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There is a joke about CEO succession; a new CEO came into the organization and was given three envelopes by the administrative assistant that had been left by the recently departing CEO. They were numerically marked and to be opened in time of crisis. Things went well for the new CEO for a while and then sales dropped. So, she opened the first envelope. It said simply, “Blame the problem on poor planning by the previous CEO.”
She did this and then worked to correct some problems. The board was pleased when the sales picked up. However, after a while, there were some corporate structuring problems leading to increased friction and lower morale. So, she opened the second envelope. It stated, “Blame the problem on board inattention.”
She followed that advice as she restructured the company. Some new board members were brought in and things improved. However, once more operations took a downward turn. By now, she relied on the envelopes for their helpful advice and quickly opened the third envelope. It read clearly, “Prepare three envelopes.”
I am not going to advise that the best way to prepare for handling a retirement situation for the lone arranger is that simple. In the course of my preparation for what to discuss today, I picked up Bruce Dearstyne’s book on managing archives and records management programs. He provides superb advice overall on management, but also some very relevant material that also informs this presentation. I recommend that book to you for managing and sustaining your program—something usually lacking in the preparation of most lone arranger archivists. Sustaining the archives for the lone arranger can be one of the most difficult tasks that is faced in our work life. Staff transitions can often mean that the entire archival operation shuts down until new staff can be put in place. In the case of retirement that transition can be devastating --- in the case of retirement of a long-term lone arranger, it may be disastrous.

Unless appropriate steps are taken to assure the continuation of the program, the transition could mean the end of the program. A lone arranger may spend a significant amount of time justifying and developing means of support for the archival program. Once that particular individual is gone, the support can dry up very quickly as new demands on the resource allocators swoop in to fill in the vacuum that was created. One needs to be realistic about the political realities of the organization.
A lone arranger with a short tenure may leave the program weak since it was not well-established in the first place. A lone arranger with a long tenure has a strong moral obligation to leave the program strong and solid for the future.

I will focus specifically on retirement and sustaining the archives through that transition. While our recent economic downturn has placed retirement further away for me as it has for many others, nonetheless, I am aware of the need to make plans so that the archival program that I developed for our denomination continues to function into the future.

One important assumption in all of this—you like where you work, you appreciate and support your organization, and you value your colleagues. Otherwise, retirement is an opportunity for sabotage—that’s not what I’m focusing on here!

A quick aside and plug for our website—a copy of this paper and the twelve points will be on the Lone Arrangers web page. If you’d like a copy, please look for it there, and my contact information will be available as well in case you have questions as well. You can reach me at rgasero@rca.org

Here’s my twelve step program for handling the transition into retirement. There may be some redundancy in the points—probably because of my desire to have the round number of twelve, along with some valuable insights from Dearstyne’s book:

1. Choose the time to leave carefully.

Leaving in the middle of a crisis is not a good idea. The current economic situation, as a real example, means that the sustainability of the archives needs a competent, committed leader. Leaving in a time of turmoil or catastrophe leaves the entire program vulnerable. Seasoned leadership will sustain the program, especially when budget cuts are looming or are being made. 
A wise leader—the seasoned veteran—is able to demonstrate the value of the program and will continue to relate this to others in the organization. In a time of crisis, it’s often a rush for the lifeboats—seasoned leadership helps maintain calm and a survival mentality. 

If the transition is effected during the crisis, the new leadership may be especially vulnerable, not having yet achieved familiarity both with and within the organization. It takes time to “learn the ropes” and to become integrated into a well-functioning team.

2. Give adequate notice.

While other types of departure may be sudden, even dramatic, retirement rarely comes up suddenly. One doesn’t awaken one morning, discover that it is retirement time, head into the office, and announce the retirement. Allow the organization and other staff adequate time to develop a planning process in order to handle the transition in an efficient and orderly manner. 
Sufficient warning will enable appropriate staff to develop plans for what to do next. When you’ve had a long tenure, notify your coworkers so they know what to expect in the transition. Allow sufficient time for the impending retirement to sink in—give them an opportunity to plan a spectacular party—and time to begin to formulate necessary plans and processes for continuity. After a long tenure, this would be expected and you want to leave on a positive note.
3. Take the time to emphasize and to strengthen the program’s future.

This is not the time to celebrate the past --- that can happen at your retirement party. This is the time to emphasize the mission statement and where the archives may be heading tomorrow—the vision!
Explore the opportunities that may exist or the opportunities that have been passed over. Whether it was from lack of funds or lack of staff, it is time to develop one final vision statement for the future of what you have put so much time and energy into—with the recognition that the achieving of that vision and the grasping of that opportunity will not be yours. 
Here’s your last opportunity to present, not the state of reality, but the vision of the future. Allow a team that will focus on replacement to also wrestle with making the program all that it can be. This may be your last advocacy moment—and you now have little to loose. This is the time when you finally put your cards on the table and walk away. Someone else will finish playing your hand.

4. As you announce your retirement, stress the need for a systematic search and selection process.
Prior to announcing retirement might be an appropriate time to consider programs and opportunities to explore bringing potential replacements into your operation. A small archives does not have the resources nor the time to do extensive nationwide searches for a candidate. However, there may be other staff who have expressed an interest in the archives and there may be interns or other individuals who would make good replacements.
I’ve had an intern program for several years and with that was the possibility that I could be training my replacement—hasn’t happened yet! However, it does provide an opportunity to scout some archival talent and alert supervisors as to what is required in a replacement. An internship program provides increased visibility and an opportunity to communicate with resource allocators and administration about needs, opportunities, and desired goals.

Now is the time to talk openly about this. You know your corporate culture and its hiring practices intimately. Don’t hesitate to use that knowledge to build a strong program that will be sustained when you leave.

5. With a search planned, assist with the development of what is needed for your replacement.

Make the transition an occasion for the program to expand and for new staff to grow. Things that you were unable to accomplish during your tenure are things that you can help to put on the table for your successor. This point relates specifically to those points I have already mentioned regarding the exploration of opportunities, the establishment of a vision, and the development of a careful search process.
It’s time to make clear the unrealistic demands that you have faced and the areas in which funds and staff have been lacking. The old Boy Scout adage of leaving a campsite cleaner than how you found it applies especially well here. You want to leave the archives and the new archivist in a stronger and more established position than how you found it.

On the way out, you have the opportunity to voice those complaints and express those frustrations that have hampered you over the years. Don’t miss that chance.
6. Grasp the advantage to strengthen the program.

Too often it is assumed that facing retirement makes you a “lame duck.” This is far from the truth, rather, it provides you the opportunity to exercise initiative and power that you never had before. 
It is not a time to be footloose and careless, but it does provide the opportunity to seek to establish a good foundation upon which your successor can build. New initiatives and ideas can be suggested for exploration—those tasks you always thought should be an important part of your work.
You’re seeing the message now—make your time to leave become an opportunity that will strengthen your successor.

7. Seek an overlap between your retirement and your successor’s starting. 
So far, I’ve explored a number of creative opportunities that may be possible as you approach retirement. Let me be clear about this—your approaching retirement, in most cases, is a foreseeable event, not something that jumps up all of a sudden. While you may take the time to strengthen the vision for the archives and explore new areas of creativity, make sure you allow for an opportunity to spend some time with your successor and press for this to happen. The goal is not to launch quickly some new initiatives and steer the program and policy in new directions, rather, spend the time to help develop familiarity with existing processes and an opportunity to introduce your successor to other staff.

You can strengthen the future by taking the opportunity of your leaving to make the statement about new directions—with your successor’s input. It is time to explain the corporate culture in which you work, indicate the problem areas, identify the angels who are supportive, and the devils who covet your budget allocation. A new professional enters well prepared to do the work, but the learning curve of how the organization both is expected to work and actually works can be very steep, indeed. This may be the last time you have to take the lead, but it can be the most important lead you take in your career.

8. Leave resources, notes, and other information readily available for your successor.

Make the transition as easy as possible for those who come in following you. Keep your own records in order. If you haven’t already done so in the extraordinary free-time that all lone arrangers have, prior to retirement is the best time to prepare some manuals for operations and procedures. Without a doubt, when a new successor arrives, especially if you did not have an opportunity for overlap, there will arise the question, “How or why was it done that way?”
Some written guidance notes are valuable. When I began the Archives of the Reformed Church in America more than thirty years ago, there were all kinds of notes left by the volunteers who had worked to get this program started. The notes explained how they processed records, types of queries that were handled, samples of correspondence, and so on—there was a cubic foot box full of notes and advice. This was something they had been putting together as they worked with their hope of one day having a full-time archival program for the denomination. These are not buried in the archives of the office, but specially labeled as set aside—tutorials, they might be labeled.
Some things were changed, some remained the same, but it provided an opportunity to understand why and how things were done the way they were. For a lone arranger that is a very valuable resource.

9. Be available for advising and assistance.

This is an opportunity to offer advice that is free and can be accepted or rejected, but not to control. Be free to offer your advice—and recognize that it may be taken or not. Don’t allow feelings to be hurt. Just as you had to put your head on the chopping block, so will your successor. We rise and fall by the decisions we make—or don’t make!
Lend your wisdom of knowing where the problems are and who are the friends and who are the foes. This knowledge takes time to acquire and comes only from experience. As I indicated before, learning a new corporate culture can be a steep learning curve—your advice can save some significant trials.

When I took over the Archives, the former archivist—volunteer and full-time professor of church history went back to teaching. He was a brilliant individual with incredible retentive powers and keen insight into how the church worked. I could always count on him for advice and a chance to run ideas by him. From him, I learned quickly about church politics and the realities of denominational-level decision making.

He wanted the program to succeed as much as I did and was very free with information and ideas. My success was built on his success.

10. Recognize that you are leaving and stay out of the process.

I have to admit that this point is forced in to round it out to an even twelve. After all that I’ve mentioned prior to this—all of which has seemed to point toward new directions and new opportunities—comes the caveat! It’s time to let go and allow someone new to come in. This sounds in opposition to the previous nine points and what I have been stressing throughout that discussion. It’s not.
Leaving may mean that the program takes a different turn and it could mean it goes in a direction that you were not particularly planning to see it go it. As Kenny Rogers said well, “you have to know when to hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em, know when to walk away, know when to run.” This is a time and an opportunity for the program to move, perhaps, in a new direction. The search for a successor is not a search to find a clone.

Unless you see the search committee making some very clear errors—procedural or substantive—don’t get involved simply because you don’t like the direction they are giving to the search. Of course, the underlying assumption is that they are seeking to sustain the archives.

11. Make a clean break. When it’s time to leave, leave!

This follows directly from number 10, even if a new vision that you yearn for has been developed and the goals you sought for years have been adopted. Offer advice, be prepared to assist in the transition, leave the notes, but do remember to leave. Your employable time has come to an end. It takes a very strong person to continue and move a program if they have to live in the shadow of a well-liked and well-respected senior retiree who likes to hang around.
When problems arise or staff need something, it will still seem habitual to turn to the former archivist. This can create unnecessary tension and potential discord. Avoid this—leave and spend some time away—move into the exciting new opportunities that retirement offers. After a while, you can always come back to serve as a valuable volunteer. But it is important to remember that you are now a volunteer—and everything that goes with that status.

12. If you don’t like the new direction that the program is taking, stay away!

This follows from all the above and is most important. It’s time for a new direction and you may not like it or approve of it. Just as you had to ‘sink or swim’ on your own, so will your successor. There is nothing worse than having the old archivist come grumping in and complaining about where things are headed. It won’t be good for the program, it won’t be good for employee morale,  and it won’t be good for you. 
If everything goes well, you will be able to retire, satisfied in a career that was as successful as you could make it. You took a program and moved it forward as best as you could within the limitations and constraints imposed upon you. As you prepared to move out, you sought to minimize those limitations and constraints from affecting your successor.
Go into retirement with satisfaction, knowing that you have the respect of your colleagues and peers, you have made the corner of the archival universe where you were placed a better place than it was before you arrived and now you may continue as an inspiration to those who come after. That’s a life well lived—an archival career that is a success—and a transition to retirement that sustains the archives into the next generation.

1. Choose the time to leave carefully.

2. Give adequate notice.

3. Take the time to emphasize and strengthen the program’s future.

4. As you announce your retirement, stress the need for a systematic search and selection process.

5. With a search planned, assist with the development of what is needed for your replacement.

6. Take the initiative to strengthen the program.

7. Seek an overlap between your retirement and your successor’s starting. 

8. Leave resources, notes, and other information readily available for your successor.
9. Be available for advising and assistance.

10. Recognize that you are leaving and stay out of the process.
11. Make a clean break. When it’s time to leave, leave!

12. If you don’t like the new direction that the program is taking, stay away!
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