younger generation 
and constituent leaders. 

LEAdErShiP chANGE iS AN 
OrGANiZAtiON-widE PrOcESS 
ANd OPPOrtuNity

Our interviews confirmed that leadership 
change did not involve just one leader, but 
had an impact on the entire organization. 
Trust building was critically important to 
successful leadership transition planning 
within and across all levels of the organi-
zation, including staff, board, constituents 
and external stakeholders. Trust building 
involved developing an organization-wide 
culture of transparency and collabora-
tion by naming values and setting goals 
together, and breaking down work silos. 
As leaders transitioned, an atmosphere of 
trust helped groups to deal with the emo-
tional dynamics that needed attention. 
One organization explicitly set a goal that 
“We want to feel good at the end of this 
transition,” recognizing that how people 
felt about the process was just as impor-

tant as the leadership change itself. While 
clearly important during leadership transi-
tion, many organizations understood trust 
building as an ongoing process. 

Trust was the essential foundation 
for the transition. We had years of 
work and collaboration together, a 
lot of political trust. This trust reflect-
ed the founder’s leadership in which 
he opened up space for people with 
an invitation to create and design. It 
also reflected how we worked togeth-
er. For example, we never facilitated 
alone. We always facilitated in pairs 
as a basic principle. That builds un-
derstanding of the other person. And 
there was a high priority on debrief 
and evaluation afterward. You do 
work together. Then, when you’re in 
more of a response/crisis phase you 
have a ton of ground between you.

We’re trying to build a different culture 
of care for each other. That is very im-
portant to the transition. As women of 
color we can be very self-righteous…
pretty fierce with each other. But, the 
interpersonal dynamics don’t have to 
be hostile. We are trying to more re-
alistically name and address the ‘hor-
izontal hostility’ among women of col-
or. We’ve had a lot of dialogues. We 
are developing ‘principles of women 
of color leadership.’

When I came in I had no idea what 
the organization’s work culture was. I 
had hints from staff that ‘it was differ-
ent working here.’ In making changes 
I had no idea what I was up against. 
As Co-Director I was revising and up-
dating the personnel policy. I thought 
it would be easy. No. It opened my 
eyes to how frustrated staff was. It 
was challenging to change the cul-
ture. I had to really say ‘It’s okay to 
change.’ Even around decision-mak-
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ing and transparency. Staff didn’t feel 
like stakeholders. It has been en-
grained in the organization … We’ve 
been trying different steps, having 
retreats to hammer out things like 
how to make endorsements, how to 
make decisions on campaigns, how 
to develop work plans. Old habits die 
hard. 

It’s not just leadership transition. It’s 
really organizational renewal where 
you look at strategy, tactics, opportu-
nities, everything.

When the founders decided they 
were going to leave we did an orga-
nizational retreat that included mem-
bers, allies, and stakeholders. We 
hired a facilitator who was already 
engaged in the work with the orga-
nization, an ally who knew the cam-
paigns and had a basis of knowledge 
of our organizing and a keen assess-
ment of the organization and where 
it was going. She really knew how to 
navigate the conversation. In the re-
treat we set up a committee structure 
for the organization, talked about the 
leadership transition and how we 
should do it, talked about formalizing 
leadership development and how we 
should do it. We made decisions at 
the retreat.

“It’s not just leadership 
transition. It’s really 
organizational renewal.” 

Trust building needed to move beyond 
the exiting leader to the new one. That of-
ten required one-on-one as well as group 
work, such as in the case when a younger 
leader assumed there was trust from an 
older board member when there was not: 

There was agreement on the board 
that we needed a new budget devel-
opment process. One of the board 
members had volunteered his time 
and was doing the books. We all 
agreed we needed a more inclu-
sive/transparent process. Then I said 
‘Let’s bring in a consultant’ and then 
came the friction. There needed to be 
more conversation with the individual. 
I need to ask, ‘How do you feel? How 
can you get comfortable?’ I thought 
that we had done due diligence. We 
had had a meeting and an agree-
ment. But I should have spent more 
time asking ‘What are you afraid of?’ 
digging more. There are things peo-
ple don’t say in a group meeting. I 
should have asked different ques-
tions, created different opportunities 
for discussion, and allowed for more 
time.

“We’re trying to build a 
different culture of care for 
each other… developing 
‘principles of women of color 
leadership.’” 

Outgoing leaders often served as a bridge 
when tensions arose. The active participa-
tion of outgoing founders in transition pro-
cesses was particularly important where 
there were generational differences be-
tween some members of staff and board. 
Most outgoing and incoming leaders rec-
ognized that trust building takes time.

We’re not using a ‘replacement mod-
el.’ We are transitioning leadership. 
This was a collaboration between 
board and staff that leaned on our 
earlier strategic plan. The transition 
was part of that. We looked at the 
conditions that needed to be in place 
to transition. We had internal con-
versations about what would need 



Building Movement Project

5

to happen in areas like fundraising 
and political development. Staff were 
thinking about their roles in a deliber-
ate process that included the found-
er. The staff approached the board 
with an executive team proposal. We 
saw it as an intergenerational collab-
oration, not ‘passing the torch.’

“Staff were thinking about 
their roles in a deliberate 
process that included 
the founder…We saw it 
as an intergenerational 
collaboration, not ‘passing the 
torch.’ ”

The board had a reluctance to young 
leaders who were new to manage-
ment … I made a plea to the board to 
take the risk.

We're a multi-generational organiza-
tion. We are an organization of fami-
lies. I've learned that how you come 
to this work colors your perspective 
of it. Different generations may have 
a different view of the role of the orga-
nization in making change. You need 
to get clear about the change that's 
expected. It’s about building trust. I 
wasn't there with the older genera-
tion when they were coming of age. 
They did stuff together. That’s how 
you trust people. It takes time. 

StrONG ANd SyStEmAtic 
LEAdErShiP DEVELOPmENt FOr 
CONStituENtS ANd StAFF iS KEy

Many interviews surfaced the importance 
of ongoing leadership development for 
both staff and constituents in relation to 
successful leadership transitions. In or-
ganizations with strong and systematic 
leadership development, women, people 

of color, younger generation and constitu-
ents were often already part of the organi-
zation’s leadership, or were being encour-
aged to take on leadership positions result-
ing from transitions. Cultivating leadership 
from the constituent base is a central tenet 
and ongoing commitment for many social 
change groups. As put by a staff member 
of the SouthWest Organizing Project, “Or-
ganizations are vehicles for political edu-
cation and leadership development.” 

One organization that practices ongoing 
constituent leadership development is Mu-
jeres Unidas y Activas (MUA), a grassroots 
organization of Latina immigrant women 
with a dual mission of personal transfor-
mation and community power based in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. MUA members 
develop confidence and skill-sets that al-
low them to take on leadership roles in the 
organization. Member leaders decide key 
aspects of the organization’s work (i.e. the 
direction of a new campaign). The role of 
the MUA staff is to support the members’ 
decision-making process. Leadership de-
velopment also allows MUA to build their 
staff and board with constituents. When 
a leadership transition occurred at MUA, 
the organization hired its co-director from 
its base. Many of the organizations in-
terviewed looked to their constituents for 
staff hiring and other leadership opportu-
nities, such as positions on the board of 
directors.

“We’ve achieved class 
diversiþcation of people of 
color on our board. Now 
the question is how to bring 
in long-time organizers and 
community leaders.”

We have an organizational value 
around indigenous leadership. So we 
set up a three tiered process where 
we look for people among youth par-
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ticipants, then among staff and allies 
in the community, then externally, like 
on Craig’s list. In this transition we 
identified a few folks and asked two 
of them [to apply for the director po-
sition]. One said yes. Then she went 
through an internal hiring process in 
which we identified her strengths and 
weaknesses. She started with the or-
ganization at fourteen as a volunteer, 
then as a youth participant, then as 
staff, and now as director. 

Our board was always a majority peo-
ple of color. We’ve moved even further 
now with people of color grounded in 
community work, not just profession-
als. We’ve achieved class diversifica-
tion of people of color on our board. 
Now the question is how to bring in 
long-time organizers and communi-
ty leaders. In the future there will be 
even more people who come directly 
out of the organization’s work.

In some of the organizations, leadership 
development was less systematic. We 
found there were some executive direc-
tors, especially founders, who selectively 
mentored younger staff members in an in-
formal leadership development process. 
The level of support given to staff to take 
on new leadership roles during transitions 
varied. In some instances, leadership de-
velopment opportunities occurred through 
“creative disruption,” such as a sabbatical 
of a key leader, or an unplanned leave.

Leadership development 
opportunities may occur 
through “creative disruption,” 
such as a sabbatical of a key 
leader.

There was a process of mentorship 
for me about running the organiza-
tion beyond my role as an organizer. 
I started managing staff, running the 
summer internship program, even 
doing some finance and administra-
tion. The founder used to go over 
the financials with me but she never 
told me why. It was very informal. It 
could have used a little more formal-
ity. I was once asked, ‘Did you ever 
get asked if you wanted a leadership 
role?’ My answer was ‘No, actual-
ly not.’ There were a lot of assump-
tions. It worked out in the end. But, 
it caused problems, especially with 
the board because they weren’t hip 
to the arrangement.

The founder’s style is to step back 
and provide space for others. It’s an 
opportunity and a challenge. Peo-
ple responded to the opportunity 
but they were not always supported.  
Now we’re asking ‘How do we have a 
collaborative leadership style reflect-
ing co-facilitation?’ We’re going from 
strong initiative leadership to more 
collaborative group-style leadership. 
We’re underdeveloped in group pro-
cess. We want to…get back to the 
group. 

I went on sabbatical last summer and 
we had a staff person serve as inter-
im director. There were assumptions 
that this was the possible successor, 
but I was clear that it was a learning 
opportunity. It was an opportunity to 
start asking questions without hav-
ing to answer them. The board saw 
the importance of their role. The staff 
and interim director learned a lot.
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INSiGhtS FrOm ALLiEd 
OrGANiZAtiONS ANd SuPPOrt 
FrOm FuNdErS StrENGthEN 
LEAdErShiP dEVELOPmENt ANd 
trANSitiONS

The interviews also revealed that orga-
nizations sought out advice and support 
from their peers to shape leadership de-
velopment goals and to plan for transitions. 
One founding director said that he talked 
to twenty other founding directors to learn 
from their experience and perspectives. 
Other organizations saw leadership devel-
opment and leadership change not just as 
internal organizational work, but also as 
an opportunity to strengthen the overall 
movement. One group emphasized that 
in their internal political education, they 
were consistent in asking, “What does the 
movement need us to know? What do our 
partners need us to know?” 

“What does the movement 
need us to know? What do 
our partners need us to 
know?”

While it was nice to know that our 
consultant was there, I had a lot of 
experience in the movement so I had 
a lot of people to draw on. That was 
more useful to me. Our consultant 
could give me the nitty gritty of do-
ing a budget. But I wanted to talk to 
other women of color who wanted to 
do it differently. How do you put your 
skills into practice in a way that re-
flects equity and authentic relation-
ships, and acknowledges power dy-
namics? How does it play out in su-
pervision of women of color in a way 
that isn’t abusing power? I needed to 
talk to other women of color and oth-
er white allies to ask, ‘What did you 
do? How did it work for you?’

A few years ago we did a series of 
leadership seminars focused on 
leadership development and leader-
ship transitions.  We did it as a move-
ment building process.  We invit-
ed other organizations.  It was really 
helpful to learn from other organiza-
tions and to push and share among 
organizations.

Externally the transition has focused 
on five or six allies that are really es-
sential to our work. That has been 
key. Those allies have no doubt about 
the new leadership.

For my own (outgoing) transition, I 
got more involved with other boards.  
It helped me think through my transi-
tion and helped me find other outlets 
for my work.

“I wanted to talk to other 
women of color who 
wanted to do it differently. 
How do you put your skills 
into practice in a way 
that reÿects equity and 
authentic relationships, 
and acknowledges power 
dynamics?”

In order to be successful, organization-
wide leadership development and transi-
tion planning required adequate time and 
resources. An important part of the lead-
ership transition process for many groups 
was communicating and engaging with the 
organization’s funders. One organization 
approached its funders and said, “Here’s 
what’s happening. Do you have any ques-
tions?” Several of the organizations solic-
ited additional grants specifically to plan 
for transition. Funding support afforded an 
opportunity for organizations to develop a 
succession and strategic plan as well as 
develop the staff leadership. 
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We got a grant to promote, study, and 
institutionalize leadership.  In the first 
year we used it to complete our stra-
tegic plan, started working on an ex-
ecutive succession plan, developed 
a middle manager leadership train-
ing program, and took our communi-
ty organizers on a study trip to New 
York City. 

We always placed a high value on 
grassroots fundraising.  We wanted 
to bump that up in the transition.

We were proactive in putting out our 
message to funders.  We said, ‘This 
is everything we’re going through and 
it’s okay.’

An important part of 
the leadership transition 
process was communicating 
and engaging with the 
organization’s funders.

CONcLuSiON

The organizations that participated in 
our interviews grappled with different ap-
proaches to developing trust across the 
organization during times of leadership 
change. Identifying and supporting constit-
uent and staff leaders consistently helped 
to establish a smooth path for leadership 
succession, long before transitions oc-
curred. Movement building perspectives 
encouraged the sharing of leadership de-
velopment tools and resources among al-
lies. Many groups saw the opportunity of 
leadership development and change in 
their own organizations as a means to 
help strengthen the movement as a whole. 
Funding support provided some organiza-
tions the time and resources for a deliber-
ate leadership change process that also 

reinforced their commitment to ongoing 
leadership development.

The four mini case studies that follow il-
lustrate how St. Peter’s Housing Commit-
tee, Chinatown Community Development 
Corporation, Southwest Workers Union, 
and Coleman Advocates for Children and 
Youth responded to the challenges and 
opportunities of significant leadership 
transition within their respective organiza-
tions. The case studies were selected to 
give a closer look at the complex organi-
zational dynamics that produced positive 
transition processes. St. Peter’s organiza-
tional value of participatory leadership led 
to a change from a single executive direc-
tor structure to experimentation in organi-
zational forms. In the case of Chinatown 
Community Development Corporation, ad-
ditional resources allowed for a two-year 
transition planning period. Founder lead-
ership change at the Southwest Workers 
Union brought a younger generation to 
leadership, and created new opportunities 
for strengthening movement ties. Coleman 
Advocates for Children and Youth experi-
enced a shift in leadership from an older 
white woman leader to a younger genera-
tion woman of color leader. For Coleman, 
the transition led to the organization’s re-
connection with their constituents through 
community-based strategic planning. In-
stituting or deepening leadership develop-
ment was considered an important oppor-
tunity of each group’s leadership change 
process, and a crucial aspect of transition 
success.



Building Movement Project

�

CASE STUDIES 

EXPLOriNG NEw 
OrGANiZAtiONAL StructurES: 
ST. PETER’s HOUsING 
COMMITTEE (COMITÉ DE 
VIvIENDA) 

Organizational structure and cultures play 
a role in re-examining the executive direc-
tor position and can inform how to make 
the job “doable.” St Peter’s Housing Com-
mittee went from a hierarchical, top-down 
approach to a leadership collective con-
sisting of staff and constituents based on 
an organizational value that participatory 
leadership builds stronger leadership.

Living Out Values: Effective 
Organizational Development 
that Reÿects Political Vision

San Francisco’s St. Peter’s Housing Com-
mittee (Comité de Vivienda) is an eight 
person, bi-lingual, bi-cultural and multi-
generational collective working in the Mis-
sion District of San Francisco.  The Mission 
District’s longtime majority Latino commu-
nity has struggled to preserve community 
stability and viability, and battled against 
gentrification and cultural piracy for over 
twenty years. As start-up Dot Com busi-
nesses moved into the Mission en masse 
in the late 1990’s, there was an enormous 
number of residents who were displaced. 
St. Peter’s became a visible leader pre-
serving the culture, lives and jobs of long-
time mission residents. 

St Peter’s had always held 
the value of community 
leadership and participation, 
now they were living it 

Over the last ten years, St Peter’s has tried 
a number of different leadership models in 

a bold effort to create a leadership struc-
ture that both represented their politics as 
well as worked effectively to accomplish 
their goals.  Leading with the clear politic 
of self-determination, they moved from an 
executive director model of leadership to 
a collective committee structure to reflect 
their values as a community-based mem-
bership organization. Then, after exam-
ining the pros and cons of the collective 
committee structure, the organization re-
fined the leadership structure to their cur-
rent form, a co-directorship. How did they 
get there and what did they learn?

When the standing executive director left 
St. Peter’s ten years ago, the staff made 
the deliberate decision to move from a tra-
ditional hierarchical leadership structure to 
a shared leadership model. The new mod-
el was defined by flattening their leader-
ship structure to form a three-person di-
rectorship that collectively ran the organi-
zation. Their aim was to make the orga-
nization more participatory, enacting their 
belief that participatory leadership builds 
stronger leaders. 

On the Road to Collective 
participation: Integrating 
Community Leadership 
Throughout the Organization 

As an executive director-led organization, 
decisions had been made from the top 
with little transparency and communica-
tion to staff members. Staff often had no 
information about how or why decisions 
were made. This created an organization-
al dynamic of lack of agency and partici-
pation. The collective committee structure 
sought to address and transform this dy-
namic.  In the collective committee struc-
ture, all organizational decisions were to 
be made by the full staff group.  For exam-
ple, the full group was responsible for both 
drafting and vetting proposals as a whole. 
However, when this ideal way to operate 
was brought into practice, the staff collec-
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tive discovered that they underestimated 
the time and skills needed to prepare ev-
eryone to lead the organization. 

Current co-director and long time staff 
member Maria Poblet remembered, “We 
thought, ‘Why shouldn’t we have control 
over this?’ But once we started doing it, 
people didn’t have the skills or develop-
ment to truly take on the level of author-
ity needed to run the organization.” They 
saw that not everyone was ready to partic-
ipate equally in decisions and didn’t have 
all the information or skills to do so. Maria 
added, “We thought ‘collective was better’ 
but that was not true. It depends on the 
balance of forces you’re dealing with and 
where you want to go. We went to such 
an extreme that we even debated whether 
people should be supervised. We started 
with a shallow understanding of collectiv-
ity. For example, because women of color 
experience socialization around oppres-
sion, it can make it easier to say ‘Let’s be 
a collective because I’m unsure of my own 
decision-making power.’ “ The collective 
members saw they needed to identify req-
uisite skills for different aspects of leader-
ship, ranging from political to administra-
tive needs. They also sought to create a 
process for naming and affirming their val-
ues. 

After this experiment, the organization had 
much more clarity about leadership roles. 
Rather than abandon their ideals, includ-
ing the commitment to members running 
the organization, St. Peter’s spent over 
two years focused on skills building for the 
collective. Leadership development also 
included in-depth team and trust building, 
in which the staff brought their full selves, 
emotional and political, to the work. This 
focus coincided with bringing more of the 
organization’s membership – Latino im-
migrant tenants in the Mission – into staff 
leadership. Those working at St. Peter’s 
recognized that in more traditional orga-
nizations much of the staff wouldn’t have 

been hired, because of their lack of experi-
ence or educational credentials. However, 
the core values of the organization led to 
a commitment to spend the time and en-
ergy necessary to build the leadership of 
their constituent members. Currently, half 
of St. Peter’s staff is former members. All 
current staff members are women. 

In more traditional 
organizations much of the 
staff wouldn’t have been 
hired, because of their lack 
of experience or educational 
credentials.

Learning from Experimentation:  
Reþning the Path to 
Organizational Effectiveness

After creating a new organizational culture 
in which people’s individual development 
as leaders was prioritized organization 
wide, those working at St. Peter’s sought 
to alter the dynamic slightly to make their 
time more effective and reflect on what 
they learned. They moved to their current 
version of co-directorship in which two co-
directors lead the collective, including pre-
paring proposals, which are vetted and 
approved by the staff. In this form of co-di-
rectorship, the collective continues to have 
a full voice at the decision-making table, 
but the co-directors are charged with mov-
ing the process forward and supporting 
staff fully. As Maria, who is now one of the 
organization’s two co-directors said, “The 
leadership structure that we have now is 
more in line with our mission in terms of 
empowerment because it acknowledges 
the process of development for new staff 
and what it really takes for people to take 
on more leadership.”
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“Not everyone can run a 
campaign, balance a budget 
or write a policy platform, 
how do you make it possible 
for more people to do that?”

St Peter’s leaders always see the organi-
zation as a work in progress. This internal 
process presents new questions, as they 
look toward the future.  The members who 
became staff have now fully developed 
the necessary skills to lead the organiza-
tion, but as one staff member noted about 
the larger membership, “Not everyone can 
run a campaign, balance a budget or write 
a policy platform, how do you make it pos-
sible for more people to do that?” St Pe-
ter’s is always asking questions in a way 
that lives out their values; pushing them-
selves to learn and adapt, not just during 
a leadership change. They have created 
an organizational culture where change is 
possible and assumed.

EFFEctiVE USE OF PLANNiNG 
ANd RESOurcES FOr LEAdErShiP 
DEVELOPmENt: ChINATOWN 
COMMUNITY DEvELOpMENT 
CORpORATION

Effective use of planning and resources for 
leadership development lead to success-
ful transitions. Chinatown CDC was the 
recipient of a Flexible Leadership Award 
grant from the Evelyn and Walter Haas, 
Jr. Fund, and the resulting financial re-
sources, time, and external expertise has 
played an important role in their process.

How to Seize a Leadership 
Change Opportunity

The Chinatown Community Development 
Corporation (CDC) was founded in 1977 
by five local Chinatown organizations as a 
traditional community development corpo-
ration. In its 31years, it has grown to more 

than 100 staff members and is a leader in 
just housing policy and creation. Their ten-
ants’ rights, planning and youth leadership 
programs help to create a powerful com-
munity presence in Chinatown and insure 
just housing policy and options for local 
residents. Over the last year, through the 
announcement of the transition of China-
town CDC’s long-time leader, the staff has 
begun to explore what change could really 
bring and mean. 

“We had to ask who would be 
in charge, what would be the 
role of the board. It helped us 
not just think about replacing 
one position but taking stock 
of that role and evaluating the 
organization and strategies.”

Inviting Creativity: Leadership 
Change, not Leadership 
Replacement

Executive Director Gordon Chin has led 
the organization through much of this evo-
lution and, as of 2008, began planning his 
transition for 2010. Gordon, who helped 
to found the organization, is a community 
leader in Chinatown and a bridge builder 
who’s been central to the organization’s 
success.  Gordon’s perspective and plan is 
that his transition is not just about replac-
ing him.  He noted, “Before I announced 
I was leaving, we had done a deliberate 
process around developing emergency 
succession plans. These included short-
term planned successions, short-term un-
planned successions, long-term planned 
and long-term unplanned successions. 
They really informed our organization. We 
had to ask who would be in charge, what 
would be the role of the board. It helped 
us not just think about replacing one posi-
tion but taking stock of that role and evalu-
ating the organization and strategies.” In 
this case, an outgoing executive director 
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was looking to foster the possibilities of 
change for the organization and, to chal-
lenge the concept of a “replacement.” 
 
One younger staff member agreed. When 
asked about her thoughts about the poten-
tial new director, she replied, “I don’t think 
the new ED should be just like Gordon.” 
This staff member also noted that right af-
ter Gordon announced his departure, he 
sent the staff a full description of his job, 
detailing what he really does each day. 
The executive director of a large organiza-
tion can often feel distanced and unknown 
by staff. In turn this can make the leader-
ship transition feel unwieldy to staff. This 
simple act of sharing knowledge created 
a space of transparency at the start of the 
transition. In fact, both Gordon’s open-
ness to have younger staff members talk 
with us about the transition and the staff 
members’ excitement in cooperating with 
this case study is another expression of a 
commitment to this kind of collaboration.

Effective Relevant Outside 
Support

Gordon’s vision of transition was helped 
by the use of outside consultants and ad-
visors from the beginning. Through a Flex-
ible Leadership Award grant from the Eve-
lyn and Walter Haas Jr. Fund, Gordon and 
Chinatown CDC are working with Com-
passPoint, a management support organi-
zation, to plan this process two years be-
fore the transition will occur. Gordon and 
the organization’s deputy directors have 
received coaching, and a transition team, 
made up of staff and board, will have 
consistent outside support from Com-
passPoint. Gordon pointed out, “We got a 
grant to promote, study and institutional-
ize leadership. In the first year, we used 
it to complete our strategic plan, started 
working on an executive succession plan, 
developed a middle manager leadership 
training program and took our community 
organizers on a study trip to New York.” A 

staff member who participated in the mid-
dle manager leadership trainings noted 
that it was vital that these facilitators were 
known and trusted by the organization and 
that the facilitators understood Chinatown 
CDC’s work. 

Leadership Transition Often 
Brings Further Change

Transition planning proved helpful soon-
er than expected when one of Chinatown 
CDC’s two deputy directors announced 
her departure nine months into Gordon’s 
two-year process. The organization now 
faced two transitions, one of a long time 
executive director, the second of a long 
time organizational manager. It is a com-
mon and normal occurrence for further 
staff transitions to occur as an executive 
director exits an organization. Anticipat-
ing changes and planning ahead beyond 
the executive director level helped China-
town CDC to ensure a smooth transition 
for both positions.  

It is a common and normal 
occurrence for further staff 
transitions as an executive 
director exits an organization.

Hope for Organizational 
Renewal: Staff ’s Perspectives on 
Change

Transitions often unleash natural tensions 
along with strong expectations among 
staff. The staff members interviewed re-
ported that the majority of the Chinatown 
CDC’s staff saw this transition as an op-
portunity for a “new beginning.” One staff 
member noted the possibility to “revamp 
staff morale” as new energy comes in. 
They looked forward to change bringing 
further staff accountability and transpar-
ency, as well as an opportunity for stan-
dardizing procedures and streamlining an 
organization that has grown substantially 
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over the years. The younger staff we talk-
ed with were focused on political ques-
tions such as: Will the new leadership re-
flect this current organization’s social jus-
tice values? Will they be able to success-
fully navigate Chinatown CDC’s dual role 
as a tenant’s welfare advocate and land-
lord? Can the new leadership bring about 
an organizational culture shift to make us 
more effective? It’s important to note that 
hope for change or a new beginning is a 
common reaction to leadership transition. 
A leadership shift, especially of a long-time 
leader, opens up the possibility of the next 
chapter and next evolution of the organi-
zation, to take where the last leader left off 
and move the organization forward.

“[C]hange means the 
possibility of the next chapter 
and next evolution, to take on 
where the last leader left off 
and move it forward”

Gordon’s willingness to be open and cre-
ative about departure also has had posi-
tive effects before he leaves. One staff 
member noted that she’s learned already 
that “[o]utgoing leaders are more open to 
help staff implement changes. They are 
more willing to make changes now than 
in the past or acting on it a lot faster.” As 
the Chinatown CDC staff started to recon-
cile themselves to Gordon’s and the dep-
uty director’s departures, they began to 
see in what ways they will have to take on 
new leadership roles. For example, Gor-
don holds many of the needed political 
relationships outside the organization; as 
he prepares to depart, these relationships 
will need to be shifted and grown by other 
staff members. One staff member noted 
that she has already started to build some 
of these relationships. This is another way 
the preparation for leadership transition 
has encouraged leadership development 
in other staff. As Chinatown CDC looks to 

its leadership transitions over the next year, 
they have already effectively developed a 
transparent process that they can contin-
ue to build and learn from as they explore 
the possibilities new change brings. 

“[Outgoing leaders] are more 
open to help staff implement 
changes that existing staff 
feel they need. They’re more 
willing to make changes now 
than in the past or acting on it 
a lot faster.”

EXPANSiON OF LEAdErShiP: 
SOUThWEsT WORKERs 
UNION 

Opening spaces for new leadership within 
an organization can lead to a shift in or-
ganizational practice. Southwest Workers 
Union found that new (and younger) lead-
ers connected to new networks and exter-
nal learning led them to a more visible role 
at a national level of movement-building.

Generational Leadership 
Change Deepens Long Term 
Work

Founded in 1988, Southwest Workers 
Union (SWU) organizes workers, students, 
parents and community members in low-
income working neighborhoods of San An-
tonio and Austin. Over the last year, trans-
formative and strategic leadership change 
has allowed SWU to grow in national 
scope and reputation, while their strength 
is found in its 2,500-person local member-
ship. The union has done this through the 
new leadership’s use of peers, resources 
and two generations’ work to build out this 
almost 20 year-old organization. 

SWU defines itself as a movement-build-
ing organization. Its goals and strategy are 
inherently and explicitly linked to the work 
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of other movement-based organizations in 
the US and internationally. Their relation-
ship with movement allies helps to inform 
how they grow their organization, and in 
turn, how they choose and develop their 
movement’s leadership. They are able to 
define themselves as both deeply local in 
their efforts but global in their analysis and 
long-term vision. Two of the groups we in-
terviewed in this study are key movement-
building allies of SWU: Southwest Orga-
nizing Project (SWOP) in Albuquerque and 
Project South in Atlanta. All three organi-
zations have recently undergone creative 
generational leadership changes and all 
work together to build strong movement-
centered alliances to forward their work. 

Building on a Generation’s Work 
and Culture

SWU had a specific organizing culture 
taught from generation to generation, a 
family-based culture and sometimes actu-
ally biological family-based staff.  Young 
people are brought in and mentored both 
intentionally and indirectly from high school 
on, in some cases since elementary 
school. There is an implicit understanding 
that as generations move forward, young-
er staff will continue on with the work. As 
long-time director Ruben Solis saw it was 
time to move into a different role, young-
er member Genaro Rendon stepped into 
leadership at SWU. In his early thirties 
and a local Chicano organizer, Genaro 
had grown up in the organization. One key 
element that made this transition smooth 
was that Ruben and other elders contin-
ued on as staff and acted as resources to 
the new leadership. However, they moved 
to a different office, providing actual phys-
ical space between the outgoing leader-
ship and newer leadership. The organi-
zation has been willing to explore what it 
means to transition in a new generation of 
leaders while looking at the next steps for 
its founders. Ruben was also focused on 

writing the history of the organization and 
its work. 

Bringing Personal Values to 
Organizational Planning

The new executive director, Genaro, has 
been exposed to a growing number of na-
tional networks and resources. Through 
participating in the Rockwood year-long 
program Art of Leadership, he’s built strong 
allies and relationships with organizations, 
intermediaries and funders across the 
country. He brought these tools back into 
his organization. Genaro remembered, “At 
our last retreat, we focused on bringing in-
dividual purpose to our organization pur-
pose. We addressed the challenge of get-
ting on the same page. We tried to connect 
on a deeper level around who we are as 
people in order to develop a joint organiza-
tional vision. I had gone to the Rockwood 
Leadership Institute and we had done the 
touchy feely stuff where we personally re-
flected. I felt really empowered by that and 
wanted to share it with my organization. 
We created a purpose statement for our 
organization and some common values 
around a definition of ‘respectable leader-
ship’ that set the standard for everyone on 
things like follow-through.” 

“We’ve really changed who 
and what is the face of our 
organization. It was the 
founders; now it’s a variety 
of faces including women and 
youth.”

By leading his staff in a values-based con-
versation, Genaro set up an organization-
al culture where staff members are ac-
countable to each other in a deeper, more 
lasting way. Though this new executive di-
rector had grown up within the organiza-
tion, it was important for him to lead the 
organization in a renewal of their mission 
and values. In doing so, they have made 
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explicit the political and values-based as-
sumptions that have always led the or-
ganization. This internal work provided a 
strong foundation for making other chang-
es in the organization. For example, one 
value expressed by the organization was 
diversity in organizational leadership. Gen-
aro noted, “We’ve really changed who and 
what is the face of our organization. It was 
the founders; now it’s a variety of faces in-
cluding women and youth.” 

Building Power through 
Networking and Movement 
Building

SWU and its allies have built powerful na-
tional alliances in the last several years. 
They helped to develop regional and na-
tional brown/black alliances between com-
munity organizing groups and regional 
south by southwest work with allied groups 
like the SouthWest Organizing Project and 
the Southwest Network for Economic and 
Environmental Justice (SNEEJ). SWU 
was also active with Project South in the 
organizing for the United States Social 
Forum in 2007. They have been success-
ful alliance builders because this work is 
central to their mission and values, and 
the commitment has made it possible for 
SWU and their allies to achieve their goals 
more effectively. Genaro commented on 
one of the first times he was involved in 
doing a movement-building gathering, “A 
few years ago we did a series of leader-
ship seminars. We did it as a movement-
building process. We invited other organi-
zations. It was really helpful to learn from 
other organizations and to push and share 
among organizations.” These strong rela-
tionships with other groups build in peer 
support and training, creating an organic 
flow of shared leadership development. 
In this way, SWU has used the transition 
process and its leadership development 
efforts as opportunities to continue and 
strengthen its movement-building legacy.

FOuNdEr TrANSitiON ANd 
COmmuNity CONNEctiON: 
COLEMAN ADvOcATEs FOR 
ChILDREN AND YOUTh 

Founder transition can lead to changes at 
all levels of an organization. Coleman Ad-
vocates for Children and Youth used the 
lessons they learned from generational 
change in the organization’s leadership to 
embed leadership development at all lev-
els of the organization. 

Re-imagining an Organization: 
Making the Implicit Explicit

At Coleman Youth Advocates in San Fran-
cisco, a major organizational victory pre-
cipitated an executive transition in 2005. 
Through the hard work of Coleman’s 
grassroots organizing and policy advoca-
cy with city officials, Coleman and their al-
lies helped to win “The Children’s Amend-
ment” in 2000, making San Francisco the 
first city in the country to have earmarked 
funds in the city budget for youth. These 
funds are housed in the Department of 
Children, Youth and Families. In 2005, by 
mayoral appointment, long-time Coleman 
Executive Director Margaret Brodkin took 
the helm of this department and its ground-
breaking fund she had helped to create. 
After many years of running Coleman and 
working for this kind of policy change, Mar-
garet transitioned into a new role working 
to implement change at the city level, leav-
ing her role as executive director of Cole-
man Advocates. While the relatively sud-
den departure may have been a crisis for 
some organizations, pre-existing leader-
ship development opportunities at Cole-
man helped prepare the organization for 
this unexpected change.

N’Tanya Lee, a 35 year old African-Ameri-
can long-time youth and racial justice or-
ganizer, was the Director of Y-MAC (Youth 
Making a Change) the youth organizing 
arm of Coleman at the time Margaret de-
cided to leave the organization. Though 
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N’Tanya was not explicitly groomed for 
the executive director position, she had al-
ready been given free reign to grow and 
run her program like a proto-executive di-
rector. Having built an organization within a 
larger organization, N’Tanya, demonstrat-
ed her leadership potential to outgoing ex-
ecutive director Brodkin and was named 
as her successor after an internal pro-
cess. Since taking the helm of Coleman, 
N’Tanya has led the organization through 
an effective community-based strategic 
planning process setting a new direction 
with deepened community involvement 
and support. With a base of 500 families 
in San Francisco, Coleman’s strong policy 
platforms are created, led and promoted 
by members through community organiz-
ing campaigns. 

As with Chinatown CDC, having a long-
time executive director meant Coleman 
had policies, practices and politics em-
bedded in the organization, but not made 
explicit. In her first two years as executive 
director, N’Tanya worked to make these 
assumptions explicit. She also created the 
conditions, through facilitated discussions 
with the community and a strategic plan-
ning process, to surface new ideas and di-
rections. N’Tanya built on the work of the 
previous director and also changed course 
where needed.

Successful Support from an 
Outgoing Executive Director

N’Tanya was supported by the outgoing 
executive director and noted, “Margaret 
did an outstanding job of letting go.” While 
she remained available to N’Tanya and 
met with her every three months off-site 
to check in, the outgoing director also kept 
clear boundaries with board and staff who 
continued to reach out after the transition. 
N’Tanya reflected, “I became a credible 
leader of the organization and it happened 
quickly, because [Margaret] wasn’t inter-
fering – she stayed on message and didn’t 

take people’s calls.” This kind of commit-
ment and grace from an outgoing direc-
tor cannot be stressed enough. Margaret 
was paving the way for a new leadership 
and focused on making the transition run 
smoothly. Additionally, N’Tanya had insti-
tutional support for her transition. N’Tanya 
recalled, “The chair of our board was a 
long time activist, a person of color who 
was really aligned with the staff vision. He 
went off the board to be a consultant with 
us, actually more like a staff person, to ad-
dress institutional memory issues.” Having 
a key ally on the board aided N’Tanya in 
building trust among board and staff mem-
bers as she navigated her new role. The 
internal transition was relatively seamless 
as a result of Margaret’s good boundar-
ies and N’Tanya’s own leadership includ-
ing her previous relationships with staff. 
But the transition was not without its chal-
lenges.

Paving the way for a new 
director to take leadership is 
the clearest step an outgoing 
executive director can take 
for making the transition run 
smoothly.

Navigating Leadership 
Transition without an Explicit 
Plan

N’Tanya’s overall transition process to the 
executive directorship has brought to light 
much of what worked about building lead-
ers within Coleman and clarified what she 
has since sought to change. As a young 
leader in the organization, she was able 
to work autonomously, grow her own pro-
gram, and show her leadership skills. 
There was no explicit leadership develop-
ment in place for staff at the time. Through 
an informal development process, N’Tanya 
was able to fully take on the position. At 
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the same time, she was never explicitly 
vetted for the position. 

Having never made a succession plan, the 
Board dynamics created some of the big-
gest challenges after the transition. Some 
board members had doubts about the new 
community-based vision for the organiza-
tion.  As N’Tanya recalled, “We didn’t han-
dle the board transition well. It was made 
clear that the board would need to change 
around more representation from the com-
munity…We had an agreement to add to 
the board but not to subtract. In some cas-
es it was congenial, in other cases it was 
less fine. It was the toughest thing.” 

Community-based Strategic 
Planning as Tool for 
Leadership Accountability and 
Organizational Culture Change

Though Coleman was already a multi-ra-
cial community-based grassroots organi-
zation, the executive transition was also 
significant as a shift from an older white 
woman to a younger African-American 
woman in leadership. This change altered 
the community, board and membership’s 
perception of the organization. Board, 
staff and membership needed a way to 
clarify their expectations and roles in the 
organization. Through interviews and fo-
cus groups with community members, the 
transition also provided new space to ex-
plicitly talk about the power dynamics of 
race. N’Tanya recalled, “We heard the cri-
tiques from the communities of color.  We 
could have those conversations [as an or-
ganization during strategic planning] with-
out defensiveness. The information from 
that laid the foundation for moving the or-
ganization in a different direction.” 

“The most important 
part was that it wasn’t just 
my vision. It was highly 
participatory.”

N’Tanya noted, “The most important part 
was that it wasn’t just my vision. It was 
highly participatory. As a result, I could be 
a hard ass when I needed to. If the board 
was wanting to move in another direction, 
I could say, ‘No, We’re not going to revisit 
that. That decision was made by the orga-
nization.’ “ N’Tanya led the organization by 
giving the staff and indeed, herself, a clear 
mandate for moving forward.

Making a Healthy, Honest 
Transition, Personally and 
Organizationally

In reflecting on her transition, N’Tanya say-
id there were some key steps that support-
ed her personally. First, she gave herself 
the space to intentionally ask “Do I want to 
be the Director?”, rather than simply as-
sume she should take the position. She 
also was able to practice being the direc-
tor before she actually assumed the role, 
running meetings and trying the job on for 
size. Lastly, before accepting the job, she 
conducted interviews with board, staff and 
membership to get a sense of the percep-
tion of the organization and its leadership. 
These interviews included conversations 
with “historical detractors,” and she lat-
er noted that these critiques of the orga-
nization were particularly helpful both in 
understanding how the organization was 
perceived and for laying the ground work 
for the strategic planning process. 

Navigating race and class 
dynamics in the midst of 
a change in power in an 
organization brings the need 
for deliberate non-traditional 
support.

N’Tanya was the both the first person of 
color and the first person from a working 
class background to lead Coleman Advo-
cates. Navigating race and class dynam-
ics in the midst of a change in power in an 
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organization meant that she needed sup-
port to keep her balanced. “I had to ask 
myself would I do the internal work I need-
ed to deal with that. I had a great therapist. 
She was a huge help to the organization. I 
went every Friday morning, no matter what 
the craziness or deadlines. I didn’t say out 
loud to anyone that it was part of neces-
sary support.” N’Tanya created the space 
each week to talk about the emotional and 
psychological toll of the process. It was in 
this time that she could reflect on both the 
internal dynamics, and the day-to-day con-
flicts of the job.  For N’Tanya, the support 
came through her personal therapy. Oth-
ers in similar positions may turn to coach-
ing, intentional space for reflecting, creat-
ing time with family and friends, or other 
venues. A place where new leaders can 
decompress allows them to fully process 
the dynamics of the job. In turn, this per-
sonal reflection time helps an executive di-
rector to be a better leader. 

Making Leadership 
Development Explicit

As N’Tanya settled into leadership, she 
focused on the lack of explicit leadership 
development in the organization. N’Tanya 
noted, “There was no culture of intentional 
staff leadership development. In 26 years, 
there had never been discussion of a suc-
cession plan. I think someone brought it 
up once and everyone said ‘Shhh!’” She 
saw a need for more deliberate develop-
ment of staff on an ongoing basis.  How 
could it be made more holistic to build the 
leadership of the constituency, people of 
color and low-income people, within the 
organization moving forward?

Nowadays, when N’Tanya makes new 
hires, she talks explicitly about succession. 
Every staff member is viewed as a possible 
executive director or program director down 
the line. N’Tanya says she aims to have at 
least two people on staff at one time who 
could possibly succeed her. She spends a 

good part of her week on direct leadership 
development or mentoring of her staff.  
She expects this work will contribute posi-
tively to her succession plans.

A great example of N’Tanya’s dedica-
tion to staff leadership development took 
place during her recent parental leave. 
Executive directors, either deliberately or 
through life occurrences, may leave the 
organization for a period of time, leaving 
space and time for other staff to explore 
their own leadership and management 
abilities. In Coleman’s case, there were 
no immediate interim director candidates 
within the current staff. However, many 
staff members were ready to take on more 
leadership. They became part of a man-
agement team that would run the organi-
zation in N’Tanya’s absence. They met for 
six weeks before she left and built up their 
management skills and team. N’Tanya’s 
time away from the organization showed 
that staff were able to run the organiza-
tion as a team and increased their leader-
ship abilities. It also helped to reveal holes 
in the team’s skills and what areas would 
need work for moving forward. This kind 
of experimentation created an innovated 
environment, encouraging staff to step 
further into their own leadership and take 
on new responsibility. 

Embedded leadership 
development of all staff has 
prepared the organization to 
grow deep leadership roots 
and weather major changes.

Through the organization’s work over the 
last three years, Coleman is now both 
stronger internally and externally. Con-
ducting a community-based strategic plan-
ning process at the moment of N’Tanya’s 
transition as executive director created a 
clear foundation for community involve-
ment as well as trust in her leadership. 
Embedded leadership development of 


