
Changing 
L e a d e r s
A non-pro fit group’s se a rch fo r
a new exe cu t ive dire c t o r yi e l d s
s u ccession lessons fo r a ny fi rm

The Organization: Santropol Roulant is an innovative non-profit organization in
Montreal focussed on youth training, food security and community-building among
different age groups. Since its inception, the “Roulant” has delivered over 300,000
meals to isolated seniors and trained over 2,000 young volunteers.

The Situation: Five senior staff members are leaving at the same time, most notably
the organization’s dedicated and charismatic executive director. The leadership
turnover will be a high-stakes test for the Roulant’s transition team: Can they turn a
period of vulnerability into an opportunity for growth and rejuvenation?
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This article origi n a l ly a p pe a red in the Fi n a n cial Post’s Business mag azine and is part of a se ri es of b u s i n ess 
ca se studies. We hope that you enjoy this re p rint pro vi d ed co u r t esy o f the Se ri es spo n so rs .

S PO N S O RD E D BY

WHEN VA N ESSA REID announced her res ignation as
exe cu t ive dire c t o r o f S a n t ro pol Roulant in June 2005,
she was leavi n g on a high not e. The org a n iza t i o n
was fi n a n ci a l ly s t a b l e. Its staff o f 15 was engaged and
co h es iv e. And even as v o l u n t ee rism was in sharp
d e cline nationally, the “Roulant” be n e fi t ed from the
co n t ributions of m o re than 100 v o l u n t ee rs pe r w ee k.

An obse r v e r e n t e ri n g the building just then wo u l d
h ave diffi cu l ty d i s t i n g u i s h i n g s t a ff from v o l u n t ee rs or
n e w m e m be rs from v e t e rans. Some v o l u n t ee rs ar-
riv ed fo r “s h i ft s” boo ked  long in adva n ce; ot h e rs
s i m p ly wa l ked in to help fo r an hour o r two. The of-
fi ces and ki t chen, next doo r to each ot h e r in Montre-
al’s Plateau neigh bo u rh ood, w e re fi l l ed with banter
that altern a t ed re a d i ly be tw een English and Fre n ch .

M a ny v o l u n t ee rs would leave the Roulant wi t h
i n s u l a t ed red backp a cks slung o v e r t h e i r s h o u l d e rs .
The packs w e re fi l l ed with home-coo ked meals fo r

i so l a t ed se n i o rs dealing with a loss of a u t o n o my.
This meals- o n -wh eels se r vi ce was the Roulant’s fi rs t
p rog ram. By 2 0 05, the org a n ization’s activi t i es had
exp a n d ed to include a broad ra n ge of p rog rams fo-
cu ssed on  food se cu ri ty, youth engagement and
co m m u n i ty- b u i l d i n g be tw een yo u n g and old.

But while Reid’s departure came at the org a n iza-
tion’s healthiest point since inception, it would be
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co m p l i ca t ed by a numbe r o f ot h e r o rg a n i c
ch a n ges and  leadership-team turn o v e r. In all,
five se n i o r s t a ff would be departing within the
same three-month wi n d ow. “Th ey w e re happy
d e p a r t u res,” one Roulant staffe r re calls. “Ev e ry-
one was  leavi n g on re a l ly good terms. But  it
still added to the urge n cy. We need ed to ge t
the transition right just be ca u se  there was so
m u ch unce r t a i n ty. ”

TU RN OVE R WAS NOTHING NEW fo r t h e
Roulant, wh o se staff and v o l u n t ee rs are drawn
from Montreal’s  itinerant youth and student
populations. It was fo u n d ed by two yo u n g m e n
fa ci n g M o n t real’s depressed mid-’90s eco n o my.
“ Th e re w e re no real  job pro s pects  fo r me in
M o n t real,” co - fo u n d e r Ch ris God sall wri t es in a
h i s t o ry o f the org a n ization published on  the
Roulant’s w e b s i t e. “The eco n o my was  in the
t a n k, and my 75 -wo rd Fre n ch v oca b u l a ry wa s
n ot bound to open doo rs of g reat oppo r t u n i ty. ”

I m b u ed with social co n s ci e n ce and ded i ca t-
ed to fi n d i n g m e a n i n g ful wo rk in the ci ty, God-
sall and his  friend Keith Ki rkp a t ri ck l a u n ch ed
S a n t ro pol Roulant. Th e i r co n cept was a meals-
o n -wh eels  se r vi ce pro vi d i n g i so l a t ed se n i o rs
with companionship and hot meals while help-
i n g yo u n g people develop skills, co n fi d e n ce and
job expe ri e n ce. It would be, as God sall wri t es ,
“a constant co m m u n i ty s t ru c t u re thrivi n g wi t h-
in  the transient youth cu l t u re.” Th ey fi n a n ced
the project with a sponsorship from the café
wh e re they wo rked part-time and a multi-ye a r
$ 160,000 grant from Youth Se r vi ce Ca n a d a .

The Roulant’s  v o l u n t ee rs deliv e red thou-
sands of h ot, homemade $3 meals to se n i o rs in
e ight neigh bo u rh oods, from its own backya rd
in  the Plateau Mont- Royal  to Cô t e - d es- N e iges .
In time, it exp a n d ed its activi t i es beyond basic
food deliv e ry. Its yo u n g v o l u n t ee rs and elderly
clients met  fo r t rips to  the bot a n i cal gard e n s ,
s h a red ce l e b rations and ot h e r e v e n t s .

Va n essa Reid joined the Roulant as exe cu-
t ive dire c t o r in 2001, at one of its most vu l n e ra-
ble points. Its initial fed e ral grant was fi n i s h ed
and had been re p l a ced by an insuffi ci e n t
p a t chwo rk o f g rants, co rpo rate donations and
p ro j e c t- b a sed go v e rnment co n t racts. The  two
fo u n d e rs, exh a u s t ed, had res ign ed. Two suc-
cess ive exe cu t ive dire c t o rs  left due  to health
p roblems. The Roulant still had its vi b rant cu l-
t u re, but des pe ra t e ly n eed ed stability.

Reid had arriv ed in Montreal as a student,
l a t e r se r vi n g as a parl i a m e n t a ry a ssistant and
wo rki n g o v e rseas on fa i r t rade iss u es with Indi-
an and Guatemalan non-pro fits. Over co ffee,
she happe n ed to des cri be her wo rk in co m m u-
n i ty- b u i l d i n g and org a n izational development to
Stephanie Garrow, a friend from univ e rs i ty. Gar-
row, it turn ed out, was on the Roulant boa rd
and had been ch a rged with fi n d i n g a new exe c-
u t ive dire c t o r with the co m m u n i cation and or-
g a n izational skills Reid had in spades .

Reid quickly be came an enthusiastic a n d
ch a ri s m a t i c s po kes pe rson. She developed
h e a l t hy two -way channels of co m m u n i ca t i o n
with the org a n ization’s suppo r t e rs, engagi n g
fu n d i n g age n ci es and showi n g h ow t h e i r co n t ri-
butions deliv e red results. In parallel, the org a n i-
zation exp a n d ed fu n d ra i s i n g e fforts,  from a
fu n d ra i s i n g fri pe ri e ( t h ri ft shop) in the base m e n t
to the sale of h a n d - s cree n ed T-shirts and ca l e n-
d a rs fe a t u ri n g art and phot og ra p hy by t h e
Roulant’s staff and v o l u n t ee rs .

Reid also too k steps to help fo s t e r a cu l t u re
o f p a r t i cipation and innovation. Within her fi rs t
ye a r, the v o l u n t ee r b a se and staff g re w s ign i fi-
ca n t ly, initiating m a ny n e w p rojects. Within se v-
e ral ye a rs, the Roulant had not only bee n
s t a b i l ized fi n a n ci a l ly, but also re - e n e rgized .

REID WO RKED TI RE LESS LY fo r the Roulant. But
in the wi n t e r o f 2 0 05, she too k a fiv e -w ee k va-
cation without so much as e-mail access. Her

h o l i d ay was a sign i fi cant test fo r the org a n iza-
tion — and se r v ed as a spri n gboa rd fo r a full re -
a p p ra i sal. “Her va cation helped us  to  think
a bout how we wo rk and how we make deci-
sions,” says boa rd membe r Tana Pa d d ock. “We
re a l ized we wa n t ed to move towa rds a more
co l l e c t ive model of d e ci s i o n - m a ki n g . ”

In the wa ke of Reid’s tri p, a small co m m i t t ee
was co nv e n ed to co n s i d e r “s t ra t egi c fu t u res” fo r
the Roulant. Th e i r mandate was to imagine the
s h a pe of the Roulant in the ye a rs to co m e, and
to manage the org a n izational ch a n ges  that
would help them get there. Th e re was an un-
d e rs t a n d i n g that  Reid was  enteri n g the  fi n a l
s t age of h e r l e a d e rship at the Roulant, and a
s h a red des i re to diffu se authori ty and deci s i o n -
m a ki n g t h ro u ghout the org a n iza t i o n .

In Fe b ru a ry 2 0 05, membe rs of the stra t egi c
fu t u res co m m i t t ee  fi rst learn ed about Re i d ’ s
co m i n g d e p a r t u re. By M ay, she made it offi ci a l .
“One of my goals when I started in 2001 was to
l e ave well,” Reid wrote in her d e p a r t i n g l e t t e r.
“[I] would be healthy, the org a n ization wo u l d
h ave a se n se of w e l l - being, and my d e p a r t u re,
the transition and subsequent succession wo u l d
be done with the ch a ra c t e ri s t i c S a n t ro pol Ro u-
lant styl e, gra ce and co l l e c t ive cre a t ivi ty. ”

Reid’s announcement came at an unusually
ch a ot i c moment fo r the org a n ization. Its dire c-
t o r o f o pe rations, who had se r v ed fo r o v e r fiv e
ye a rs, was  re t u rn i n g to  sch ool. The ki t ch e n
m a n age r was movi n g on, and its v o l u n t ee r a n d
s pe cial projects co - o rd i n a t o rs w e re both at the
end of n o n - re n e wable co n t racts. At the sa m e
t i m e, there was momentum behind a pro po sa l
to  reo rg a n ize  the go v e rn a n ce stru c t u re into a
m e m be rship model. Adding fu r t h e r to the co m-
p l exi ty was the timing o f the ch a n ges: Pl a n n i n g
the transition would need to take place in the
s u m m e r, a time when many s t a ff and v o l u n-
t ee rs w e re away and the org a n ization would be
d e a l i n g with an alre a dy h igh wo rkl oa d .
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The stra t egi c fu t u res co m m i t t ee quickly
e v o lv ed into a  transition team.  Its mandate
would be to co - o rdinate org a n izational red es ign
with team development, hiring, tra i n i n g and ori-
entation, acting as a conduit thro u gh wh i ch all
m e m be rs of the Roulant could help to shape
the org a n ization’s fu t u re.

The team membe rship delibe ra t e ly i n cl u d ed
a numbe r o f fres h ly a p po i n t ed dire c t o rs and
s t a ff — those who would be wo rki n g cl o se ly wi t h
the new exe cu t ive dire c t o r. The rationale wa s
that those who w e re shaping the org a n iza t i o n
should be dee p ly i nv es t ed in the Roulant, ra t h e r
than on the cusp of t h e i r d e p a r t u re. The team
was ro u n d ed off by the appointment of a
Roulant v e t e ran to the  role of t ransition team

co - o rd i n a t o r, and  info rm ed by b ri e fi n gs  fro m
t h o se who had been inv o lv ed in the original ex-
e cu t ive dire c t o r h i ri n g p rocess in 2000. 

THE TR A N S ITION TEAM’S fi rst decision was to
e m b ra ce the unce r t a i n tyand co n s i d e r the fa r-
re a ch i n g pe rsonnel ch a n ges as an oppo r t u n i ty
to re m odel and re j uvenate  the org a n iza t i o n .
“ We deci d ed to think o f it as a tra n s fo rm a t iv e
p rocess, an oppo r t u n i ty to move to a new e ra
o f l e a d e rs h i p,” says one team membe r.

The team’s pri o ri ty was to allow all of t h e
Roulant’s membe rs and stake h o l d e rs to be in-
v o lv ed with the shaping and stra t egy o f the or-
g a n ization. To connect the team with the

v o l u n t ee rs and membe rs it re p rese n t ed, they
m a i l ed out timelines and updates on a reg u l a r
basis, enco u ragi n g feed b a ck and res po n ses .
Th ey ran a bra i n s t o rm i n g d ay with staff and v o l-
u n t ee rs, met with membe rs info rm a l ly and had
s t a ff map out their ro l es, skills and res po n s i b i l i-
t i es .

The upshot of t h e i r consultations was a
focus on building the ca p a ci ty fo r l e a d e rship at
all  levels of the Roulant, and the dispe rsal of
l e a d e rship and res po n s i b i l i ty t h ro u ghout the or-
g a n ization. Hiri n g fo r e a ch position would be
the res po n s i b i l i ty o f a small co m m i t t ee, but the
wo rk o f the transition team would guide hiri n g ,
d es cri b i n g e a ch role and how the po s i t i o n s
would relate to the org a n ization’s mission and

aims. Fo r the exe cu t ive dire c t o r, the team wo u l d
move away from the “hero leader”  that  the
Roulant pre vi o u s ly n eed ed fo r s t a b i l i tyand re-
n e wal. Instead, they so u ght  so m eone wh o
could act more as a mentor: “We need ed
so m eone who could re a l ly listen to the org a n i-
zation, ra t h e r than so m eone who wa n t ed to put
t h e i r stamp on it,” explains Pa d d ock.

Jane Ra b i n owi cz, one of the  five  tra n s i t i o n
team membe rs, had never co n s i d e red herse l f a
potential exe cu t ive dire c t o r. She had joined the
o rg a n ization as a v o l u n t ee r and later be ca m e
m a n age r o f the Roulant’s Roo ftop Garden Pro-
ject. But as the membe rs, boa rd and tra n s i t i o n
team des cri bed  the new exe cu t ive dire c t o r ’ s

ro l e, she began to think it might be fo r h e r.
In Se p t e m be r, just aft e r the Roulant po s t ed

its  job adv e r t i sement, Ra b i n owi cz wi t h d re w
from the transition team and applied fo r the po-
sition. Co m pe t i n g in intervi e ws against six ex-
t e rnal ca n d i d a t es, Ra b i n owi cz s h ow ed the
co m m i t t ee her potential and her cl o se under-
s t a n d i n g o f the org a n ization’s needs. “The tra n-
sition team was des ign ed to empow e r a l l
m e m be rs and give them a role in shaping t h e
Roulant’s fu t u re,” Ra b i n owi cz says. “That was a
d rivi n g fa c t o r in my i n t e rest in the po s i t i o n . ”

A ft e r two rounds of i n t e r vi e wi n g and debate,
the hiri n g co m m i t t ee made its decision. “We
wo rked toge t h e r o v e r two v e ryi n t e n se days of
i n t e r vi e ws,” one team membe r says. “But the

d e ci s i o n - m a ki n g p rocess and  the discu ss i o n s
that fo l l ow ed the intervi e ws w e re a high po i n t . ”
Th o u gh their o riginal inclination had been to go
with an ext e rnal ca n d i d a t e, the co m m i t t ee de-
ci d ed that Ra b i n owi cz was the best ch o i ce to
s u cceed their d e p a r t i n g exe cu t ive dire c t o r.

The Outco m e
The  leadership ch a n ge at  Santro pol Ro u l a n t
s t a r t ed with Reid’s va cation — and ended wi t h
Ra b i n owi cz’s. On strict ord e rs from the boa rd ,
the new exe cu t ive dire c t o r was ass ign ed a w ee k
o f va cation be tw een her d e p a r t u re  from the
l e a d e rship of the Roo ftop Garden Project and

FI N A N CI A L PO ST BU S I N ESS NE W VE NTU RES CAS E SE RI ES

The transition team’s first decision was
to view personnel changes as a chance to
remodel and rejuvenate the organization.
Says one team member: “We decided to
think of it as a transformative process”
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h e r fi rst day as exe cu t ive dire c t o r.  “It was a
coo l i n g - o ff pe ri od,” des cri bes Ra b i n owi cz, al-
l owi n g fo r a distinct point of d e m a rcation be-
tw een her old role and her n e w po s i t i o n .

B e ca u se many s t a ff had been activ e ly i n-
v o lv ed in the transition team or h i ri n g co m m i t-
t ee, Ra b i n owi cz was able  to start in her n e w
role with wa rm wo rki n g relationships alre a dy
in place. Her d oo rl ess, shared offi ce was se p a-
ra t ed from the staff by o n ly a single step. And
Ra b i n owi cz's introductions to her n e w ro l es, re-
lationships and duties w e re smoot h ed by a
l e n gt hy h a n d - o ff pe ri od, wh e re she and Re i d
co l l a bo ra t ed on key p rojects. Th ey s pent fo u r
d ays, fo r exa m p l e, at a co n fe re n ce with the Mc-
Connell Foundation, one of the org a n iza t i o n ’ s
key s u p po r t e rs. This approa ch allow ed Reid to
p a ss the torch dire c t ly and ensure that key re l a-
tionships w e re passed on to the new l e a d e r. 

To fa cilitate ongo i n g l e a d e rship development
and succession planning, the org a n ization has
d e v e l o ped mandated, re cu rri n g m e chanisms fo r
re flection. Vi s i t o rs to the Roulant on a Th u rs-
d ay m ay see a cl u s t e r o f s t a ff and v o l u n t ee rs
g ro u ped on co u ch es, shari n g n e ws, se t t i n g s t ra t-
egy, bra i n s t o rm i n g and exch a n gi n g i n s igh t s .
S i m i l a rly, the staff and boa rd co nvene at re t re a t s
focu ssed on stra t egy and planning fo r the org a-
n ization. Th ese initiativ es have helped to make
the transition team’s vision of d e ce n t ra l ized, de-
m ocra t ized leadership a re a l i ty.

When Pa d d ock j o i n ed the Roulant’s boa rd
o f d i re c t o rs, she had one aim: “I kn e w h ow s pe-
cial the Roulant was,” she says. “I wa n t ed  to
m a ke sure  that we prese r v ed that.” Months
a ft e r Ra b i n owi cz t oo k the helm, that  spe ci a l
ch a ra c t e r l oo ks to be intact. The Roulant’s of-
fi ces hum with the activi ty o f n e w v o l u n t ee rs. In
the basement, a co rn e r has been cl e a red to
h o u se their n e w v e rm i co m po s t i n g p roject. Th e
ki t chen is busier than ever, playi n g host to a
n e w se ri es of i n expe n s ive coo ki n g wo rkshops. In
short, the Roulant’s distinctive cu l t u re and ener-
ge t i c e nvi ronment  has endured even as the
l e a d e rship has been passed to new h a n d s .

“ The transition pe ri od can be a vu l n e ra b l e
t i m e,” one  transition team membe r re fl e c t s .
“But we turn ed it into an oppo r t u n i ty. We en-
t e red into anot h e r p h a se of d e v e l o p m e n t
t h ro u gh  the transition process. We came out
s t re n gt h e n ed and be t t e r- d e v e l o ped . ”

The Expert Vi e w

S a n t ro pol Roulant had an adva n t age over t h e
tens of t h o u sands of small businesses in Ca n a-
da wh o se fo u n d e rs are antici p a t i n g re t i re m e n t .
Its departing l e a d e r didn’t need to co n s i d e r t h e
q u estion of own e rs h i p. Va n essa Reid didn’t
h ave to wo rry a bout se l l i n g h e r fi rm or ext ra c t-
i n g a re t i rement nest egg from her sweat eq u i ty.

Th e re’s an important lesson fo r small busi-
n ess leaders here: The process of s u ccess i o n
p l a n n i n g t a kes  inestimable  time, energy a n d
focus — even when own e rship is not at play.

Pl a n n i n g and managi n g the transition of se-
n i o r l e a d e rship is a vi t a l ly i m portant process fo r
a ny small business or o rg a n ization. When a
n e w l e a d e r a rriv es unpre p a red, the co n se-
q u e n ces can be grim. Fo r b u s i n esses, these ca n
i n clude lost clients, diminished prod u c t ivi tya n d
red u ced pro fits. Fo r n o n - p ro fits, they can  in-
clude lost donors, diminished v o l u n t ee rism and
red u ced effe c t iv e n ess in ach i e vi n g t h e i r m i ss i o n .

S a n t ro pol Roulant has done an admira b l e
job of m a n agi n g this tough process. I attri b u t e
its success to three fa c t o rs. It built a stro n g t ra n-
sition team, it had a talented and co m petent in-
t e rnal ca n d i d a t e, and it align ed hiri n g with a
b roa d e r s t ra t egy fo r the org a n iza t i o n .

The transition team was stre n gt h e n ed by t h e
fact  that it  incl u d ed both  staff and dire c t o rs .
This mix o f s t a ke h o l d e rs helped lend cred i b i l i ty
to the selection process and  fa ci l i t a t ed acce p-
t a n ce of the new l e a d e r. Santro pol Roulant also
made planning a pri o ri ty, and this co n t ri b u t ed
to its success. Fi n a l ly, the team so l i ci t ed input
from those who had been inv o lv ed in pre vi o u s
s u ccession planning e fforts. The value of expe ri-

e n ce in succession planning — wh e t h e r from in-
t e rnal or outside so u rces — can’t be overs t a t ed .

Se co n d ly, Santro pol Roulant happe n ed  to
h ave an ideal internal ca n d i d a t e. This wa s n ’ t
just luck: The org a n ization made a point of e n-
co u ragi n g its staff to try n e w ro l es, developing
t h e i r l e a d e rship skills and dee pe n i n g t h e i r u n-
d e rs t a n d i n g o f the org a n ization. Not every o u tfi t
will ch oo se an internal successo r, but there are
almost no drawb a cks to fo s t e ri n g a ri ch pool of
l e a d e rship talent within the org a n iza t i o n .

The final success fa c t o r fo r S a n t ro pol Ro u l a n t
was the match be tw een  the org a n izat i o n ’ s
s t ra t egi c situation and the qualities it so u ght in
its new exe cu t ive dire c t o r. Reid was hired wh e n
the org a n ization was in a pe ri od of crisis. As a
result, she acted as a strong, ce n t ral v o i ce fo r
the org a n ization — a hero leader. This was en-
t i re ly a p p ro p riate at the time. By 2 0 05, it need-
ed a diffe rent pe rson in a diffe rent  role and
so u ght a leader who could help to delegate au-
t h o ri ty and dece n t ra l ize deci s i o n - m a ki n g .

S u ccession planning should fo rce co m p a ny
fo u n d e rs and  leaders to ask t h e m se lv es: Fiv e
ye a rs aft e r the transition, what will this co m p a-
ny l oo k l i ke? The answ e r to that will shape
e v e rys u ccession decision an enterp ri se makes .
The earl i e r that question can be asked, the be t-
t e r. With the luxu ry o f t i m e, leaders can ensure
the ope ration they build is left in good hands. 

S a n t ro pol Roulant had a stro n g i n t e rnal suc-
cesso r and no own e rship  iss u es, yet  it  still
n eed ed well over s ix months  to manage its
l e a d e rship succession. Other o rg a n izations may
n eed even more time. Th ree to five ye a rs is not
u n re a sonable fo r m a ny fi rms, and it is best to
m a ke succession planning an ongo i n g p rocess .

As wav es of o rg a n izational leaders  (CEO s
and exe cu t ive dire c t o rs alike) begin to co n s i d e r
t h e i r own re t i rement, this ca se shows the
sa l i e n ce and urge n cy o f p ro pe r s u ccession plan-
ning. It also re i n fo rces the fact that an early s t a r t
is the manager’s best defe n ce against fa i l u re in
the process of l e a d e rship success i o n .

Note: The authors do not intend to illustrate either e ffe c-

t i ve or i n e ffe c t i ve handling ofa manage rial situation. Th e

views re p re s e n t ed here are solely those of the case au-

t h o rs and are bas ed on their own pro fe ssional judgm e n t.

Certain names, sce n a rios or i d e n t i f ying info rmation may

h ave been disguised to protect co nf i d e n t i a l i ty. The co n-

t e n ts of the full teaching case are available to ed u c a t o rs

in the Journal of Small Business and Entre p re n e u rs h i p.
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