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The stresses and demands of leadership make intellectual, 

emotional, creative, and even physical burnout all too 

common among nonprofit executives. One of the most 

effective and cost e"cient ways to prevent this from 

happening is the sabbatical. A “time away” from the daily 

grind of high-pressure work routines can rejuvenate body, 

mind, and spirit. It can also bring an executive to new 

perceptions and re-framings that ultimately create greater 

leadership capacity in his or her organization.

Yet, the idea of granting an executive a sabbatical rarely 

comes up for consideration. Common assumptions 

that a leader who enjoys a taste of freedom from the 

job will never return, or that an extended, if temporary, 

vacancy in the executive director’s (ED) chair will create 

chaotic disruption in an organization keep proposals for 

sabbaticals well off the table. The typical refrain from a 

nonprofit leader: “I could never go to my board with this...”



We now have evidence that these concerns are unfounded. In fact, EDs 
who go on sabbatical are more likely either to remain in their positions 
or extend their tenure, not cut it short. And rather than causing chaos, 
disruptions in an organization’s day-to-day a!airs may be bene!cial. 
Perhaps most importantly, a sabbatical can be a relatively inexpensive but 
highly productive capacity-building tool that yields measurable results. 
To explore these results, "ve philanthropic organizations that provide 
sabbaticals to nonpro"t leaders commissioned this study. What it reveals is 
both surprising and hopeful.

#e data demonstrate a number of positive outcomes that are unexpected, 
broad, and even profound. Here are some of the study’s other important 
"ndings about sabbaticals: 
  

In preparing for the ED’s 
absence, sta! members 

quickly learn new skills and take on new responsibilities. As a result, 
the capacity of the second tier of leadership is enhanced, and upon the 
ED’s return, he or she o$en delegates more responsibilities and decision-
making to these individuals. A nonpro"t is also then more likely to begin 
focusing on cultivating and protecting its human resources—the most 
important resources it has. 

A sabbatical 
can act as 

a dry run for a future leadership transition. #e experience can clarify 
what the ED’s responsibilities actually are—important information when 
looking for a successor. And interims can decide if the ED’s job is really 
what they want. 

Sixty percent of survey respondents 
said their board of directors is more 

e!ective as a result of the planning and learning that surrounded their 
sabbatical process. 

For a modest investment, foundations receive 
important returns from sabbatical programs 

such as building trusting relationships with leaders and gaining deeper 
perspective on community needs or receiving feedback regarding the 
foundation’s impact on the community.



Many leaders in the nonprofit sector work under 

conditions of unrelenting stress, which potentially 

leads to burnout. The enormous demands 

of their jobs, often combining with 

financial pressure, can prevent them 

from taking time off for much-needed 

rejuvenation. When these leaders take 

a sabbatical, the extended leave from 

the day-to-day stress and concerns of 

nonprofit settings can produce benefits 

that fall not only to them but to their 

organizations and funders as well. 

A handful of organizations have been 

providing sabbaticals to selected leaders 

among their grantees for some time. Four foundations—

the Barr Foundation (Boston), The Durfee Foundation 

(Los Angeles), the Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust 

(Phoenix), and the Rasmuson Foundation (Alaska), 

along with the Alston/Bannerman Fellowship Program 

(national)—joined together to conduct a collective study 

on the short- and long-term effects of their sabbatical 

programs. Although all of these foundations were 

experiencing good results, they had questions about 

how they might improve their programs and hoped a 

well-designed survey would inform their answers.



!is document describes, in brief, what the research discovered. Part One: 
Revitalizing Leaders, presents some surprising "ndings. Not only do 
sabbaticals rejuvenate executive directors, but they also encourage them to 
reframe their perspectives on their own work and to share more leadership 
responsibilities. Part Two: Building Capacity, describes how a sabbatical 
can improve an organization’s executive bench strength; model its transition 
planning; and in many cases, lead to a positive re-visioning of how an 
organization operates. Part !ree: A Win/Win for Philanthropy, outlines 
how funders also bene"t from supporting sabbatical programs, and why 
it’s important for them to continue doing so. For readers interested in the 
full report, you can "nd it online at www.tsne.org/creativedisruption and at 
www.compasspoint.org/creativedisruption.



The sabbatical recipients surveyed and interviewed for 

this study reported highly positive effects from their 

experiences. Many said it was a once-in-a-lifetime event 

or “one of the highlights” of their lives. Rejuvenation was 

the overall impact they reported most often. 

Signi"cant time away from daily routines was the major contributing factor 
to this renewal and its bene"cial e!ects, both for the awardee and his or 
her organization. #ese e!ects can last a long time. #e preponderance of 
survey takers reported that many of the positive changes they experienced 
remained with them one year or longer, post-sabbatical.

#e majority of awardees set out from the very beginning to make their 
sabbaticals an extraordinary experience. #eir personal drive to better 
themselves and increase their organizations’ community impact, paired with 
extended time away from job and home to give them space for re%ection, 
produced the outcomes found in this study. #e critical contribution of 
the awarding foundations was to use their standing in their communities 
to create a culture of “permission” for leaders and their boards to support 
sabbaticals. #is one simple act of encouraging rest and re%ection resulted 
in numerous valuable e!ects. 

#e foundations that sponsored this study also provide a “template” or 
set of guidelines for awardees on how to maximize the bene"ts of their 
sabbaticals, along with di!erent forms of support for using the template 
such as a sabbatical orientation session for awardees, o!ers of coaching, and 
convenings for the backup leaders. 

Which supports awardees took advantage of proved widely variable. #e 
results of the study indicate no single form of support brought about a 
particular sabbatical bene"t. Rather, encouragement from a respected 
funder, along with some upfront guidance on how to make the most of the 
sabbatical experience, seems su&cient to generate signi"cant positive e!ects 
both for the awardee and, as we will see in Part Two, his or her organization.



As the chart below shows, the sabbatical signi"cantly improved indicators of 
overall well-being such as work/life balance, better connections with family, 
and better physical health.
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Many awardees achieved far more than a rejuvenated spirit. 
#e majority reported they also realized:

Eighty-seven percent of the leaders who responded report increased 
con"dence in doing their jobs a$er their sabbaticals. Greater con"dence 
enabled leaders to free themselves for higher level work in policy and 
advocacy, raise funds more e!ectively, and think out of the box more freely.

Although improvements on the indicators of personal well-being were 
more frequently reported, sabbatical awardees also reported gains in their 
relationships with supervisees, funders, constituents, and the community. 

#ree quarters of the leaders in the study found rejuvenation and 
re%ection either helped them crystallize an existing vision for their 
organizations or frame a new one. Nearly half of those said they have 
had success in implementing their vision. #ese leaders include farm-
worker organizers who have completely reorganized their approach; 
a museum executive who was planning on departing but whose new 
vision for a museum program that related to the large immigrant 
community in his city brought him new energy for the job; and a leader 
of a community-based program who brought back a vision of crossing 
boundaries and building collaboration with other community groups 
rather than competing with them for a larger piece of the pie. 

The Big Ah Ha!





Nearly one-quarter of the survey participants worked in 
human service (non-healthcare) organizations. Another 
22% were community organizers. #e percentage of the 
awardees’ organizations in each of the budget size and sta! 
size categories matches reasonably well with the percentages 
for the nonpro"t sector as a whole. For instance, 59% of the 
organizations have 20 or fewer sta!, and 78% have budgets 
of $3,000,000 or less. We believe then that the bene"ts 
of sabbaticals can apply to nearly the entire spectrum of 
organizations that constitute the sector. Following are 
some achievements the organizations realized:

#e evidence demonstrates that sabbaticals can 
bolster governance. In the survey, 60% of awardees 
and 53% of interim leaders reported that the board 
of directors became more e!ective as a result of the 
planning and learning surrounding the sabbatical. 
Seventy-"ve percent of the interims said they had a 
more productive relationship with their board as a 
result of working more closely with its members.

From previous local studies of sabbatical programs 
as well as the survey’s "ndings, it appears that governance could be 
another organizational arena that may shi$ during a sabbatical. 
Integrating board members more fully into the orientation, 
planning, and holding reentry meetings (as some 
programs already do) may make that shi$ 
more likely and more productive. 



Convening alumni from the sabbatical cohorts has emerged as a critical 
post-sabbatical element. Nearly nine out of ten awardees reported having 

attended foundation-sponsored formal 
gatherings, and 80% reported that they have 
developed a personal and/or professional bond 
with other awardees. 

#e Alston-Bannerman Fellowship Program 
recently convened its awardees from all over 
the country for a celebration and to discuss and 
record lessons learned. Piper and Durfee have 
well-established alumni gatherings. Piper has 
been providing up to "ve awards per year since 

2001 and has monthly or bimonthly meetings of their Fellows. 

Peer learning circles have emerged organically from these frequent, 
informal gatherings. #e circles serve to broaden leaders’ knowledge 
of other nonpro"t sectors and provide peer support. Barr holds formal 
retreats several times a year over three years for each sabbatical cohort and 
conducts an annual alumni gathering. While the Durfee alumni gatherings 
have changed over the years from less formal to more formal, the alumni 
group has always resisted a set agenda and wants time to focus on making 
connections. #is desire for 
less structure and more time 
for connection runs across the 
programs.

Convening awardees in this way 
allows them to build connections 
that o$en mature into full 
collaborations. It is at this point 
where sabbaticals begin to 
in%uence cross-organizational or 
community impacts. 



Measuring Impact:
Shared Leadership and 
Building the Bench



Nonpro"ts in general tend to resist succession planning. Boards worry 
they will lose good leaders, and leaders fear they will send the wrong 
message to their boards, sta!, and funders. However, the culture 
regarding these barriers is slowly shi$ing as sabbaticals force a form of 
succession planning—preparing managers to lead while the ED is on a 
three-month leave. 

In fact, post-sabbatical, a small number of awardees do leave their 
organizations. More o$en than not, the sabbatical helps support a positive, 
well-planned transition. In some cases, a sabbatical has helped make clear 
that the person who acted as interim would be the right choice to take 

over the ED position permanently. 
In others, interims—and their 
organizations— have realized they 
wouldn’t be a good "t for the job. 

Organizations can use sabbaticals 
in many ways beyond creating a 
respite for the awardee—to support 
leadership from within, for example, 
and to try out interim leadership, 
enable boards to gain greater 
perspective, and strengthen the 
bench. #ey may also experience 

unintentional ripple e!ects from sabbaticals, but when organizations 
go about strengthening, testing, or experimenting with leadership in a 
purposeful way during the absence of the executive, they gain even more.

Of the survey participants who took over as interim leaders of their 
organizations while the ED was on sabbatical, 50% say their experience 
provided them with a new vision for the organization, and 80% of those have 
been able to in%uence the organization to take on all or parts of their new vision.

A small number of interims report the experience was too di&cult. Some 
believe they were not prepared well enough in advance or that they carried 
two jobs instead of one for three months. Some did not feel prepared for the 
reentry of the leader. 

Others chafed when a leader returned unchanged or did not listen to 
the experience of the interim and the other sta! le$ behind. A minority 
experienced insights into dysfunction, either with the leader or with the 
organizational culture. 



Again, while 90% of the 30 interim respondents enjoyed their interim 
experience, the impact on them varied tremendously, ranging from 
a&rming a desire to become a leader on their own to con"rming that they 
wish to remain in their current positions.

For smaller organizations with only two or three sta! members or for 
organizations that cannot o!-load the interim’s work to other sta!, 
providing the interim with an opportunity to experience the executive 
director position from the inside-out may be too stressful for all concerned. 
In these cases, it may be wiser to allow organizations to choose between an 
experienced outside interim and an internal interim leader.

It is clear that better prepared interims, working in organizations with 
healthy cultures, as well as leaders and board members who support them in 
their role, have a more positive experience.

Not Everyone Wants to Be a Leader

A Tale of Transition



The Challenges 
of Sabbaticals



Foundations funding sabbatical programs have 
enjoyed several key benefits, such as developing deeper 
relationships with leaders of grantee organizations, 
building good will, and experiencing new insights into 
issues with which grantees grapple.

Sabbaticals focus more intensively on grantees/leaders than do 
most grant programs. A leader who receives a sabbatical award, 
then uses a foundation’s support to prepare for his or her absence, 
and "nally participates in alumni convenings o$en develops a 
strong, trusting relationship with the foundation’s leadership.

#ese strengthened relationships facilitate direct feedback 
from awardees to the foundation. For instance, sta! at the Barr 
Foundation "nd that sabbatical alumni feel more empowered 
to critique the foundation in a constructive way and are more 

con"dent to do so than are other grantees. Getting this kind of honest input can 
be invaluable for foundation sta!. #e Durfee Foundation’s program began 12 
years ago. In that time, they have developed long-term relationships that have 
resulted in nonpro"t leaders who remain trusted advisors to the foundation years 
a$er they took their sabbaticals. In addition, Durfee uses the sabbatical alumni as 
a brain trust to help in many aspects of their work. For example, alumni assist in 
developing new grant programs or in rethinking current ones. 

At alumni gatherings, in particular, foundation sta! can 
see the interconnections among di!erent funding areas 
better as they watch leaders interact and ask questions of 
each other. #is sometimes leads to awardees working with 

other nonpro"ts outside of the foundation’s giving area. #is too can create 
opportunities for new insights. For example, the Barr Foundation does not 
fund community development corporations (CDCs) or the a!ordable housing 
"eld in general. Barr does fund environmental organizations. Because of what 
Barr sta! learned in listening to the exchanges among some environmental 
grantees that assist CDCs with green technologies, Barr has now decided to 
fund some CDCs for their environment-related work. It would not have done 
so without the knowledge gained through its sabbatical program. 

Developing 
Deeper 
Relationships

Building  
Good Will

Experiencing 
New Insights





For foundations or other funders interested in starting a sabbatical awards 
program, a snapshot of recommended best practices follows. #ese practices 
have emerged from interviews with sta! at the "ve participating sabbatical 
programs and with their consultants and evaluators, from interviews with 
their sabbatical awardees, from surveys of their sabbatical awardees and 
interim leaders, and from a review of previous studies.

All of the participating foundations in this 
study o!er a grant ranging from $25,000 to 

$40,000 payable to the organization. #is support primarily is intended 
to cover the executive director’s salary while on leave, as well as travel or 
related expenses. Some foundations allow a portion of the grant to go 
toward organizational development support prior to, during, and a$er the 
sabbatical. Others provide a separate grant for organizational support. 

Sta! continuity is 
important. Long-term 

sta! of these programs, such as Madeleine Adamson at Alston/Bannerman 
and Claire Peeps and Carrie Avery at #e Durfee Foundation, retain 
knowledge that builds from cohort to cohort and use this to improve their 
programs. In the case of the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, Jean McLendon 
has consulted to the project since its inception in 1991. She has a wealth of 
experience and wisdom from her years of working with sabbatical awardees. 
When foundation program sta! turn over, this kind of ongoing relationship 
with a partnering consultant, documentarian, or evaluator can help capture 
lessons and build institutional memory. 

#ese program o&cers each commented on the importance of sta! (or 
intermediary) continuity for several reasons:

#ere is both art and science to the sabbatical selection process (see 
below). #e art is in developing “wisdom” and a “human touch,” which 
can only happen over time. Making these awards requires sensitivity 
and some nuanced due diligence. Likewise, understanding how much 
to guide awardees while allowing them freedom to do as they wish with 
their extended time away from work is a skill that grows with experience. 

Intentionally and consistently capturing lessons helps preserve new 
knowledge from cohort to cohort. 

Foundation sta! who have led sabbatical programs over a number of 
years build relationships with counterparts at other foundations in which 
lessons are shared and "eld-building studies are jointly funded. 



Foundations have a number of criteria or 
screens for their sabbatical programs. One 

criterion common to all programs is that these awards are for e!ective, 
proven leaders of nonpro"ts to provide them time away from work. #e 
foundations providing sabbaticals have a variety of other standards for 
making their selections. #e most typical are:

A minimum length of service in their nonpro"t and/or their "eld (e.g., 
the arts, human services, community development). Ten years of service 
is common, although some foundations require "ve years of service and 
others have no minimum requirement.

 Geography. #is is de"ned by the foundation’s grant making region.

 Types of nonpro"t "elds. Foundations typically provide 
sabbaticals to leaders of organizations that fall within 
their usual giving areas. 

 Sta! position in the nonpro"t. Sabbaticals are most 
frequently thought of as awards for executive directors; 
however a number of programs provide sabbaticals to 
sta! in di!erent roles. 

As one program o&cer said, “#e selection process is not 
neutral.” If the above guidelines are fairly value neutral, the 
art of selection comes into play when balancing for gender, 
age, race, and ethnicity among those eligible and when 
considering timing, organizational stability, and “need” for 
a break. For foundations that convene an awardee cohort 
periodically, some thought is given to the mix of leaders 
with respect to leadership style and role in a given group.

#e majority of 
foundations rely on a 

multipart application and screening process. Some of the 
foundations, such as Durfee, do selection by committee. 
Some do site visits, but not all. Durfee sta! speak to the 
importance of the site visit as a way of understanding what 
impact the organization may experience during the leader’s 
absence and how supportive sta! are toward the leader. In 
the "nal analysis, this insight can help identify the more 
e!ective leaders for selection. 

Four of the "ve programs have an application process 
in which potential candidates apply and are selected in 
a competitive process. One program selects through an 
anonymous process similar to the Macarthur “Genius” 
Award program, in which candidates are recommended by 
carefully chosen nominators. 



#ere is a range of 
supports o!ered 

by sabbatical programs to awardees, interim leaders, and sta!. Key among 
these are:

Pre-sabbatical orientation

Support to the organization during the awardee’s absence and in 
particular to the interim leader

Reentry support for the awardee

Organizational development support

Convening of awardees

All of the participating programs have worked to strengthen pre-sabbatical 
orientation over time. #e scope ranges from individual conversations 
to a full retreat for an awardee class. #e orientation helps the awardee 
become aware of lessons learned from previous cohorts—for example, 
the importance of good personal pre-planning for the sabbatical, while 
also preparing the interim and the organization. Many of the programs 
have alumni speak to the current cohort and respond to questions about 
the experience. 

Capacity building assistance for the whole organization and for the interim 
leader reinforces the message that the sabbatical is not just a gi$ to the 
awardee but that the organization will also grow as a result of the award. 
Some of the foundations included in this study provide such organizational 
support. Several of the funders pay a consultant or a consulting "rm to be 
on call and/or deliver assistance upon request during the sabbatical. 

Some funders make formal coaching available to awardees pre- and/or post-
sabbatical. Coaching before the sabbatical helps the awardee re%ect upon 
how he or she wishes to use the time away. Post-sabbatical, coaches can 
assist awardees in clarifying their insights and incorporating lifestyle and 
work-style changes. Coaches can also help the interim leader and the sta! 
identify and incorporate lessons learned into their daily operations. 

#e point of reentry is delicate for both the awardee and the organization. 
Sixty-two percent of awardees report receiving advice on how to best re-
enter the organization—typically as a listener—and how to solidify the 
positive impacts of the sabbatical. 

As described in the section on organizational impacts, 
one key role the foundation plays is in convening 

program alumni—at least once a year. Conveners recommend devoting 
part of the agenda to building connections among the awardees and part as 
“open space” for whatever content emerges from the group. 



Retaining talented, experienced leaders is essential 

to maintaining healthy nonprofit organizations— 

especially now, in an economic climate that has put 

the very survival of many of these organizations at risk. 

However counterintuitive it may seem, sabbaticals can 

help. They represent an effective and cost e"cient way 

not only to revitalize leaders’ passion and interest in 

their work, but at the same time increase the capacity of 

their organizations, develop a second tier of leadership, 

reframe vision, transmit executive skills to staff, improve 

board governance, and stimulate closer relationships with 

funders. Unfortunately, despite the long list of benefits, 

few philanthropies currently offer grants for this purpose.

We hope the data from our report will clear up any 

misapprehensions about sabbaticals and will provide the 

evidence-based support that foundations need to initiate 

new programs to fund them. These programs offer an 

extraordinary opportunity to make a demonstrable, 

positive impact in the lives of nonprofit leaders, their 

staff, and the communities they serve. 



The Alston/Bannerman Fellowship Program seeks to advance 
progressive social change by helping to sustain organizers of 
color by giving them time for re!ection and renewal. Started in 
1988, it has provided 185 fellowship awards on an annual  
cycle of 4 to 10 a year.  www.AlstonBannerman.org

The Barr Foundation Fellows Program seeks to create a diverse 
leadership network that has an impact on the quality of life in 
Boston, rejuvenate outstanding executive directors, provide 
emergent leaders with development opportunities, and 
strengthen organizations in the areas of distributed leadership 
and succession planning. The Barr Fellows Program has funded 
three cohorts (2005, 2007, and 2009) of 12 Fellows each.
www.barrfoundation.org

Developed in 1997, the Durfee Sabbatical Program seeks to 
replenish the stores of energy and inspiration for the community’s 
most gifted leaders. Six sabbaticals are provided annually; 76 have 
been provided to date. www.durfee.org

The goal of the Piper Fellows program is rejuvenation and 
professional development for executives. The program began in 
2001 and has awarded 23 fellowships to date.  
www.pipertrust.org

The Rasmuson Sabbatical Program was founded in 2004 for the 
personal growth or renewal of leaders in order to combat job 
related stress and burnout. The sabbatical is available to executive 
directors and chief executive o"cers who work for health and 
human service organizations. Four to six sabbaticals are provided 
during an annual cycle; 15 have been provided to date. 
www.rasmuson.org

Alston/Bannerman Fellowship Program 
1627 Lancaster Street
Baltimore, MD 21231  
Phone: 410.327.6220  
info@Alston/Bannerman.org  

Barr Foundation 
The Pilot House 
Lewis Wharf 
Boston, MA 02110  
Phone: 617.854.3500  
info@barrfoundation.org

The Durfee Foundation  
1453 Third Street, Suite 312  
Santa Monica, CA 90401  
Phone: 310. 899.5120  
admin@durfee.org

Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust
1202 East Missouri Avenue 
Phoenix, AZ 85014  
Phone: 480. 948.5853 
info@pipertrust.org

Rasmuson Foundation 
301 West Northern Lights Blvd. 
Suite 400 
Anchorage, AK 99503 
Phone: 907. 297.2700 
rasmusonfdn@rasmuson.org



design  www.traversosantana.com

www.tsne.org

www.compasspoint.org


