Founder’s  Syndrome:  

Founder’s Syndrome occurs when a single individual or a small group of individuals bring an organization through tough times (a start-up, a growth spurt, a financial collapse, etc.). Often these sorts of situations require a strong passionate personality - someone who can make fast decisions and motivate people to action.

Once those rough times are over, however, the decision-making needs of the organization change, requiring mechanisms for shared responsibility and authority. It is when those decision-making mechanisms don’t change, regardless of growth and changes on the program side, that Founder’s Syndrome becomes an issue. 
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Actions Boards Must Take
Making this change in leadership style is often confusing, lonely, and stressful for the founder. The Board can be the founder's greatest help.  

1. Understand and take full responsibility for the role of Board member. Insist on focused Board training to review the roles and responsibilities of a governing Board. Undertake a yearly self-evaluation of the Board to ensure it is operating effectively.  

2. Once a year, conduct a key risk management exercise: pretend the founder suddenly left the organization. Who will/can quickly step in? Are you sure? What activities are the staff really doing to carry out programs? In the case of nonprofits, what grants does the organization have to perform against and when report them? What is the cash flow situation? What stakeholders must be contacted? Where are the files/records?  

3. Know what's going on in the organization or how to quickly come up to speed. Ensure job descriptions are up-to-date.   Ensure yearly written performance reviews are completed. Ensure regular staff meetings are held and actions are written. Is a staff member being cultivated as an assistant chief executive? Is this needed?  

4. Strategic planning is one of the best ways to engage the Board and take stock of the organization. Conduct regular and realistic strategic planning with the Board and staff. Focus on the top three or four issues facing the organization. Although most organizations scope plans to the coming three years, focus careful planning on the next 12 months. Establish clear goals, strategies, objectives, and timelines.  

5. Develop highly participative finance committees (in the case of nonprofits, develop a fundraising committee, too).  If a chief executive struggles or leaves, finances are usually the first to become major problems. Therefore, closely review regular cash flow, income and balance statements.  

6.  Meet consistently and make decisions based on mission, planning, and affordability, not on urgency.  

7. Support the founder with ongoing coaching and affirmation. The founder will change to the extent that he or she feels safe, understands the reasons for change, and accepts help along the way. Consider a Board Personnel Committee to provide ongoing coaching to the founder (but not to replace his or her responsibilities and accountabilities). Include at least one or two experienced organizational leaders on this committee. Note that the founder is not changing roles, but priorities.  

8. Carefully monitor implementation and deviations from plans. Don't hold the founder to always doing what's in the plan or budget -- but do hold him or her to always explaining deviations and how they can be afforded.  

9. Implement development and evaluation plans for the founder. Include his or her input. Be consistent with the founder's accountability to implementing the plans or explaining deviations from them. Evaluate the founder according to meeting strategic objectives and to his or her job description.  

10. Consider policies to carefully solicit feedback from staff to Board. Consider having staff representatives on Board committees. Consider a 360-degree evaluation process for the chief executive, wherein staff provide feedback about the chief executive's performance. Establish a grievance procedure where staff can approach Board about concerns if they can prove they have tried to work with the chief executive to resolve these issues.  

11. Closely monitor key indicators of successful change. Ensure ongoing communications between Board members and the founder, sound financial management, implementation of plans and policies, and stable turnover of staff. Perhaps the most useful indicator is continued positive feedback from customers.  

Actions Founders Must Take
The major actions below are intended to help the organization become more stable and proactive. Each organization follows the practices according to its own needs and nature. 

They are not developed overnight and are never done perfectly. Start simple, but start!  

1. Accept a mentor outside the organization and an advocate within. Founder's syndrome comes from doing what's natural for you. Changing your leadership approach may be rather unnatural. Seek and accept help.  

2. Ensure a customer-driven organization. Always focus on customers. Regularly ask customers what they need and how the organization can meet their needs. Establish straightforward and realistic means to evaluate services. Start with basic questionnaires to gather customers' impressions. Interview some customers to get their "story".  

3. Set direction through planning. Support the Board to carry out strategic planning. Ensure staff input as well. Conduct regular staff meetings to hear staff input. Cultivate strong finance (and in the case of nonprofits, fundraising committees), and help them to fully understand the organization's finances and fundraising plans.  

4. Organize resources to meet goals. Develop job descriptions with staff input to ensure mutual understanding of responsibilities. Develop staff-driven procedures for routine, but critical tasks.  

5. Motivate leadership and staff to meet goals. Delegate to staff members by helping them understand the purpose of tasks. Get their input as to how the tasks can be completed. Give them the authority to complete the tasks.  

6. Guide resources to meet goals. Share management challenges with the Board and ask for policies to guide management. Work from the strategic plan and develop an associated budget to earmark funds.  

7. Think transition! Help the Board to regularly undertake contingency planning, including thinking about what the organization will do if/when you're gone.  
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