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groups as sites of democratic practice. The project was 
developed to look closely at the role of US-based nonprofits 
in building democracy by offering weight, voice and scale to 
marginalized and disenfranchised pop ulations through social 
change organizations. 

BMP engages four strategies to accomplish its goals.  
These include:

● Changing the discourse and practice within the nonprofit  
 sector to endorse values of justice, fairness, equity, and  
 sustainability.

● Identifying and working with social service organizations as  
 neglected sites for social change/justice activities where staff  
 and constituencies can be engaged as participants in  
 democratic practices for social change.

● Supporting young leaders who bring new ideas and energy to  
 social change work and the promise of developing new forms  
 of movement building.

● Listening to and engaging people working in social change  
 organizations – especially grassroots and community-based  
 groups – to strengthen their ability to connect their vision and  
 mission to practice.
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During the past six years, there has been a rising 
sense of alarm in the nonprofit sector about the 
future of its leadership. Study after study has 
pointed to an impending crisis, with roughly 75 
percent of executive directors/CEOs reporting 
that they plan to leave their jobs within the next 
five years.1 Concerns about how to identify new 
leaders and issues of workforce development have 
become high priorities for those thinking about the 
sector’s future.2 Recommendations have ranged 
from preparing groups for executive transitions 
to a mass recruitment of new talent from other 
sectors to discussions of leadership expansion.3 
A new field of executive transition services has 
emerged, and many groups are seeking ways to 
increase the visibility and desirability of working in 
nonprofit organizations.4 

However, there is another view emerging. From 
this perspective, it is the nonprofit sector itself 
that is in crisis, and the emphasis on leadership 
transition reinforces rather than challenges the 
prevailing issues facing nonprofit organizations. 
Talking with current and emerging nonprofit 
leaders in their 20s, 30s, and early 40s in 
numerous interviews, focus groups, and meetings, 
we have found these younger (post-Baby Boom–
age) leaders want to work with older generations 
to look at the causes and forces that have shaped 
the sector and the broader environment today and 
plan what future directions we should pursue. 
For younger leaders, the next decades will mean 
a different type of sector, with a different kind 
of leadership, one that will build on and move 
forward from that which exists today. 

This paper will argue that the commonly held 
“crisis” frame unnecessarily constrains how we 
think about the generational shift in nonprofit 
leadership, and like all frames, shapes what we 
view as appropriate solutions and strategies.5 

Specifically, this current frame drives our attention 
too quickly to issues related to the leadership 
pipeline and leader replacement.  

We believe a broader view of the issue is appropriate 
and needed. As Baby Boom leaders leave, the 
sector will approach an important turning point ripe 
with both challenges and opportunities. It is critical 
that we muster our broadest, most creative, and 
incisive thinking to understand and respond to this 
particular historical moment. Too many nonprofit 
agencies, and particularly the human services 
organizations that serve children and families, 
operate today under crushing political and resource 
stresses. Many larger agencies founded in flusher 
eras are struggling to adapt to an increasingly 
austere funding environment with demands for 
increasing accountability. Smaller grassroots groups 
fight to survive from grant to grant. At stake are 
the lives and life chances of tens of thousands 
of children, families, and individuals who receive 
support and services from these groups. This 
troubling prospect, we hope, will motivate all of 
us—younger and older leaders—to come together to 
chart common and effective strategies for the future. 

Three Themes
The dominant “crisis” frame cues a variety of 
responses—some helpful, others limiting. On 
one hand, the sense of crisis creates an urgency, 
drawing attention to the problem and describing 
the scope of leadership change we can expect 
in the next several decades. However, the crisis 
frame uncritically accepts the sector and its 
leadership as is and looks past broader structural 
issues, failing to raise questions about where the 
sector could or should go in the future. 

Based on our discussions with Next Generation 
leaders around the country, we believe that the 

Beyond the Crisis: 
A Different View of Leadership Change
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coming wave of leadership change is a chance to 
consider issues related to leadership in ways that 
leave us better able to address the needs of our 
communities and nation.  

There are three main themes related to leadership 
transition that we believe need to be considered 
in addition to those generated by the crisis frame.  

● Concern about the Organizational Structures 
Available in the Sector. 
The political and economic environment 
in which nonprofits operate today is quite 
different from when Baby Boom leaders 
entered the sector. Though they have 
adjusted to new demands from funders 
and communities, many organizations have 
continued to operate in similar ways for 
the past 30 years. Younger leaders are not 
attracted to these traditional models and 
are trying to find new ways to organize and 
structure work, ranging from entrepreneurial 
models to shared leadership and broader 
participatory structures. Boards responsible 
for hiring new chief executive officers have 
little chance to explore these ideas, especially 
under the constraints of a leadership transition. 
They are likely to look for similar rather than 
different leadership models. Yet, leadership of 
the future will want to consider new ways to 
structure organizations and see beyond what 
we currently have in place. 

● The Role of the Executive Director/Chief 
Executive Officer. 
Many young leaders say they are not attracted 
by current leadership positions. Some point 
to the prospect of long hours that take them 
away from family or a pay scale that may not 
ensure a middle class lifestyle.6 More often, the 
jobs do not seem to have the draw or cachet 
for a new generation of leaders. Because the 
sector’s reputation has diminished in recent 
years, nonprofit leadership no longer commands 

the same status or reputation for innovation 
and creativity.7 Older leaders themselves often 
express dissatisfaction and frustration in these 
roles. Whatever the reason, a leadership gap 
may exist because of the way the executive 
position is now currently conceived. As we 
move into the future, it is absolutely essential 
that we look at the nonprofit executive role and 
take the transition opportunity to rethink what 
leadership can look like in the sector. 

● The Need for Older Leaders to Think About  
the Ways that they can Develop and  
Support Leadership in their Organizations  
and More Broadly.  
We hear from younger leaders that they feel 
unrecognized–almost invisible– to the Baby 
Boom age generation. They speculate that they 
don’t look like or act like older leaders, that is, 
they are more racially diverse, often enter the 
sector with professional school preparation 
as opposed to time in the trenches, and 
come armed with new and unfamiliar ideas. 
Young leaders worry they are valued only for 
technical expertise, for example, in finances, 
management, or technology. Older leaders, they 
say, often inadvertently overlook their abilities to 
think bigger, to develop strategy, outcomes, and 
vision. Nonprofit groups need to develop more 
intentional ways of identifying and supporting 
younger staff members interested in become 
the sector’s new leaders.

Understanding these themes will deepen and 
expand the sector’s future leadership. We 
can take into account both the cultural and 
demographic shifts already underway by valuing 
different views of how the sector’s organizations 
can operate as we move through the 21st 
century. As the leadership crisis frame suggests, 
it is likely that new leaders must step up in 
significant numbers and take on nonprofit senior 
positions. If we ignore their concerns, we may 
lose the struggle to inspire them to fill the breach.
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Currently, the dominant narrative about the 
future leadership of nonprofits has focused on 
the crisis surrounding the departure of the large 
number of Baby Boom leaders. The numbers 
are indeed striking. Daring to Lead 2006, 
published by CompassPoint Nonprofit Services 
and The Meyer Foundation, found a stunning 
75 percent of the more than 1,900 executives 
polled planned to leave within five years.8 This 
was exactly the same percentage reported in 
CompassPoint’s original Daring to Lead report in 
2001.9 A 2004 study of 2,200 nonprofit leaders 
sponsored by the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
noted that 65 percent of the executives surveyed 
intended to leave their positions by 2009.10 
A report by Bridgestar, a Boston nonprofit 
consulting firm, The Leadership Deficit, predicts 
that there will be 640,000 vacant senior 
management positions in the next decade.11 
The explanation for this projected exodus is 
in part demographic, as large numbers of 
leaders are approaching retirement age. Equally 
responsible, however, may be job dissatisfaction. 
These studies have found that executives are 
unhappy with their role and frustrated with 
boards, funders, a lack of management and 
administrative support, and below-market 
compensation. 

While Baby Boom–age leaders contemplate 
leaving their positions, there is a related concern 
about who will follow, as the next generation 
(the so-called Generation X born between 1965 
and 1980) is a considerably smaller cohort. 
While beginning and end dates will vary, at least 
one estimate put the size of Generation X at 50 
million, as compared with 79 million for the Baby 
Boom generation born between 1946 and 1964. 
The so-called Echo Boom, or Generation Y, 
born following Generation X is approximately 76 
million strong.12 

Given these broad demographics, observers foresee 
intense competition in the next decade for Gen 
X talent from the private sector and government. 
There is also a fear about the organizational and 
even sector-wide turbulence that could follow in the 
wake of the large number of projected leadership 
transitions. From this point of view, therefore, we 
are on the cusp of a crisis.13  

The Response:  
A Focus on Replacement
Flowing from this definition of the crisis in future 
nonprofit leadership, the response, particularly 
from philanthropy, has been to focus first on 
how to replace the exiting leaders. Initially, this 
has meant promoting strategies and services 
that help leaders learn how to leave effectively, 
including helping boards learn to replace them 
in ways that promote their organization’s long-
term vitality. Succession and transition planning 
services, seminars, and other resources are now 
offered to organizations to help current executives 
and board leaders manage change.14  

A cover story on leadership transitions in the 
January 12, 2006, issue of the Chronicle 
of Philanthropy noted several interesting 
approaches. American Humanics, in Kansas 
City, Missouri, for example, is working with 
colleges and universities to steer graduates into 
nonprofit careers. It has formed a coalition of 
nonprofit organizations and leaders to explore 
new recruitment strategies. Bridgestar is focusing 
further up the career ladder, looking at helping 
finance directors and chief operating officers 
move into top jobs. Public Allies, which links 
mostly people of color to jobs in the sector, is 
offering professional support and training to 
its program’s participants. These and other 
programs are addressing the issues related to the 

Confronting the “Crisis”:  
The Current View of the Problem
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pipeline of employees and leaders that will be 
needed in the future. Other leadership programs 
have sprung up across the country, and nonprofit 
management programs are offering people the 
skills needed to take on leadership roles.  

Rethinking the Crisis
However, the leadership crisis may not progress 
exactly as currently predicted. For example, 
the Baby Boom generation is living longer and 
healthier. Some leaders will have the energy, 
ideas, and desire to continue in their role as they 
age, but even those who would like to retire may 
be compelled to stay longer than they originally 
anticipated.15 

The likelihood that some leaders will want to 
keep working beyond traditional retirement age 
and that some will be forced to continue for 
financial reasons has implications for recruiting 
and training new leaders. It requires a thoughtful 
and systemic response. There may be older 
leaders who are coasting, have burnt out, or 
whose organizations have grown beyond their 
ability to manage. Conversely, vibrant aging 
leaders may have to contend with “ageist” 
discrimination within and outside of their 
organizations if they want to continue in their 
jobs. It also may mean that new leaders recruited 
into the sector will find they hit what one young 
leader called, “a Baby Boom glass ceiling.”16 
Failure to address these important issues will 
hinder new leadership no matter how many 
younger people are in “the pipeline.”  

In addition, the crisis of leadership scenario 
implies that the sector faces the loss of significant 
numbers of existing organizations if new leaders 
are not quickly produced. This concern, however, 
ignores the significant challenges the sector 
already faces—many of which have important 
effects on nonprofits’ leadership. 

An Increasingly Difficult 
Environment
During the 1960s and 1970s, the nonprofit 
sector grew significantly with large infusions 
of government support. This funding, however, 
declined sharply in the early and mid-1980s, and, 
according to a report from the Aspen Institute, 
did not reach its 1980 level again until the mid-
1990s.17  

The funding rebound is marked by two significant 
changes. First, government support shifted 
from grants and contracts to vouchers and 
entitlements that push money to clients, forcing 
nonprofits to compete further for limited dollars. 
Second, government has devolved responsibility 
for a range of social services. In many places, the 
nonprofit sector has stepped in to fill the breach.  

There is also just more competition. The absolute 
number of nonprofit organizations in the United 
States grew from 793,000 in 1982 to more 
than 1.2 million in 1998.18 And in many sectors, 
including social services, for-profit companies 
now vie for government contracts and have 
placed additional pressures on nonprofits.19 
At the same time, private philanthropy, while 
growing absolutely, has slipped when defined as 
a share of personal income. 

In general, nonprofits have been asked to 
do more with less. Further, government and 
private funders have placed new emphasis 
on accountability, effectiveness, and results-
based outcomes, additionally stressing nonprofit 
operations. In response, large and mid-sized 
organizations have become more complex and 
difficult to manage, while small organizations 
struggle to stay afloat.  

At the same time, the fiscal, social, cultural, and 
civic needs of a society driven by racial, class, 
and socio-economic divisions and inequities 
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have only increased.20 Unless the political and 
economic environment for nonprofits changes 
significantly for the better, the sector may indeed 
shrink, regardless of the availability of qualified 
leaders. Losing the services provided by nonprofit 
organizations at a time of growing inequality and 
increasing need is indeed a frightening prospect. 
Yet, it is not clear whether nonprofits can sustain 
their current operational levels, let alone grow. 
In this scenario, nonprofit leaders will need new 
skills and may need to re-conceptualize how their 
organizations operate. 
 

The Need to Go Deeper
Finally, the crisis view of the problem creates 
an urgency that is on one hand extraordinarily 
positive, but on the other counterproductive. It 
does not encourage people to stop and think 
more deeply about their assumptions. In a crisis, 
we rush to find a solution—but we need to do 
better than that. We need to ask questions about 
what sort of leadership will be needed to solve 
today’s (and tomorrow’s) problems and effect 
lasting change. 

In the following sections, we describe three 
different ways we might frame the need to look 
for the next generation of nonprofit leadership. 
These views—along with the crisis frame—can 
help us craft multi-dimensional approaches that 
not only bolster the sector’s future leadership, but 
also the sector’s future more broadly.
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Re-Framing the Future:  
Of Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations
The Next Generation leaders we talked with 
deepened our understanding of the implications 
of Baby Boom leaders’ retirement, and turned 
our attention to current assumptions about 
leadership change. They pushed us to think of 
structural rather than organizational responses to 
the prospect of the Baby Boom exodus. Time and 
again, in almost every meeting we held, younger 
leaders stressed the three themes raised earlier—
organizational structure, the executive position, 
and leadership recognition.21 Together, they 
suggest ways to address coming generational 
leadership change and help develop nonprofit 
leadership of all ages. 

Limiting Leadership and 
Organizational Structures 
Younger leaders we spoke with talked about  
the importance of addressing problems with the 
current structure of nonprofit organizations. 
Many are thinking about how leadership and 
organizations might look in the future, including 
different ways to operate and enact leadership, 
but they find little space—unless they start their 
own organization—to explore new ideas. 

The growth of the nonprofit sector in the 1970s 
and 1980s meant that organizations frequently 
adopted the modified corporate structure 
that was popular at the time. Most nonprofit 
organizations have a classic hierarchical 
structure, a kind of pyramid with the director at 
the tip and then the people underneath (deputy 
directors, program directors, coordinators, 
line and support staff) comprising expanding 
bottom levels. In fact, we often see this type 
of structure in even the smallest groups. 
Nonprofits modified the strict rules of corporate 
hierarchy by seeking “input” or other ways 
staff members could advise leaders, who still 

maintained the ultimate decision-making 
responsibility and power.  

The problem with this structure has been 
twofold. First, it has become cumbersome, 
lacking the flexibility more current organizations 
need. Decisions need to rise to the top and 
then come back down. When they don’t, staff 
become frustrated, turnover increases, and there 
is leadership stagnation at the top. Second, as 
regulatory and funding pressure has increased, 
the benefits of this model versus a fully corporate 
one (i.e., allowing employees some flexibility 
and control over their work and a somewhat less 
bureaucratic structure in exchange for lower pay) 
have diminished.22 

The desire to rethink nonprofit structure and 
operations is not new. Social entrepreneurs have 
challenged existing nonprofit groups, claiming 
that new ideas and business acumen would help 
organizations effectively create large-scale change. 
More groups now talk about business rather than 
strategic plans, discuss nonprofit capitalization, 
and look for ways to earn income as part of long-
term funding strategies. The executive director’s 
title has changed in many organizations to 
President or Chief Executive Officer. 

In our research, we found younger nonprofit 
leaders who are less business-oriented but 
still interested in adapting innovative private 
sector management models. They want to 
consider ways that existing organizations could 
be more creative and flexible without having 
cumbersome processes that take away from their 
work. Younger leaders are more interested in 
co-directorships, flattened hierarchies (pushing 
down responsibility and authority), networked 
organizations, and participatory approaches. 
Though no one model has taken hold, younger 
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leaders are searching for structures that would 
free people to make informed decisions and 
act quickly on the best ideas and work from 
staff members, wherever they exist in the 
organization. Some have launched these kinds 
of efforts in partnership with willing board 
members. Others have had to move more slowly 
as they carefully nurture their boards to prepare 
for this kind of reorganization.   

Rethinking Structure
We continue to hear from younger leaders about 
their interest in developing new structures that 
they think would inc rease the effectiveness of 
nonprofit organizations. Unfortunately, there 
seems to be little information about, support 
for, or interest in this type of development, even 
though the results might be important for the 
future survival of nonprofit groups.  

There are several ways that we can begin to 
highlight different approaches leaders are taking 
to address the challenges posed by the nonprofit 
organizational structure.  

● There is a growing body of literature discussing 
how we might think about particular challenges, 
such as the role of boards of directors, the 
involvement of clients or constituents, and 
new partnerships with funding sources. The 
information from these sources could be 
compiled in a user-friendly document that 
would be useful to organizational leaders.

● There are organizations—especially small and 
midsize groups—that have started to make 
structural changes within their organizations. 
Case studies that highlight the benefits and 
challenges of these changes and different 
models would be extremely helpful.

● Funders could support organizations’ efforts to 
change their current leadership structure. Not 
all of these efforts will be successful, but they 

would add to our learning about organizational 
form in the nonprofit sector and would give 
support to groups that are innovative and have 
new (and grounded) ideas of how things could 
operate in more effective ways.

Uninspiring Executive 
Positions
We expected that younger leaders who were 
ambitious and dedicated to nonprofit work would 
be looking for avenues to become executive 
directors/ CEOs, but we found quite the opposite. 
Post-Baby Boom-age leaders consistently 
talked about their reluctance to consider 
taking a nonprofit executive director/CEO role. 
Rather than seeking more formal authority in 
organizations, younger leaders were thinking of 
ways to work more effectively and expand their 
influence in their current positions.   
 

Thank You, No
Why did the younger leaders we talked to reject 
the idea of taking over nonprofit leadership? 
Most traditional responses point to meager 
nonprofit executive salaries. However, we found 
that though the desire for higher pay may be part 
of the issue, money was not the top concern. 
Younger leaders said they wanted to stay in the 
nonprofit sector, but they were not interested 
in the executive director/CEO job as it is 
currently designed. This is in part related to their 
frustration with existing organizational structures, 
but more importantly, they did not identify the 
executive director/ CEO job with excitement, 
challenge, creativity, and innovation. The 
message younger leaders are receiving is that 
heading a nonprofit is a thankless job requiring 
great sacrifice with few visible rewards. Rather 
than feeling they could effect larger change if 
they took on more leadership, they seemed to 
believe that these top positions actually offer 
fewer opportunities to have an impact on the 
issues the organization was meant to address. 
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There were several observations young leaders 
made about current nonprofit executive positions. 
They saw the enormous amount of time and 
effort current executives devoted to the work and 
the toll it took on them and their families. This 
next generation was willing to put in the hours, 
but said they were not willing to let their “job be 
their life.” Many of those we talked with—across 
gender, race, and sexual orientation—were 
starting families and had trouble envisioning how 
they could have a family and home life and be a 
chief executive officer in the current mold. 

They were also keenly aware that they would be 
responsible for sustaining an organization in a time 
of increased competition, an era very different 
than when Baby Boom age leaders first took 
the helm. They talked of the pressure of raising 
funds, meeting new regulations and demands for 
accountability, supervising staff, managing the 
board of directors, and representing the agency. 
Some younger leaders also said they were cautious 
about being brought into organizations to follow 
long-time directors. They feared they would 
uncover years of problems and be blamed if they 
were unable to make the necessary repairs. 

Making the Top Jobs  
More Desirable
What would make these positions desirable?  
The answer will take some rigorous exploration, 
but we have some initial suggestions.  

● Older leaders need to convey more often, more 
vocally, and more forcefully why they like their 
jobs and what has compelled them—other than 
their dedication and willingness to give up so 
much—to stay in these positions for so many 
years. They also need to include younger leaders 
in sharing “the goods” of these positions, 
such as making significant change, building 
significant and influential relationships, or 
seeing the power and influence that comes with 
executive decision-making.

● It is important that we reconsider what is 
expected of nonprofit directors. Of course we 
will continue to look for dedication, leadership, 
and other key skills, such as thoughtfulness 
and creativity. But we need to consider why 
so many executive directors—as found in the 
studies we referred to earlier in the report—
want to leave their jobs. This research points 
to overly demanding boards of directors, a 
relentless need to raise funds, unrealistic 
hours, and so on. Rather than focus on 
making the job more attractive and doable, 
the emphasis has been on how to replace all 
the people planning to leave. From what we 
have learned, it will likely be more productive 
to address the reasons that so many current 
leaders are looking for an exit.

We suggest that we can start by convening inter-
generational groups of leaders, board members, 
and funders to candidly discuss the benefits and 
obstacles in executive director/CEO positions, 
and to make concrete recommendations of what 
changes to make. These groups can begin to 
figure out ways to restructure these jobs and 
address the underlying structural problems that 
leaders face.23 

The Invisible Leaders
The third theme we heard was a lack of 
leadership recognition. Younger (potential) 
leaders who express interest in becoming the 
head of a nonprofit organization say they often 
feel discouraged by their invisibility to older 
leaders. Some talk about attending meetings 
where they are ignored or are teased about being 
so young. Others relate how their degrees in 
nonprofit management or business are dismissed. 
They are frustrated that older leaders give them 
responsibility without delegating the authority 
they need to get the job done. These young 
leaders are looking to be included, but instead 
find their ideas and skills overlooked. 



Next Shift 9

Different Experiences
During the past four decades, leaders shepherded 
an expansive growth in the nonprofit sector, 
whether through energetically growing their 
institutions or seizing opportunities for growth 
as government devolved its services, and 
communities sought change. Looking at leadership 
across generations gives us a chance to imagine 
what future leaders will bring to existing groups. 
They likely have new vision, ideas, and skills 
to build on what has already been created. But 
Baby Boom–age leaders – simply by their sheer 
numbers – will have to find ways to nurture those 
who may not have exactly the same experiences 
and understanding of leadership. We often heard 
from younger leaders that they felt they lacked 
credibility because they were born in a different 
era. They had participated in movements focused 
on globalization, anti-apartheid, environmental 
justice, and others, but  not the same and larger, 
mass mobilizations of the 1960s and 1970s. 
 
Different Backgrounds
These new leaders are more diverse than those 
born before the mid-1960s. Younger leaders 
wondered if the fact that they actually looked 
different by race and/or gender made it hard for 
older leaders and their boards to see them as 
serious candidates for executive director/CEO 
positions. More subtly, each generation may 
have differing experiences with race and gender 
and hold differing views of how these constructs 
operate within organizations and society. A white 
male Baby Boom–age leader will likely interpret 
(and act on) racial and gender issues in his 
organization differently from a potential successor 
who is a woman of color. And even among 
people of the same race and gender, there can be 
differing perspectives based on generational lines 
that result in younger leaders’ feeling their views 
are devalued by older leaders. 

Different Futures
Finally, younger leaders pose a threat to older 
leaders, especially given our culture’s view 

of aging. Leaders who are living longer and 
healthier may want or need to continue to work 
for many years. Fearful that they will be seen as 
obsolete, some older executives may wonder if 
supporting new leadership will only come back 
to haunt them.  

Encouraging acceptance of new, younger 
leadership can be approached in a variety of ways. 
Boards can take deliberate steps to diversify their 
membership–by different identity-based groups 
and by age–beginning the process of recognition 
at the core of nonprofit leadership. Organizations 
can highlight the qualities and achievements of 
their younger leaders, and current leaders can 
learn ways to communicate and support new 
leaders within their organizations. And as noted 
above, organizations need to think more carefully 
about the ways that leadership can be shared or 
restructured to gain the insight, skills, and ideas of 
both generations. 

A Role for Leaders  
Young and Old
A variety of actors have roles to play in order 
to respond effectively to the issues raised here. 
Boomer leaders who have worked so hard to build 
these institutions will have to take leadership 
development seriously in their agencies, work 
closely with the next generations on how to prepare 
their organizations for the future, and consider 
the organizational effects of their transitions. 
Young people will similarly have to step up and 
take an active role in helping to develop the new 
organizational structures and think creatively 
about executive positions rather than simply 
walk away from leadership roles. Finally, funders 
and intermediary groups must consider how 
nonprofit financing may inadvertently undermine 
organizations’ leaders and stifle their innovation 
and creativity. What are the reforms needed 
to encourage rather than discourage the next 
generation of leadership the nonprofit sector most 
certainly needs? 
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Change is coming. We can call it a leadership 
crisis or deficit. Alternatively, we can see it 
as an opportunity to rethink our assumptions 
about leadership and structure in nonprofit 
organizations. The recommendations below 
address both the broader issues and some 
specific ways we can get started. 

1THE ORGANIZATION:  
A DIFFERENT APPROACH

There has been a proliferation of research 
on and interventions for building high-
functioning nonprofit organizations. However, 
how organizations function is determined—in 
part—by the environment in which they operate. 
This includes who and what is funded, the 
public’s view of the sector, and the interest in or 
enthusiasm for nonprofit jobs.  

When we think about organizational structure 
and change, it is important to look at the 
different ways the political, economic, and 
cultural environment might play out in the 
future, and the impact it will have on our 
leadership and decision-making. 

Recommendations for Knowledge Development 
● Convene a group that looks at how nonprofits—

especially small and midsized groups—could be 
structured to address the future environment in 
which nonprofits will be operating.

● Suggest how nonprofit leadership and 
decision-making might be altered based on this 
environment.

● Seek out and reward innovative organizations, 
including convening and tapping the 
knowledge of their leaders, no matter their age.

Recommendations for Individual Action 
● Take the time to assess what works and what 

is challenging about the way your organization 
is currently run and the role of leadership. 
Think structurally, not personally.

● Document and share the changes your 
organization has made over time to address 
concerns about decision-making or the 
leadership position(s), including successes and 
disappointments.

2LEADERSHIP:  
THE FUTURE CHALLENGES

Leading a nonprofit should generate excitement 
and fulfillment. On one hand, Baby Boom–age 
leaders want to be recognized for their work 
and the contributions they plan to make in the 
coming years. On the other, Next Generation 
leaders are looking for meaningful and fulfilling 
work even if they may not do it exactly in the 
same way as current leaders.   

Recommendations for Knowledge Development  
● Find out what it means to make the executive 

director position appeal to younger leaders. 
Examine case studies of younger leaders who 
have assumed leadership roles successfully 
and what motivated them to take on these 
responsibilities.

● Document what the Baby Boom generation 
and other older leaders have learned about 
their positions and how they have made them 
“doable.”

● Identify effective ways in which older leaders 
can pass what they see as the benefits of the 
executive position on to successors.

Recommendations for Action
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● Publish and widely distribute a user-friendly 
booklet on how to support younger leaders as 
individuals and build new leadership cohorts 
for the future.

Recommendations for Individual Action 
● Take leadership development seriously in your 

organization. Think about how to support 
people who are asked to take on leadership 
roles and what they need to help them make 
the transition successfully.

● Talk with leadership staff and across 
generations about your different views of what 
should be expected of an executive director. 
Learn what each generation thinks.

● Take on the issue of power—what it means, 
what is easy, and what is hard about having 
power in an organization. Consider ways in 
which power can be shared without losing 
control.

3NEW MAY  
MEAN NEW 

Different generations that have a similar vision 
and values have their own touchstones that 
they share with their own cohort. These can 
include the ways they see an issue, cultural 
norms, communications approaches, and 
change strategies. We can benefit from these 
differences if we are able to recognize them and 
acknowledge that the way “our generation” sees 
the world may not be the only or “right” way. 
Many older leaders have become successful by 
using their experience and intuitions to run their 
organizations. For new leaders, it will take time 
to build this level of familiarity, but that doesn’t 
mean that they don’t have good and viable 
ideas (just as current leaders did when they 
were younger). 

Recommendations for Knowledge Development  
● Compile ways that older and younger people 

may operate differently so that people 
can recognize, laugh at, and accept their 
differences without devaluing each others’ 
contributions.

● Think about real strategies that can help 
older leaders recognize new generations of 
leadership as they evolve.

● Develop a methodology to work across 
generational divides that is easily used and  
non-threatening. 

Recommendations for Individual Action 
● Build multi-generational leadership teams—

among staff and board members—to make 
meaningful decisions; acknowledge differences 
based on age (and other issues if necessary).

● Ask younger leaders to accompany older 
leaders to external meetings and be clear about 
their roles. In some cases they may participate, 
while in others they may be there to observe 
and learn. Debrief the meetings afterward.

● Allow Next Generation leaders to interact with 
board members. This can mean presenting 
issues to the board, staffing a board committee, 
or working one on one on a particular issue or 
project.
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Expanding our understanding of change in the 
nonprofit sector beyond the “crisis” of leadership 
transitions and the need to replace large number 
of leaders will offer us a much richer and wider 
array of options. It pushes us to look beyond 
individual or even single-organization solutions to 
see how to change the field as a way to address 
the issues the sector as a whole must confront. 

Younger leaders may appear to look and 
act differently from older leaders, but all 
of our conversations and research have 
found that nonprofit leaders—young and 
old—share a similar level of commitment. 
We are all dedicated to creating a more just 
and equitable society. As the leadership of 
nonprofit organizations changes during the next 
decade, we believe there will be a tremendous 
opportunity to stop and think about what this 
sector should look like in the future. And as is 
the case in individual leadership transitions, 
we have an opportunity to begin to make the 
needed, and sometimes difficult, changes that 
prepare us for that future. This is extremely 
challenging work. It demands not simply 
the “wisdom” of the older generation or the 
“energy” of younger leaders, but rather an 
intergenerational partnership invigorated by the 
perspectives and passion of leaders of all ages. 

Beyond the Crisis: Looking Ahead
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