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Changing
Leaders

A non-profit group’s search for
a new executive director yields
succession lessons for any firm

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?

ILLUSTRATION BY ERIC PALMA

WHEN VANESSA REID announced her res ignation as
executive director of Santro pd Roulant in June 2005,
she was leaing on a high note. The organition
was financially stable. Its staff of 15 was engaged and
coheive. And even as volunteerism was in sharp
decline nationally, the “Roulant” benefi t edfrom the
contributions of more than 100 voluntee 1s per week.

An oberver entering the building just then would
hawe diffialty distinguishing staff from volunters or
new memlers from veterans. Some volunters ar-
rived for “shifts” boo ked long in adance dhers
simply walked in to help for an hour or two. The of-
fices and kitchen, next doo r to each other in Montre-
al's Plateau neightourh ood, were filled with banter
that altern a t edreadily be w em English and French.

Many volunters would leawe the Roulant with
insulated red backpacks slung over their shoulders.
The packs were flled with home-cooked meals for

iolated eniors dealing with a loss of autonomy.
This meals-onvh eels ervice was the Roulant's first
program. By 20 ( the organization’s activities had
expanded to include a broad ran g of pragrams fo-
cu ssed on food sarity youth engagement and
communitybuilding be tw em young and old.

But while Reid's departure came at the organiza-
tion’s healthiest point since inception, it would be
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compliated by a number of other oganic
changs and leadership-team turnover. In all,
fie nior staff would be departing within the
same three-month window “They were happy
departures,” one Roulant staffer recalls. “Every-
one was leaving on really good terms. But it
stil added to the urgency. We need ed to gt
the transition right just because there was so
much uncertainty.”

TURNOVER WAS NOTHING NEW for the
Roulant, whose staff and volunteers are drawn
from Montreal’s itinerant youth and student
populations. It was founded by two young men
facing Montreal's depressed mid-"90s economy.
“There were no real job pro s pets for me in
Montreal,” co-founder Chris God sl writes in a
history of the organization published on the
Roulant's website “The economy was in the
tank, and my 75-word French v oabulary was
not bound to open doo rs of great opportunity.”

Imbued with social conscience and ded i cat-
ed to finding meaningful work in the city, God-
sal and his friend Keith Kirkpatrick launched
Santro pd Roulant. Their concept was a meals-
onvh eds ®nice provding isolated ®£nios
with companionship and hot meals while help-
ing young people develop skills, confidence and
job experience. It would be, as God sal writes,
“a constant community structure thrMingwth-
in the transient youth culture.” They financed
the project with a sponsorship from the café
where they worked part-time and a multi-year
$160,000 grant from Youth Servce Canada.

The Roulant's voluntes deliv e rel thou-
sands of hot, homemade $3 meals to eniors in
eight neightourh oods, from its own backyard
in the Plateau Mont-Royal to Cote-deNeiges.
In time, it expandalits activitiebeyond basic
food delivety Its young volunteers and elderly
clients met for trips to the bdanical gardens,
shared celebrations and ¢her events.

Vanes Reid joined the Roulant as exe ar
tive director in 2001, a one o its most vulnera-
bl points. Its initial federal grant was finished
and had been replaced by an insufficient
patchwork of grants, corporate donations and
project-b a &l gvernment contracts. The two
foundes exhaustel had res igned Two suc-
cess e execu t e directors left due to health
problems. The Roulant still had itsvibrant cu t
ture, but des pe rately n eed ed stability.

Reid had arriv ed in Montreal as a student,
later ®rving as a parliamentary assistant and
working overseas on fair trade iss u eswith Indi-
an and Guatemalan non-profits. Over coffee,
she happe nedto des cribe her work in commu
nitybuilding and organizational development to
Stephanie Garrow, a friend from university. Gar-
row, it turn ed out, was on the Roulant board
and had been charged with finding a new exe ¢
utive director with the communication and or-
ganizational skills Reid had in spades .

Reid quickly be came an enthusiastic and
daismatic spokesperson. She developed
healthy two way channek of communiation
with the organition's sppo rters engaging
funding agenci esand showing how their contri-
butions delivered results. In parallel, the organt
zation epanded fundraising e forts, from a
fundraising friperie (thrift shop) in the basement
to the sale of hand-scree n ed T-shirts and calen
dars featuing art and photogma p hy by the
Roulant’s staff andvolunteers.

Reid also took steps to help foster a culture
of participation and innovation. Within her first
year, the volunter bae and staff grew signit
cantly, initiating many new projects. Within se v
eral ye ars, the Roulant had not only been
stabilized financially, but also re-energized .

REID WORKED TIRELESSLY for the Roulant. But
in the winter of 2005, she took a fve-wek va-
cation without so much as e-mail access. Her

holiday was a significant test for the organiza-
tion - and erved as a springbaard for a full re-
appraid. “Her vacation helped us o think
a bout how we work and how we make deci-
sions,” says baa rd member Tana Padd k. “We
realized we wantedto mow towards a more
collective model of decision-making.”

In the wake of Reid's trip, a small committee
was convenaedto consider “stra t egc futures” for
the Roulant. Their mandate was to imagine the
s h a peof the Roulant in the years to come, and
to manage the organiational changes that
would help them get there. There was an un-
destanding that Reid was enteri n g the final
stage of her leadegip at the Roulant, and a
shared ds i re to diffuse authority and decision-
making throughout the organization.

In February 2005, membe rs of the strategic
futums committee fi 1t learn ed about Reid's
coming departure. By May, she made i dfficial.
“Ore of my goak when | started in 2001 was to
leave well," Reid wrote in her departing letter.
“[I] would be healthy, the organization would
hawe a ®nse of well-being, and my departure,
the transition and subsequent succession would
be done with the characteristic Santro pd Ro -
lant style, grace and collective creativity.”

Reid's announcement came at an unusually
chadic moment for the organiation. lts dire ¢
tor of operations, who had servedfor over five
years was retuning o school. The kitdhen
manage r was moving on, and its volunter and
special projects co-ordinatoswere both at the
end of non-renewable contracts. At the same
time, there was momentum behind a proposal
to reorganize the governance structure into a
memiership model. Adding further to the com-
plexity was the timing of the changs: Planning
the transition would need to take place in the
summer, a time when many staff and volun
teers were away and the organization would be
dealing with an already h gh worklad.
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The strategc futures committee quickly
evolv ed info a transition team. Its mandate
would be to co-ordinate organizational red esign
with team development, hiring, training and ori-
entation, acting as a conduit through which all
memlers of the Roulant could help to shape
the organization’s future.

The team membership delibe rately included
a number of freshly apminted directors and
staff - those who would be working closely with
the new exeative director. The rationak was
that those who were shaping the organiation
should be deply invested in the Roulant, rather
than on the cusp of their departure. The team
was ounded off by the appointment of a
Roulant veteran to the role of transition team

volunteers and membe rs it repreented they
mailelout timelines and updates on a regular
basis, encourggng feedback and res pon ss.
They ran a brainstorming day with staff andvol-
unters, met with members informally and had
staff map out their ro | e skills and resmnsibili-
ties.

The upshot of their consultations was a
focus on building the capacity for leadeship at
al levels of the Roulant, and the dispersal of
leadership and res ponsibility throughout the or-
ganization. Hiring for each position would be
the rsmwnsibility of a small committe but the
work of the transition team would guide hiring,
describing ead role and how the psitions
would relate to the organiation’s mission and

role, she began to think it might be for her.

In September, just after the Roulant psted
is job advertisment, Rabinowicz wthdew
from the transition team and applied for the po-
sition. Competing in intendews against six ex-
temal @andidates, Rabinowi cz showed the
committe her potential and her cl o ® under-
standing of the organization's needs. “The tran-
sition team was designed to empower all
members and give them a role in shaping the
Roulant's future,” Rabinowicz says. “That was a
driing factor in my interest in the position."”

After two rounds of intervewing and debate,
the hiring committe made its decision. “We
worked together over two v e yintense days of
interviews,” one team member says. “But the

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”

co-ordinator, and info rm ed by briefng from
thoewho had been involed in the original ex-
eative director hiring process in 2000.

THE TRANSITION TEAM'S first decision was to
embrace the uncertainyand consider the far-
reaching personned changs as an opportunity
to remocel and rejuenate the organmtion.
“We decided to think of it as a transbrmative
process, an opportunity to mowe to a new era
of leadeship,” says one team member.

The team’s priority was to allow al of the
Roulant's members and stakeholders to be in-
volv ed with the shaping and strategy of the or-
ganization. To connect the team with the

aims. For the executive director, the team would
move away from the “hero leader” that the
Roulant previously need ed for stabiliyyand re-
newal. Instead, they sought someone who
could act more as a mentor: “We needed
someone who could really listen to the organi
zation, rather than so m eme who wanted to put
their stamp on it," explains Paddock.

Jane Rabinowi @ one of the five transition
team membe rs, had never considered herelf a
potential executive director. She had joined the
organition as a volunter and later be came
managr of the Roulant's Roo ftop Garden Pro-
ject. But as the members, baard and transition
team des ci bed the new executie director’s

dedsion-making process and the discusions
that follow ed the inteniews were a high point.”
Tho ugtheir original inclination had been to go
with an exerna candidate, the committee de-
cided that Rabinowicz was the best choice to
succeed their departing execu tie director.

The Outcome

|
The leadership change a Santro pol Roulant

started with Reid's vacation - and ended with
Rabinowicz's. On strict orders from the boa rd,
the new executive director was assigned a week
of va cation between her departure from the
leadership of the Rooftop Garden Project and
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her fird day & exeawtie diector. “lt was a
cooling-of period” des aibes Rabinadcz al-
lowing for a distinct point of demarcation be-
tw em her old role and her new position.

Because many staff had been activelyin-
volv ed in the transition team or hiring commit-
tee, Rabinoscz was able to start in her new
role with warm working relationships already
in place. Her dwrl ess, shared offi ewas ®pa-
rated from the staff by only a single step. And
Rabinowicz's introductions to her new ro | e re-
lationships and duties we e smoothed by a
lenghy hand-off period, where she and Reid
collatorated on key projects. They s pat four
days, for example, at a conference with the Mc-
Connell Foundation, one of the organiation's
key supprters. This approach allow ed Reid to
pass the torch directly and ensure that key rela
tionships were passed on to the new leader.

To facilitate ongoing leadership development
and succession planning, the organization has
developd mandated, recurring mechanisms for
reflection. Visitosto the Roulant on a Thus
day may see a cluster of staff and volunters
grouped on couches, sharing news, setting strat-
egy, brainstoming and exchangng inshts.
Similarly, the staff and board convene at retreats
focussed on strategy and planning for the org &
nization. Th e initiativ es have helped to make
the transition team’s vision of decentralized, de-
m oxatized leadership a reality.

When Paddak joinedthe Roulant's board
of directors, she had one aim: "l knew how spe-
cid the Roulant was,” she says. “| wanted to
male sure that we preerved that.” Months
after Rabinoncz taok the helm, that spe cial
character laks to be intact. The Roulant's of-
fices hum with the activi ty of new volunters. In
the basement, a corner has been deared to
houstheir new vermicommsting project. The
kitchen & busier than ever, playing host to a
new series of inexpensive coo king workshops. In
short, the Roulant's distinctive culture and ener-
@tic envi rmment has endured even as the
leadership has been passed to new hands.

“The transition peri od can be a wlnerable
timé' one transition team membe r reflects.
“But we turned it into an opportunity. We en-
terd into another phase of development
through the transition process. We came out
strenghened and better-develops.”
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The Expert View

By Bruce McConnell
Vice-President of Consulting
Business Development Bank of Canada

Santro pd Roulant had an advantage over the
tens of thousnds of small businesses in Cana
da whose founders are anticipating retirement.
Its departing leader didn't need to consider the
question of owneship Vanessa Reid didn’t
have to worry a bait selling her firm or extract-
ing a retirement nest egg from her sweat equity.

There's an important lesson for small busi-
n es leaders here: The process of succesion
planning takes inestimable time, energy and
focus - even when ownership 5 not at play.

Planning and managing the transition of se-
nior leadership is a vtally i m patant process for
any small business or orga nion. When a
new leader a nives unpreparmed, the mnse-
quences can be grim. For businesses, these can
include lost clients, diminished praductivi tyand
red u el profits For non-pro fis, they can in-
clude lost donors, diminished volunterism and
reduced effective nes in achievng their mision.

Santropad Roulant has done an admirable
job of managing this tough process. | attribute
its success to three factors. It built a strong tran-
sition team, it had a talented and co m pent in-
ternal candidate and it align ed hiring with a
brader strategy for the organtion.

The transition team was strengthened by the
fact that it included both staff and directos.
This mix of stakeholders helped lend craibility
to the selection process and facilitatedacce pr
tance of the new leader. Santro pa Roulant also
made planning a priority, and this contributed
to its success. Finally, the team solicit ed input
from those who had been involv ed in prevous
succession planning efforts. The value of expe ri-
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ence in succession planning - whether from in-
ternal or outside sources - can't be overstatal.

Se condly, Santro pd Roulant happe n ed to
hawe an ideal internd candidate This wasn't
just luck: The organiation made a point of en-
couraging its staff to try new roles, developing
their leadership skills and depening their un-
destanding of the organization. Not every outfit
will chase an internal successor, but there are
almost no drawbacks to fostering a rich pool of
leade#hip talent within the organization.

The final success factor for Santropol Roulant
was the match between the omganizaion's
stra t egc situation and the qualities it sought in
its new executive director. Reid was hired when
the organization was in a peri od of crisis. As a
result, she acted as a strong, central voice for
the organization - a hero leader. This was en-
tirely appropriate at the time. By 2005, it need-
ed a diffe rent pe ron in a diffe rent role and
sought a leader who could help to delegate au-
thority and decentralize decision-making.

Succession planning should force company
founders and leaders to ask themselv es Five
years after the transition, what will this compa
ny look like? The answer to that will shape
eveysuccession decision an enterprise makes.
The earlier that question can be asked, the be t
ter. With the luxury of time, leaders can ensure
the ope ration they build & left in good hands.

Santro pd Roulant had a strong internal suc-
cessor and no own e ship isues, yet it still
need ed well over s x months to manage its
leaderhip succession. Other organizations may
n ead even more time. Three to five years & not
unreasonable for many firms, and it is best to
make succession planning an ongoing process.

As wav es of org a n izational leaders (CEOs
and executive directors alike) begin to consider
their own retirement, this @se shows the
slience and urgency of proper succession plan-
ning. It also reinbrces the fact that an early start
i the manager’s best defence against failuein
the process of leadership succession.

Note: The authors do not intend to illustrate either effec-
tiveor ineffective handling of a managerial situation. The
views represented here are solely those of the case au-
thors and are bas ed on their own professional judgment.
Certain names, scenarios or identifyhg information may
have been disguised to protect confidentiality The con-
tents of the full teaching case are available to educators
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