
REPORTS FROM THE FIELD 
THE NEXT STAGE: LEAVING LONG!TERM LEADERSHIP

FRANCES KUNREUTHER  !   TIM WOLFRED 
You wonder, who am I and how can I still be useful? 

O ver four decades ago, the large Baby Boom cohort in the U.S. began entering the workforce 
in signi!cant numbers with many deciding to dedicate their careers to social sector 
work. Now this cohort is entering the traditional age of retirement and looking to their 
next stage of life and work. Whether in nonpro!ts or government, their work has been 

a re"ection of their life purpose ranging from serving vulnerable populations, solving community 
problems, or making systems change. And even as they prepare for leaving positional power, they 
have every intention of continuing to contribute to the social good.

!e Next Stage: Leaving Long-term Leadership presents how some of these leaders – both those who 
have exited and those who are planning their departures – describe the process of leaving and !guring 
out what is next. #e !ndings – based on two in-depth focus groups – draws from the research 
and experience of its authors who have been collecting information through the lens of succession 
planning and from surveys/interviews on de!ning this new stage of life and work. #e report is part 
of a series of papers sponsored by the Annie E. Casey Foundation describing the impact of pending 
leadership changes on older cohorts, the generations that follow, social sector organizations and the 
nonpro!t !eld.

THERE ARE FOUR MA JOR THEMES THAT EMERGED:

1. THERE IS A NEXT PHASE OF SOCIAL SECTOR WORK AFTER LEAVING LONG!TERM LEADERSHIP. 
Con!rming recent studies in both the nonpro!t sector and with the general public, Baby Boom age 
leaders are not entering into traditional retirement. #ey plan to continue meaningful work a$er leaving 
leadership roles. 

2. THIS NEW STAGE OF WORK LIFE IS NOT YET DEFINED. Long-term leaders are eager to make 
contributions based on their experience, skills, and interests, but there are no roadmaps for going from 
their leadership role to what is next.

3. MAKING THE TRANSITION IS A PRACTICAL AND AN EMOTIONAL JOURNEY. Whether the 
transition is smooth or rocky, leaving leadership positions raises issues and feelings, some personal and 
some about the organization. #ese range from emotions connected with losing positional power to 
issues related to planning for the future.

4. FEW SUPPORTS EXIST TO HELP LEADERS WITH THIS TRANSITION. Leaders making this transition 
are o$en on their own, making the process more challenging than if there were systems to deal with this 
change of life. 

PARTICIPANTS HAD THREE MA JOR RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HOW TO ADDRESS 
THESE ISSUES:

1. PROVIDE INFORMATION.  #ose leaving long-term nonpro!t positions have spent a lifetime of 
giving to others o$en at the expense of thinking about their own future. Practical advice should be 
made available on a range of issues, from !nancial planning to how to start a consulting practice to 
expectations for this new stage of work and life.

2. OFFER SUPPORT.  Leaving a long-term leadership position is a lonely endeavor and individuals 
are le$ to cope on their own. Support groups, coaching, transition services can help individuals and 
organizations make a healthy transition.

3. PUT SYSTEMS IN PLACE.  #is new stage of work and life for older nonpro!t leaders and workers will 
require new systems for guidance and support to address the growing needs of an aging and engaged 
workforce.
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T H E F O C U S G ROU P S

#e !rst focus group was comprised of boomer-age graduates of the Children and Family Fellowship 
program assembled by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. Every two years, this Fellowship is awarded 
to a select group of accomplished child welfare administrators, nonpro!t leaders, and community 
development professionals from across the country in an e%ort to build and develop the leadership 
potential of individuals at the helm of public and nonpro!t organizations working to improve 
outcomes for children. 

#e second group was a convening of six long-term nonpro!t executives who had le$ their human 
service leadership positions within the previous three years.  #e shortest tenure among the six had 
been 25 years.  #ey were questioned about what barriers they had encountered in planning to leave 
their positions and what resources they had used to surmount the barriers. #ey also described the 
ways they had stayed engaged in community service, both paid and volunteer.  None had gone into a 
full-time paid position a$er exiting their ED position.

MA JOR THEMES
D ON ' T S AY R ET I R E M E N T

#e idea of traditional retirement was certainly not on the minds of the long-term leaders we convened, 
though they struggled to de!ne this new stage of work and life. Several used the word “retired” to 
describe their exit from a long-term leadership positions, but it did not !t the 1960s view of a life 
without work. One participant talked about retirement 
as a “construct that has lived its time.” For social sector 
leaders, their work has been an expression of their life 
mission, not a job. #ey talked about their readiness 
to give up positional power seeking what one person 
described as a next stage where it was possible to 
have, “more control of your life.”  Another participant 
described the next stage as, “doing what’s important 
to me.”

We were surprised to learn that some of the public 
sector leaders were also worried about their !nancial 
future. Several had sacri!ced secure pensions as they 

PAT LOOMES was executive director of Girls Inc. of Alameda 
County (Girls Inc) in California for 30 years.  During her tenure, 
Girls Inc grew from 5 to 100 sta! in multiple programs that seek to 
inspire girls living in high-risk East Bay communities “to be strong, 
smart, and bold.”
 
Pat began her transition two years in advance. She hired a planning 
consultant to engage board and sta! in assessing Girls Inc’s future; 
a fund development consultant came in to grow the organization’s 
ability to draw private dollars; and a coach worked with her and her 
senior managers to strengthen the team.
 
Despite these preparations, Pat reflects that those final two years 
were fraught with personal anxieties.  “I feared I would lose my 
identity as a person who was being of use in the community, who was 
having an impact.” She had no clear idea of what she would do after 
Girls Inc. “It seemed the next thing after leaving a job at 65 is death.  
It was pretty sobering.”
But opportunities came to her.  She was invited to join the board of 
directors of a local foundation and then was funded by a major Girls 
Inc donor to promote replications of GIRL Start, one of Girls Inc’s 
most successful programs.
 
In hindsight, Pat wishes she had been less anxious during the end of 
her tenure.  “I should have trusted my Board more to handle it well.  
I could have invested more energy in partnering with the Board on 
transition activities rather than in being worried and anxious.”

“I retired when I was 67. I knew at 
around 65 that this job was too much 
for me. I knew the organization 
needed to go to a new other level. 
I knew I didn’t have it. It was okay… 
You are aging. The world sees you in 
a different way regardless of your 
job.”
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advanced in their careers deciding to move to positions in di%erent public systems in order to have 
the most impact. #is meant they never were in one system long enough to take full advantage of the 
retirement bene!ts.

NO C L E A R ROA DM A P

#e striking rejection by participants of traditional retirement was matched by their lack of direction 
on what to do a$er leaving their long-term leadership positions. Many entered their work life assuming 
they would work their way up the career ladder and then out of work altogether. Now at the top of 
that ladder, long-term leaders see no more rungs up and yet they are not interested in moving out. 
Participants talked about the need for new pathways for a new stage of work and life.

#ose who had not yet le$ their leadership roles were particularly uneasy about the future: how 
would they use their knowledge and expertise, did they have one last big push, could they simply stay 
connected by serving on boards and engaging in political work, and as one participant mused, was it 
possible to enact, “a desire to share what I have learned and learn some more.” #ose who had already 
le$ their positions told us how di&cult it was to think about what was next while they were in the exit 
process. Some had plans that they were able to ful!ll such as running for school board or consulting 
or writing a book. Others talked about needing time to go through the transition before they could 
!nd their next place. And there were some who found that their plans changed as they tried di%erent 
ways to make their next contribution in a way that felt right to them.

Overall, this talented and enormously accomplished group of people felt they were on their own trying 
to !gure out what to do with little information on what to expect, what to do, and how to navigate the 
change from positional leadership to a next stage of work and life.

M A K I NG T H E JOU R N E Y  
Leaving a long-term leadership 
position takes preparation both for 
the organization and personally. 
Some participants had carefully 
planned their next steps; for others 
the departure had been more 
abrupt. Either way it was hard to 
predict how the transition would 

go. Participants who had le$ their positions talked about the practical issues they faced as well as 
the emotional impact of the transition. #eir experiences varied: it went smoothly in some cases 
where a successor was successful and welcomed the former leader into the organization but others 
had more di&culty. For example, one participant who gave two and a half years notice described 
his disappointment that the board hired a successor who has not, “stepped up the plate. I had raised 

“I never thought of having an answer on what I would do. Of course I 
would do something. I’d say I am going to continue my work, I don’t 
know the form it’s going to take.” 

“I have so much more energy than before. 
I can rest up in ways I could not do before. 
I used to worry a lot – a part of the ED 
job – it is very consuming. I don’t have to 
worry anymore.”

“Who I was, was incredibly wrapped up in this organization. All my 
passion, political beliefs were embedded in this organization. I was 
incredibly lucky to have the job I had. Leaving it was weird – led me 
to reflecting, who am I?” 
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millions of dollars for a speci c project and as the months passed I realized that nothing was being 
done.” Despite his disappointment, this participant reached out to, “old and new colleagues,” which 
“opened a new ood of opportunities that I really hadn’t thought of until I retired.”

ose who had already exited also noted that leaving 
required a delicate balance of supporting the new 
leader while giving them the room to do things in their 
own way. is combination of support and letting go 
paralleled the process they went through in their own 
lives. Several talked about the need to plan and prepare 
but also to allow for new opportunities to emerge. 
In many ways, the process is one that continues to 
unfold and o en takes unexpected turns both in their 
personal lives as well as a professionally. As one person 
described it, “the new ED seems right; I am delighted 
with the choice… What has become possible for me? 
I barely know. I am a part-time caretaker for my 
granddaughter. I am also providing care for my elderly 
mother. I felt I made the decision at the right time.”

G OI NG I T A L ON E

Our discussion with participants surfaced the 
challenges people face at this time of their life. Most 
striking is how individuals are on their own in coping 
with their moves into a new stage of life. Although 
some had assistance with the organizational transition, few had resources to help them with their 
personal transitions. Participants – both those still in their leadership jobs and those who had le  – 
worried about their future nancial situation, their nding the “right” way to make a contribution, 
as well as the loss of connections to professional colleagues as they stepped out of their role. As one 
person put it, “if your visibility and your power and your in uence were tied to your role – and you 
don’t have [that role] any more – you have to have something else going on inside to be able to reframe 
that for yourself and still be okay.” 

On the most basic level, several people noted that there is no name for this next phase of life. And the 
lack of acknowledgement – that it exists and it will grow – has resulted in a lack of planning. Some 
participants noted that a new framework is necessary so that nonpro t leaders will begin to think 
about their exit strategies earlier to allow enough time to prepare themselves. One participant noted, 
“you can get so high on the tree that you forget to – or people don’t think that you need to – talk to 
others to get answers to some of [the] deeper questions.”

NORMAN YEE grew up in San Francisco’s Chinatown and worked 
in his family’s grocery store located in a blue collar neighborhood 
across town.  Living in the immigrant culture of Chinatown and seeing 
the economic struggles of the store’s clientele taught him compassion, 
“I’ve always wanted help people.”

In 1983, Norman joined the sta  of the Wu Yee Children’s Services 
in San Francisco, an organization founded to help immigrant families. 
A decade later he became the Executive Director. After a Fellowship 
with the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Norman decided to leave Wu 
Yee, but was not sure what to do next. 

He first became a program o   .noitadnuoF ocsicnarF naS eht htiw rec
But his life changed in 2004 when, seeing a need,  Norman ran for 
and won a seat on the San Francisco Board of Education. He was re-
elected for a second term in 2008 serving as board president all 8 
years. Norman set his sights higher by winning a seat on the Board 
of Supervisors for the City and County of San Francisco in 2012. “I 
want to continue to bring up people on the bottom. I’ve been there!”

“I don’t say I am not certain. I like the idea that I have options. I just 
haven’t made my mind yet about what I am going to pursue.”

“Unless baby boomers begin to think 
about, talk about, and internalize 
what’s happening to them in a more 
life-a!rming way, it’s going to be 
di!cult and scary.”

Norman relates that his family has been a critical source of support as 
he has transitioned from one leadership role to the next.  “My family 
was totally into my campaign for city supervisor. In fact my daughter 
was intially running the campaign.” After leaving his nonprofit execu-
tive role, Norman is surprised, “I’m in politics!  I didn’t really plan it. 
But the opportunity to impact education for all of San Francisco’s 
public school students came to me and I went for it.  Now I will work 
for policies that will improve opportunities for working class families 
across the city.”       



WHAT IS NEEDED

It was clear to us as we analyzed the conversations of these two groups that there is much that could 
be done to make this transition less di&cult and more certain to produce good outcomes both for 
individuals and organizations. Here we o%er three recommendations.

PROV I DE I N F OR M AT ION

We heard from participants that there are three stages where good and practical information is crucial: 
before leaving, during the transition, and a$er the departure. All three of these stages have a personal 
and organizational component, though the organizational tends to take precedence in the !rst stage 
and the personal in the last.

Preparing for these stages of transition on the personal side includes providing tools and resources 
for !nancial planning, for advice and options on new opportunities for volunteer and paid service, 
and for identifying the resources and tools for simply understanding the process of moving from a 
position of positional power to a new stage of work and life.

For the organization, participants identi!ed the need for training for executives and their boards 
on what typically needs to be addressed in an exit planning process, such as strengthening the 
board, building the internal leadership bench, attending to sta% concerns, and communicating with 
stakeholders about the transition process.  #ey also highlighted the value of coaching for departing 
executives and management teams preparing to engage with a new executive.

OF F E R SU PP ORT

Participants, even those who had gone through a successful transition to a new type of work life, were 
clear that we need to break the isolation of this process. Several recommended more formal support 
groups or cohorts that would meet regularly to share information and experiences. Personal or life 
coaches were regularly referred to as crucial resources during this period, o%ering both practical and 
emotional support. Several people who used transition services talked about how important they were 
in making their transitions successful.  #ey stressed that !nding ways to make these services broadly 
available is key.

In addition to emotional support, participants also identi!ed the need for:

Financial advice and creative solutions for addressing issues, such as depressed retirement savings;
Legal help in negotiating exit contracts; and
Opportunities to learn how they might put their hard-earned wisdom and knowledge to use in 
supporting other government and social service leaders. 

P U T SYST E M S I N PL AC E

In the end, the participants strongly recommended an emphasis on the larger issues these transitions 
raise for their generation and for generations in the future. #ey discussed the need to rethink 
retirement savings and pension plans, address long-term health care issues, and recognize the need 
for new systems to absorb and address the longer (and changing) work life in the U.S.

Some participants suggested it was time to create a national institute that would serve as container for 
personal, organizational, and systemic issues such as those covered in this report. Anticipating that 
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this new phase of life and career would continue beyond this cohort, a national entity could be both 
a resource and a monitor for policies that a%ect work/life issues for nonpro!t leaders and sta%ers as 
they age. 

#e exit of older leaders, the new phase of work and life for those who have dedicated their life to 
social sector work, and the concern about the future – both personal and for those we serve – are 
issues that are not going away. Now is the time to start putting into place new supports and systems 
that will help all generations doing social sector work.  As one participant in our groups said, 

We can think of our work as a spiral. Our core values and connection to the work remaining at the 
center as we circle around them, but there is really no end. 
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ABOUT THE ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION 

#is report was generously funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation.  #e decision to bring together 
older long-term leaders was a natural extension of previous work supported by the Foundation.  First, 
there has been a ten-year investment, still ongoing, in learning about and supporting new leadership 
for the nonpro!t and public sector, especially younger leaders of color. Second, the Foundation has 
been in the forefront of developing the !eld of Executive Transition Management to help organizations, 
including those with long-term leaders, put succession plans in place and to take a whole organization 
approach to executive leadership change. 

ABOUT THE BUILDING MOVEMENT PROJECT 

#e goal of the Building Movement Project is to build a strong social justice ethos into the nonpro!t 
sector, strengthen the role of nonpro!t organizations in the United States as sites of democratic 
practice, and promote nonpro!t groups as partners in building a movement for progressive social 
change. 

To accomplish its goals, the Building Movement Project makes use of four core strategies:

Changing the discourse and practice within the nonpro!t sector to endorse social change and social 
justice values.
Identifying and working with social service organizations as sites for social change activities in which 
sta% and constituencies can be engaged to participate in movement building.
Supporting young leaders who bring new ideas and energy to social change work.
Listening to and engaging people who work in social change organizations—especially grassroots and 
community-based groups—to strengthen their ability to shape the policies that a%ect their work and 
the communities they serve.
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For additional information on this and related topics, please visit the websites below. If you have 
questions or suggestions, please email leadership@buildingmovement.org.

www.buildingmovement.org  
 

www. compasspoint.org  
 

www.aecf.com 


