
Succession Done Right
What Nonprofit Boards Can Learn 

from the Leadership Transition at Cassia

Across the nonprof i t  senior  l iv ing
sector,  leadership t rans i t ions are
accelerat ing.  Many CEOs who bui l t
and led organizat ions through
decades of  expansion are now
approaching ret i rement at  the same
t ime the industry is  fac ing
unprecedented complex i ty .Workforce
shortages,  r is ing operat ing costs,
changing re imbursement models,  and
growing consol idat ion across the
sector are reshaping the strategic
landscape for  nonprof i t  prov iders.

For boards,  these rea l i t ies e levate
one responsib i l i ty  above near ly  a l l
others:  ensur ing strong leadership
cont inu i ty .  Yet  many boards begin
th ink ing ser ious ly about CEO
succession only af ter  a ret i rement
announcement has a l ready been
made. Others struggle wi th d i f f icu l t
quest ions:

Introduction

When should succession

planning begin?

How transparent should the

process be with staff and

stakeholders?

Should the board conduct a

national search if an internal

leader already exists?

How can an organization

maintain stability while

preparing for leadership

change?

Th is  p i ece  exp lo res  wha t  nonpro f i t  boa rds  can  l ea r n  f rom the  l eade rsh ip  t r ans i t i on
a t  Cass ia ,  one  o f  t he  l a rges t  sen io r  l i v i ng  o rgan i za t i ons  i n  the  M idwes t .  D raw ing
f rom d i rec t  i nvo l vement  i n  the  p rocess ,  i t  h igh l i gh ts  how ea r l y  p l ann ing ,  c l ea r
commun ica t i on ,  and  a  d i sc ip l i ned  sea rch  approach  can  tu r n  success ion  i n to  a
moment  o f  s t reng th  ra the r  than  unce r ta in t y .  The  i ns igh ts  o f f e red  p rov ide  boa rds
w i th  a  p rac t i ca l  pe rspec t i ve  on  how to  approach  l eade rsh ip  t r ans i t i ons  w i th
c la r i t y ,  a l i gnment ,  and  a  l ong  te rm v i ew o f  s tewardsh ip .

 

Executive Summary



Few boards have the opportuni ty  to
observe a t rans i t ion that  unfo lds
thoughtfu l ly  f rom beginning to end.
Cassia,  one of  the largest  nonprof i t
senior  l iv ing organizat ions in the
Midwest,  of fers a compel l ing example
of  what intent ional  succession
planning can look l ike when i t  is
approached ear ly ,  t ransparent ly ,  and
col laborat ive ly .

Af ter  hav ing a f ront-row seat to th is
succession process as the board’s
execut ive search partner,  I  la ter
hosted a conversat ion wi th Cassia’s
ret i r ing Pres ident and CEO Bob Dahl
and h is successor Matthew Kern to
ref lect  on the t rans i t ion that  brought
Kern into the ro le.  Thei r  story reveals
not only the mechanics of  succession
planning but a lso the leadership
values,  governance decis ions,  and
organizat ional  t rust  that  made the
trans i t ion successfu l .

For nonprof i t  boards,  the i r  exper ience
of fers pract ica l  ins ight  into how to
approach one of  the most
consequent ia l  responsib i l i t ies a board
wi l l  face.  Having worked a longside
boards through leadership t rans i t ions
l ike th is one,  I  have seen f i rsthand
that the d i f ference between a
disrupt ive t rans i t ion and a
strengthening one of ten comes down
to preparat ion,  c lar i ty ,  and t rusted
partnership.
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Succession Planning Begins Earlier Than

Most Boards Expect

For Bob Dahl ,  the succession
conversat ion d id not begin wi th a
ret i rement announcement.  I t  began
years ear l ier.  “ I  th ink i t  probably
started when I  turned s ixty,”  Dahl
ref lected. “The runway was gett ing
shorter,  and i t  was t ime to begin
th ink ing about a t imel ine for  the
organizat ion.”  That moment of
personal  ref lect ion soon became a
governance pr ior i ty  for  the Cassia
board.

Rather than wai t ing for  a formal
ret i rement date,  the board’s
compensat ion committee began
rev iewing the organizat ion’s
succession f ramework.  Over the
course of  roughly a year,  the
committee worked through a ser ies of
key quest ions that  many boards avoid
address ing unt i l  the f ina l  stages of  a
CEO’s tenure.

How much notice should the
board expect before a
leadership transit ion?

What process should be
fol lowed to evaluate
candidates?

Should internal candidates be
priorit ized, or should the
organization conduct a ful l
search?



The resu l t  was a concise but  h igh ly
pract ica l  success ion document
adopted by the board.  One of  i ts  most
s ign i f icant  prov is ions was the
expectat ion that  the CEO prov ide 18
months of  not ice pr ior  to ret i rement.
That  t imel ine inc luded s ix  months of
conf ident ia l  p lanning between Dahl
and the board before any publ ic
announcement.

In h inds ight ,  Dahl  be l ieves that
decis ion made a substant ia l  d i f ference.
“ I t  was a long t ime for  me personal ly ,”
he sa id,  “but  i t  gave the board t ime to
get  organized and prepared before we
went publ ic .”  By the t ime the t rans i t ion
announcement was made, the board
had a l ready establ ished the search
commit tee,  engaged an execut ive
search partner ,  and mapped out  a
communicat ion st rategy for
employees,  res idents,  fami l ies,  and
stakeholders.  For  the organizat ion,  the
message was c lear :  the t rans i t ion was
planned, not  react ive.
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Transparency Strengthened

Organizational Trust

Leadersh ip t rans i t ions of ten generate
uncerta inty wi th in organizat ions.  When
t imel ines are unclear  or  rumors begin
c i rcu lat ing,  employees and
stakeholders may worry about stabi l i ty
or  future d i rect ion.  One of  the def in ing
character is t ics of  Cass ia’s t rans i t ion
was the commitment to t ransparency.
Rather  than a l lowing speculat ion to
bui ld around h is  eventua l  ret i rement,
Dahl  chose to communicate openly
wi th the board and senior  leadersh ip
about the t imel ine and p lanning
process.  For  Matthew Kern,  who was
serv ing as a senior  leader wi th in the
organizat ion at  the t ime,  that  openness
had a s ign i f icant  impact.  “There wasn’t
a lot  of  room for  interpretat ion,”  Kern
expla ined.  “ In some organizat ions,
people spend years wonder ing when
the leader is  go ing to ret i re .  That
wasn’t  the case here.”  
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He bel ieves that  t ransparency he lped
the organizat ion remain focused on i ts
miss ion dur ing the t rans i t ion.  “Th is
wasn’t  dr iven by cr is is  or  fat igue,”
Kern sa id.  “ I t  was prompted by a
des i re to be fa i th fu l . ”  Prayer  and
discernment were a lso centra l
e lements of  the t rans i t ion process.
Board members and members of  the
leadersh ip team prayed regular ly  as the
success ion process unfo lded,
grounding the decis ion-making process
in the organizat ion’s miss ion and
values.  That  shared commitment
he lped create a l ignment among leaders
throughout the organizat ion.

Why the Board Chose a Full National

Search

One of  the most important decis ions
the Cassia board made was to
conduct a nat ional  search for  the next
Pres ident and CEO, even though many
bel ieved the successor was a l ready
clear.

“There was rea l ly  one v iable internal
candidate,”  Bob Dahl  acknowledged.
“Everybody understood that.”  That
candidate was Matthew Kern.

Yet,  the board remained committed to
a fu l l  search process for  two reasons.
F i rst ,  they wanted to ensure they were
ident i fy ing the strongest possib le
leader for  Cassia.  Second, they
wanted to protect the credib i l i ty  of  the 

internal  candidate i f  he u l t imate ly
emerged as the r ight  choice.

“ I f  the board u l t imate ly chose the
internal  candidate,”  Dahl  sa id,  “no one
could say they just  rubber-stamped
the decis ion.  He would have earned
i t .”

Kern strongly supported that
approach. “ I t  was important to me that
the process be compet i t ive and
r igorous,”  he sa id.  “ I t  wasn’t  about
prov ing anyth ing.  I t  was about the
integr i ty  of  the process and making
sure the best leader for  Cassia was
chosen.”  That a l ignment between the
outgoing CEO, the board,  and the
internal  candidate helped ensure that
the search process strengthened the
organizat ion rather than creat ing
div is ion.  Ul t imate ly,  the process
conf i rmed that Matthew Kern was the
r ight  leader to guide Cassia into i ts
next chapter.  

“If the board ultimately chose the internal

candidate, no one could say they just

rubber-stamped the decision. He would

have earned it.”

 — Bob Dahl
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For the board,  th is combinat ion of
object ive perspect ive and t rusted
guidance created a d isc ip l ined
framework for  making one of  the most
important leadership decis ions in the
organizat ion’s h istory.

Internal Leadership Capacity Matters

Both Dahl  and Kern a lso emphasized
the importance of  st rong internal
leadership support  dur ing the
transi t ion.  Cassia’s Chief  Human
Resources Off icer  p layed a centra l  ro le
in coordinat ing internal
communicat ion,  support ing the search
committee,  and managing the logist ics
of  the t rans i t ion process.

“She was a t remendous partner to the
search committee,”  Dahl  noted.
“Someone ins ide the organizat ion has
to have the capaci ty and knowledge to
support  the process.”  Her leadership
helped ensure that  communicat ion
with employees,  res idents,  fami l ies,
and partners remained c lear and
consistent throughout the t rans i t ion.

The Cassia board a lso made an ear ly
decis ion to engage an exper ienced
execut ive search partner to guide the
process.  The board reta ined
CarterBaldwin Execut ive Search, a
f i rm with deep exper ience in nonprof i t
leadership search and t ransi t ions.
Whi le some quest ioned whether an
external  search f i rm was necessary,
part icu lar ly  g iven the presence of  an
internal  candidate,  both Dahl  and
Kern bel ieve the partnership added
signi f icant va lue.  Kern ref lected that
the search partner he lped br ing
structure and disc ip l ine to the
process whi le a lso expanding the
board’s perspect ive.  “There were
people who wondered why we
needed a search f i rm,” he recal led.
“But hav ing a search partner wi th
deep exper ience in leadership
transi t ions added credib i l i ty  and
structure to the process.”

The Role of an Experienced Search

Partner

The search partner he lped the board
evaluate external  candidates,  assess
leadership a l ignment,  and structure
the evaluat ion process with r igor and
clar i ty .  Just  as important ly ,  the
partnership prov ided ongoing counsel
to the board throughout the process,
help ing them navigate key decis ions,
pressure-test  assumpt ions,  and move
forward with conf idence.

“...having a search partner with deep

experience in leadership transitions added

credibility and structure to the process.”

— Matthew Kern
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A Transition Rooted in Stewardship

For Bob Dahl ,  the leadership t rans i t ion
at Cassia was u l t imate ly about
stewardship.  Af ter  more than three
decades of  leadership,  he bel ieved h is
responsib i l i ty  was not only to lead the
organizat ion wel l  dur ing h is tenure but
a lso to ensure i t  would cont inue to
thr ive long af ter  he stepped away. That
mindset shaped every step of  the
succession process f rom ear ly  p lanning
to t ransparent communicat ion and a
r igorous search.

Today,  Matthew Kern leads Cassia as
Pres ident and CEO, bui ld ing on the
strong foundat ion Dahl  and the board
intent ional ly  worked to preserve.

Having worked c losely wi th the Cassia
board throughout th is process,  I  was
reminded that successfu l  succession
planning is  not s imply about ident i fy ing
the next leader.  I t  is  about prepar ing
the organizat ion to move forward with
c lar i ty ,  conf idence, and uni ty.

When succession planning is approached

with intentionality, transparency, and

trust, a leadership transition does not

disrupt an organization. It strengthens it.

For boards,  not just  in nonprof i t  senior
l iv ing,  but across a l l  nonprof i ts ,  the
lesson is  c lear:Leadership t rans i t ions
are not s imply about replac ing a CEO.
They are about safeguarding the
miss ion,  st rengthening governance,
and prepar ing organizat ions for  the
future.  When succession p lanning is
approached with intent ional i ty ,
t ransparency,  and t rust ,  a leadership
transi t ion does not d isrupt an
organizat ion.  I t  st rengthens i t .



Dr. Gerr i  W i l l iams br ings a powerfu l  combinat ion
of  rea l- l i fe  exper ience, recru i t ing and search
management expert ise,  and a dynamic leadership
sty le to her work at  CarterBaldwin.  S ince jo in ing
the f i rm, she has led h igher educat ion and g lobal
nonprof i t  pres ident and cabinet searches,
partner ing with key leaders,  Boards of  Di rectors,
Trustees,  and search committees in successfu l
p lacements.

Pr ior  to jo in ing CarterBaldwin,  Dr.  W i l l iams served
in key leadership posi t ions with both pr ivate and
publ ic inst i tut ions of  h igher educat ion,  inc luding

CarterBaldwin Execut ive Search partners wi th boards and leadership teams to
recru i t  senior  leaders and support  successfu l  leadership t rans i t ions across
nonprof i t ,  h igher educat ion,  and miss ion-dr iven organizat ions.

About CarterBaldwin Executive Search

I f  you  wou ld  l i ke  to  know more  abou t  how Car te rBa ldw in  can  ass i s t  i n  you r
success ion  p lann ing  o r  pend ing  execu t i ve  sea rch ,  ema i l  us  a t
gw i l l i ams@car te rba ldw in .com o r  v i s i t  www.ca r te rba ldw in .com.

About Dr. Gerri Williams, Partner

gw i l l i a m s@ c a r te rb a l dw i n .c o m

678 . 2 93 .7458

t he  Un i ve rs i t y  o f  Nor th  Ca ro l i na  a t  Chape l  H i l l ,  Ou r  Lady  o f  t he  Lake
Un i ve rs i t y ,  and  the  Un i ve rs i t y  o f  Texas  a t  San  An ton io .  She  a l so  founded  a
consu l t i ng  f i rm ,  wh ich  secu red  ove r  $23M in  g ran t  f und ing  fo r  educa t iona l
i ns t i t u t i ons  and  nonpro f i t s .  D r.  W i l l i ams  ho lds  a  BA i n  i n te rd i sc ip l i na ry
s tud ies  and  an  MA in  adu l t  and  h ighe r  educa t ion  f rom the  Un i ve rs i t y  o f
Texas  a t  San  An ton io  and  ea r ned  he r  EdD in  educa t iona l  l eade rsh ip  w i th  a
spec ia l i za t i on  i n  h ighe r  educa t ion  f rom Lamar  Un i ve rs i t y .
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