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The Challenge of Change
A conversation about leadership transitions
You have probably heard it said “Change is inevitable, growth is intentional.” If you have worked for a faith-based volunteer program for even a short period of time, it is likely you have run into change is some shape or form. Although leadership transitions occur in every field, they often have a particularly strong impact on small non-profits.  Many of the programs in the Catholic Volunteer Network network have very small (commonly one person) staffs and who are deeply committed to the mission of the organization, making change more difficult and impactful. However, there is much that can be done to ease this inevitable process.

Catholic Volunteer Network Board members Jim Alexander and Kim Smolik took some time to share their thoughts on this topic. Neither is a stranger to leadership transitions. Kim started her position as Executive Director of the Franciscan Mission Service after the organization had endured over three years of leadership turnover and prior to that she served as Director of the Catholic Charities Volunteer Corps in Minneapolis, Minnesota for four years. Jim recently transitioned away from the position he held as Executive Director of Inner-City Teaching Corps in Chicago for six years. He is currently working as the Senior Vice President of Illinois Action for Children. Listen in as Kim and Jim discuss leadership transitions in the field of faith-based service programs.

What do you think are common struggles volunteer programs experience when undergoing transition? 
Kim:    When the volunteer program is part of a larger leadership structure, which allows a person without extensive work or organizational leadership experience to take on the role of director, often times a program alum naturally is interested in the position because of his or her positive experience and desire to help create it for others. As a result, the director is early in his or her career – the position is not so much a destination as a launching pad.
Jim:     Generally programs have an obsession with the present and difficulty planning for transitions or succession. They often have limited resources and limited ability to assess what is needed in the leadership at the time of transition.
Kim:    I agree with Jim, there is a heavy focus on the present and always pressing needs, with very little planning for the future. I’m guessing the concept of an executive director succession plan is almost unheard of. I think the same goes for strategic plans. Upon my start at both CCVC and FMS there was no active strategic plan in site.

What are some challenges one faces as they start a new role on staff with a volunteer program?
Jim:     Most challenges are the same in any new leadership role-assessing the resources that you have; the quality of the staff, the financial picture, recruiting and program delivery challenges, quality of board, discipline in planning and executing program. 
Kim:    One area I have had to work hard at is piecing together the institutional history/memory. I have gone out of my way to meet with donors, volunteers, Returned Missioners, and former staff and board, to get as much of the "story" about FMS as I could. What I should do now is consider how I can record this to pass to the next person for the day that I leave…but I'm just too busy!
Jim:     The things that are often overlooked are the cultural and people issues that may be poorly communicated in the interview process - a history of doing things a certain way; a professed willingness to accept new ideas that is never realized; poor decision making processes and poorer communication skills and systems - whether to staff, volunteers, board, or other stakeholders. 
Kim:    I once had an experience like that. During a job interview I asked the board of directors what their plan was for the new director’s orientation to the organization. A room full of eight people stared at me with blank faces. They had never even considered the idea. The board didn’t even know how to provide me an orientation.
Jim:     Some of our programs do a wonderful job of the culture and people issues, but never seem to get over the administrative hump of bringing together all the management, fundraising, people development skills to have a thriving organization. I must confess though that I have met some wonderfully talented, wonderfully gifted and terribly effective managers at Catholic Volunteer Network!

How do you ensure that you are carrying out the charism of the organization?
Jim:     I believe that is the thing that must be screened for initially in new leaders - the commitment to what is the essence of the work and the reason for being. Secondly, I believe that any new director worth his/her salt will take the time to understand what the heart and soul of the organization is and how that is both communicated and exemplified in the attitude and actions of people, the delivery and expectation of the program services and in how the broader community is engaged.
Kim:    Jim has hit it on the head. Any good leader knows they must invest the time and have the willingness to understand the heart of the organization. Leadership in a faith based organization without a head and heart knowledge of the charism is a sure road to organizational death. 

How do leadership transitions affect current volunteers?
Kim:    In the case of FMS, our missioners are thousands, if not tens of thousands of miles away. When their contact person and support system stateside is leaving, a lot of fear and anxiety can arise. Our missioners put a lot of trust in us for their support. If at possible, a visit by the new leader, if they are the support person to the volunteers/missioners, should happen as soon as it makes sense (as in, the leader has a grasp on the organization). 
Jim:     I agree. Change is usually difficult for those who are engaged in the process as it brings uncertainty and sometimes confusion. I think this need not be the case, if first they are planned and adequate notice given to allow time for transition -for "good byes" on the one hand and "this is what will happen next" on the other. 
What advice do you have for those who are planning to leave their programs?
Jim:     Plan it. Work with your board or mother organization. Work hard to ensure that if you have staff someone is able to step up at least on an interim basis. 
Kim:    A succession plan is needed. If there can be an overlap in leadership for training purposes, which is ideal, particularly in a small organization where there may not be other staff.
Jim:     My practice has been to write a status memo to my successor, it doesn't matter if he or she reads it, but it might prove to offer some insights and assessments that are of value - anyway it allows me to feel that I wrapped up completely and did all I could to aid the transition without being an unwanted presence after departure. I also recommend that you plan to leave at a time that makes sense in the work cycle if that is possible and leave files and other matters in order.
Kim:    Timing in leadership turnover is also very important. Again, when I came to CCVC, I started a week before the orientation program for the new volunteers began. Needless to say, it was not the most successful orientation ever run, which in turn impacted the entire year.

Any further thoughts?
Jim:     Given all of the above, I find it remarkable that so many Catholic Volunteer Network programs seem to find extraordinary leaders and manage to keep them far longer than history or the difficulty of the work would suggest. I believe that that is the case because those who present themselves for this work care so much, give so much, expect so much of themselves and their volunteers and do so much in service. In many ways, though this takes a lot, those who continue to succeed teach themselves to be students of their work and their faith and continue to learn from and love those they serve. 
Kim:    While our discussion points out many difficulties, I believe they can be overcome with proper planning. Share this article with your leadership or board to inspire the first steps in the planning process for the inevitable next transition. You don't have to be (and shouldn't be) the only one who takes it on. Planning is a "best practice" of governance. It is the best thing your program can do to invest in itself and its members.

Catholic Volunteer Network would like to thank Kim Smolik and Jim Alexander for taking the time to share their wisdom with the Catholic Volunteer Network Network. Do you have more questions on this topic that you would like answered? Jim and Kim can answer them in this month’s Catholic Volunteer Network Members Forum. Click here to join the discussion! 

