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STORY OF IMPACT

The American 
Express Nonprofit 
Leadership Academy

Developing a New Generation of 
Leaders to Bridge a Talent Gap



Not-for-profit organizations need to 
have more leaders in the pipeline. 
Emerging leaders in the sector need 
to be trained, retained, promoted, 
and supported to alleviate a serious 
leadership talent shortage. A study by 
The Bridgespan Group shows more than 
70,000 unfilled executive positions 
among U.S. nonprofits during 2008 
alone—representing a 43% increase 
in just 24 months.

Factors fueling the shortage range from inadequate 
compensation to a shrinking pool of candidates as 
baby boomers retire. Compounding the problem, most           
nonprofits lack the resources needed to train and cultivate 
new leaders from within their own ranks.

As part of its strong commitment to philanthropy and 
volunteerism, American Express is tackling the talent   
crisis head-on. The company has teamed with the 
Center for Creative Leadership (CCL®) to train emerging 
nonprofit leaders in the skills they need to move up, take 
on new responsibilities, and lead their organizations into             
the future.

“Leadership development is critical in our own company, 
and we have a passion for it from the CEO down,” says 
Richard Brown, vice president of philanthropy for the 
American Express Foundation. “It seems natural for us 
to apply the same emphasis outside our walls and give 
nonprofits assistance they are in need of.”

The result is the American Express Nonprofit Leadership 
Academy. It’s a program designed to address the special 
challenges nonprofit leaders face —from building  
coalitions . . . to leading volunteers . . . to managing limited 
resources strategically. Emerging leaders from nonprofits 
across the country are nominated for the program and 
compete for slots in each class. Those selected must hold 
a manager-level position, be dedicated to a career in the 
nonprofits, and show strong career momentum.

“We’ve found that individuals take great pride in being 
selected for this Academy that’s geared specifically to 
nonprofit leaders, which helps them to stay true to what 
they learn in the program,” says Shera Clark, manager 
of CCL’s Nonprofit Sector and the AMEX Academy’s            
lead faculty.
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“Leadership development is 
critical in our own company, 
and we have a passion for it 
from the CEO down.”



Participants in the inaugural Nonprofit Leadership 
Academy for emerging leaders in not-for-profit 
organizations are accompanied by American Express
CEO Kenneth Chenault (front row, fourth from left).

Thanks to funding from American Express, the 
Academy continues to support participants long 
after they’ve returned to the job. They have 
access to online networking tools, post-program 
webinars and coaching calls, leadership goal 
checkpoints, and a one-year review of their 
progress. They also can apply for a continuing 
education grant to work one-on-one with an 
executive coach or to take advantage of seminars, 
conferences, and other learning opportunities.

After-Course Follow-Up
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Participants gather at American Express headquarters in 
New York City for the week-long program, which blends 
both leadership savvy and business acumen. CCL works 
with participants on the skills they need to lead more 
effectively; senior American Express executives—including 
CEO Ken Chenault and other senior executives—teach 
complementary sessions on career development, strategy, 
marketing and branding, customer service, and other 
important business topics.

“American Express definitely has a strong top-down 
commitment to the program,” Clark says. “Seeing Ken 
Chenault and his senior team participate really inspires and 
engages the nonprofit leaders who attend.”

Students meet one-on-one with an executive coach to 
review 360-degree assessments completed in advance of 
the training. It’s an experience that provides a powerful 
context for the week at the Academy. With personal results 
in hand, they move on to information packed training 
sessions and interactive exercises that let them practice 
newfound skills.

Guest speakers include prominent authors, experts from 
universities, revered nonprofit leaders, and even veteran 
journalists who teach participants how to talk to the press 
and communicate their nonprofit’s mission. 

To promote a lasting impact, the final day of the program 
is devoted to goal setting and action plans. Each emerging 
leader develops a road map for ongoing development and 
explores how to use the Academy experience to benefit 
their nonprofit and its constituents.

Blending Leadership 
and Business Skills



Post-course evaluations show the American Express 
Nonprofit Leadership Academy gets top marks from the 
emerging leaders who attend. They report increased 
influence, better self-awareness, and an improved 
capacity to learn. They also report gains in their ability   
to adapt and change. 

“We’ve received tremendous response and gratitude from 
the nonprofit community,” Brown says. “Participants 
return to their organizations highly motivated, with great 
stories, and personally demonstrate that the program     
is worthwhile.”

Some of the best indicators of the Academy’s impact 
come from the nonprofit leaders it serves. Two strong 
examples are found in Doug Loescher of The National 
Trust for Historic Preservation and Emmanuel d’ Harcourt 
of the International Rescue Committee.

Assessing the Impact

Empowering a Team to Take Risks

As director of the Main Street Center for 
The National Trust for Historic Preservation, 
Doug Loescher supervises a staff of 15, 
manages a multimillion dollar annual 
budget, and supports approximately 1,500 
local affiliates in preserving our nation’s 
historic buildings and neighborhoods.

“Participating in the Academy has had an 
enormous impact, but not in the way I 
expected,” he said. “A year ago, if you had 
asked someone to describe me and my value to 
the organization, you would have heard people 
talk about my leadership, my expertise, and 
my presence. Today those same people might 
comment on what a terrific staff I have. The big 
insight for me was that leadership is often best 
demonstrated through the people you lead.”

By empowering his staff to take risks and to play a larger 
role in the organization, Loescher says his team is much 
more effective than ever before. He is beginning to see 
sparks from a new generation of leaders who are poised 
to perpetuate the organization’s mission. 

“I’ve been a part of other leadership development 
programs, and they often have the downside of being 
isolated experiences that fade quickly under the 
pressures of the real world,” he said “This was a unique 
opportunity that so exceeded my expectations. Just 
knowing that American Express and CCL are committed 
to providing long-term resources upped my commitment 
level, and I feel obligated to do my best.”
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On the recommendation of his coach, d’Harcourt brought 
in an outside facilitator to lead a two-day intervention 
that made all the difference for his team. He has also 
continued to work with his coach to build on those gains. 

“It has made a dramatic impact, especially in how folks 
express themselves,” he said. “As a result, we’re more 
effective at what we do and are making much better use 
of the investment donors make in our organization.” 

In the wake of his experience at the Academy, d’Harcourt 
says his nonprofit is much more willing to offer leadership 
training. But that still doesn’t make the choice easy.

Emmanuel d’ Harcourt has had an equally profound 
outcome from the Academy experience. He is senior 
health director for The International Rescue Committee, 
a global network providing emergency relief, services, 
and advocacy for victims of violent conflict and 
oppression. In that role, he heads a group of 20 
professionals who support the delivery of health 
programs in 22 countries.

Participation in the Academy came at the perfect time, 
d’Harcourt says. He was promoted into his current job 
shortly after completing the program —taking the helm   
of a health services team that spearheads more than  
$70 million in programs around the globe.

As he stepped into his new senior leadership role, 
d’Harcourt faced enormous challenges. He found 
his new team included difficult personalities, who 
did not share a common understanding of team 
objectives or accept his leadership. There was too 
little communication about key decisions. Roles and 
responsibilities were unclear, and there were no clearly 
defined norms to guide team behavior.

“It’s hard for individuals who are committed to the 
mission of an organization to make the decision to spend 
dollars on training instead of on the important programs 
we support,” he said. “What American Express has done 
is brilliant. They’ve donated something we might not 
have invested in for ourselves.”

Assessing the Impact (cont.)

Making a Successful Transition
to a Senior Leadership Position

“What I learned through the 
Academy played a huge role 
in helping me,” d’Harcourt 
said. “It completely changed 
how I go about my job and 
how I look at things. I took 
advantage of the opportunity to 
work with an executive coach 
from CCL, and that has proved 
very, very helpful—especially as 
things got difficult during the 
transition period.”
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In its report on the nonprofit talent crisis, The Bridgespan 
Group noted that effective leadership training creates 
a ripple effect. Leaders mentor new leaders, reseed an 
organization, and create a culture of performance.

To broaden the ripple effect of the Nonprofit Leadership 
Academy, American Express recently doubled its 
commitment to the program—significantly increasing 
the number of emerging leaders served by offering four 
sessions each year instead of two.

“With our stellar partners from CCL and the support of the 
senior leadership team at American Express, we hope to 
develop and inspire great people who are poised to take 
the helm at worthy nonprofit organizations,” Brown said.

Increasing the Academy’s Reach

Serving a Broad Spectrum of Nonprofits

• American Red Cross
• ASU Lodestar Center for Philanthropy &
 Nonprofit Innovation
• Audubon Arizona
• Broward Partnership for the Homeless
• Catholic Community Services of Utah
• Chicanos Por La Causa
• Earth Share
• East Market Street Development Corp.
• Free Arts of America
• Greensboro Urban Ministry
• Guilford Green Foundation
• Harlem Children’s Zone
• Heard Museum
• Hispanic Scholarship Fund
• Hispanic Unity of Florida

• International Rescue Committee
• Jobs for America
• John F. Kennedy Center for Performing Arts
• Junior Achievement
• Music Academy of NC-Greensboro
• National Academy Foundation
• National Trust for Historic Preservation
• National Urban Fellows
• Npower
• Points of Light
• Save the Children
• Teach for America
• Upwardly Global
• Urban League of Broward County
• Valle del Sol
• Western Governors University

The American Express Nonprofit Leadership Academy has served a broad range of community, 
environmental, international relief, and cultural organizations, including:

5     ©2015 Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.



About American Express

American Express is a global services company, providing 
customers with access to products, insights and 
experiences that enrich lives and build business success. 
Learn more at www.americanexpress.com and connect 
with us on www.facebook.com/americanexpress, www.
twitter.com/americanexpress and www.youtube.com/
americanexpress.

American Express: Developing New Leaders for Tomorrow

One of American Express’ three platforms for its 
philanthropy is Developing New Leaders for Tomorrow. 
Under this giving initiative, which recognizes the 
significance of strong leadership in the nonprofit sector, 
American Express is making grants focused on training 
high-potential emerging leaders to tackle important issues 
in the 21st century.
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To learn more about this topic or the Center for
Creative Leadership’s programs and products,
please contact our Client Services team.

+1 800 780 1031
+1 336 545 2810
info@ccl.org
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CCL - Americas
www.ccl.org

+1 800 780 1031 (U.S. or Canada)
+1 336 545 2810 (Worldwide)

info@ccl.org

Greensboro, North Carolina
+1 336 545 2810

Colorado Springs, Colorado
+1 719 633 3891

San Diego, California
+1 858 638 8000

CCL - Europe, Middle East, Africa
www.ccl.org/emea

Brussels, Belgium
+32 (0) 2 679 09 10

ccl.emea@ccl.org

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
+251 118 957086

LBB.Africa@ccl.org

Johannesburg, South Africa
+27 (11) 783 4963

southafrica.office@ccl.org

Moscow, Russia
+7 495 662 31 39

ccl.cis@ccl.org

CCL - Asia Pacific
www.ccl.org/apac

Singapore
+65 6854 6000
ccl.apac@ccl.org

Gurgaon, India
+91 124 676 9200
cclindia@ccl.org

Shanghai, China
+86 182 0199 8600 

ccl.china@ccl.org

The Center for Creative Leadership (CCL®) is a top-ranked, 

global provider of leadership development. By leveraging 

the power of leadership to drive results that matter most 

to clients, CCL transforms individual leaders, teams, 

organizations, and society. Our array of cutting-edge 

solutions is steeped in extensive research and experience 

gained from working with hundreds of thousands of leaders 

at all levels. Ranked among the world’s Top 5 providers of 

executive education by the Financial Times and in the Top 10 

by Bloomberg BusinessWeek, CCL has offices in Greensboro, 

NC; Colorado Springs, CO; San Diego, CA; Brussels, Belgium; 

Moscow, Russia; Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Johannesburg, 

South Africa; Singapore; Gurgaon, India; and Shanghai, China.


