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ABOUT THE MORTON ARBORETUM

“To collect and study trees, shrubs, and 
other plants from around the world, to 
display them across naturally beautiful 
landscapes for people to study and 
enjoy, and to learn how to grow them 
in ways that enhance our environment. 
Our goal is to encourage the planting 
and conservation of trees and other 
plants for a greener, healthier, and 
more beautiful world.”

MISSION STATEMENT

The Morton Arboretum is a tree-focused botanical garden and magnificent 
outdoor museum with a mission to plant and protect trees for a greener, 
healthier, and more beautiful world.
The Morton Arboretum (“the Arboretum”) ranks among the leading 
arboreta of the world in size, age, quality of specimens, and mission-
related programs and initiatives. 

Established in 1922 by Mr. Joy Morton, founder of the Morton Salt 
Company and son of the originator of Arbor Day, the Arboretum 
encompasses 1,700 acres of plant collections and gardens amid natural 
landscapes of woodlands, prairie, lakes, and streams; 16 miles of hiking 
trails; and 9 miles of paved roads for driving/bicycling or guided tram 
tours. In 2021, the Arboretum welcomed 1.2 million guests to its site 
in Lisle, Illinois, 25 miles west of Chicago. Supporting the organization’s 
mission are 61,000 member households.

The Arboretum is “The Champion of Trees,” making an impact through 
plant collections, science and conservation, and education and outreach 
programs. Trees need champions today more than ever before. Their 
survival depends on people taking action to plant and protect them. 
Among myriad benefits, trees promote health and well-being, filter the air 
and water, reduce energy use, and create beauty. Further, trees provide 
oxygen, store carbon, and mitigate the effects of a changing climate. Trees 
need human help. The Arboretum is committed to scientifically informed 
action for trees, both locally and globally. With a team of staff members 
highly regarded for their skills and expertise in areas such as horticulture 
and tree science, the Arboretum seeks to help develop awareness, 
interest, and engagement in its work on behalf of trees.

The Arboretum hosts some 50 living collections of trees and plants, 
displayed in expansive, natural landscape settings designed for 
conservation, education, and amenity. These living collections include 
222,000 plant specimens representing 4,650 different kinds of plants. 
Arranged by geographic, taxonomic, and other special groupings, the 
collections are enhanced by restored natural areas of native plants and 
ecosystems. The Arboretum’s work in new plant development results 
in useful and attractive trees and shrubs that are introduced in the 
marketplace.
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Center for Tree Science: Focused on building professional collaborations for practical scientific studies; 
key areas of study include tree health, tree improvement, and woodland conservation. 

Herbarium: Houses a collection of 200,000 dried specimens for botanical research. 

Gateway to Tree Science: A year-round outdoor exhibit that serves as a living experiment; features 
Arboretum research and demonstrates the science behind best practices for tree care.

Chicago Region Trees Initiative: A partnership for coordinated action to improve the health, diversity, 
and equitable distribution of trees in the Chicago region to benefit people and communities; the largest 
initiative of its kind in the United States.

Global Tree Conservation Program: Conducts and supports research and conservation projects to 
prevent extinction of priority threatened tree species in strategic biodiversity hotspots around the world, 
with a focus on oak trees.

ArbNet: An interactive networking community of 2,100 arboreta in 132 countries working collectively to 
advance the purposes of tree-focused public gardens; offers the only accreditation program specific to 
arboreta.

Thornhill Education Center: Provides classes and other educational offerings for adults, youth, families, 
schools, and scouts, with schools partaking of field, lab, and outreach programs. 

Sterling Morton Library: Features collections of 112,000 items, including publications on botany, 
horticulture, natural history, and ecology; rare books, periodicals, and catalogs; and botanical artworks; 
information is also accessible online. 

Plant Clinic: Answers 19,000 inquiries annually about plant selection and care, and provides online 
expertise.

Children’s Garden: A four-acre garden designed for children to explore and learn through play among 
trees and nature.

Along with its world-renowned plant collections, the Arboretum leads world-class science and conservation 
initiatives and provides relevant educational offerings, including:

3President and CEO, The Morton Arboretum
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https://mortonarb.org/explore/sterling-morton-library/
https://mortonarb.org/plant-and-protect/plant-clinic/
https://mortonarb.org/explore/main-childrens-garden/


In addition, the Arboretum is known for its wide range of public 
programming, robust exhibitions, and special events relevant to needs 
and interests in learning about trees and nature. This includes outdoor 
exhibitions such as Human+Nature — a series of large-scale sculptures 
that connect people and trees, and the annual Illumination: Tree 
Lights at The Morton Arboretum — showcasing the form and beauty 
of trees, and soon entering its tenth year as one of the nation’s most 
popular winter light exhibitions. A variety of thematic events take place 
throughout the year to provide opportunities for people to experience 
and enjoy the Arboretum in ways that attract awareness about and build 
appreciation for trees.

Supporting the guest experience is the Visitor Center, with interpretive 
displays, a museum store, and restaurant. To introduce more people to 
the mission and joys of the Arboretum, facilities are available for rental 
for personal and business purposes.

More information about the Arboretum’s mission-centric programs, 
exhibitions and events, and other services is available at mortonarb.org.
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What’s Next: Strategic Pursuits for the Arboretum’s Second Century 
In 2022, The Morton Arboretum is celebrating 100 years of advancing its 
tree-focused mission for a greener, healthier, and more beautiful world. 
Over the past century, the Arboretum has made a significant impact for 
trees and people — studying, planting, and protecting trees; educating 
people; and welcoming millions of guests to its living tree and plant 
collections and its glorious natural landscapes. As the Arboretum enters 
its second century, it is still growing and strong, at a time when people 
need trees more than ever before. To commemorate its centennial 
milestone, the Arboretum is developing a grand new garden on its site 
and planting more than a thousand trees throughout the Chicago region.

After a century of impact, the Arboretum has aligned priority pursuits 
for its future, expressed in its Strategic Plan. The Plan is focused on trees 
(enact science-based tree planting and conservation in a changing world), 
climate (ensure resilient trees for the future at the Arboretum and in 
the Chicago region), sustainability (enable a sustainable future for trees, 
people, and the Arboretum), and inclusion (engage and reflect diverse 
audiences to serve the broader public good).

A key component of the Strategic Plan is the Arboretum’s continued 
effort to enhance and articulate its public service role by engaging diverse 
audiences and perspectives in decision-making and carrying out its 
mission for the good of all.

The Arboretum seeks to welcome diverse community members from 
across the Chicago region and beyond to enjoy the benefits of and 
participate in its mission and programs. By hiring employees, electing 
trustees, and attracting volunteers representative of the broader public, 
the organization gains enriched perspectives to inform public service 
objectives. These aims must be anchored in inclusive, accessible, and 
equitable approaches and experiences. Ultimately, a greater array of the 
public will benefit from trees and the work of the Arboretum, and the 
Arboretum will benefit from enhanced perspectives.
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The Board of Trustees of The Morton Arboretum seeks a strong visionary 
leader with an appreciation or propensity for trees and science to take the 
helm of a world-renowned, iconic institution and steer it into its second 
century. 
The Arboretum has experienced tremendous success and growth over 
the past 30 years under the leadership of President and CEO, Dr. Gerard 
T. Donnelly, creating a wonderful opportunity for the next leader to build 
on the momentum.

THE OPPORTUNITY

The successor will be able to help shape the 
Arboretum’s future as a global leader in tree 
science while overseeing all aspects of strategies 
and operations from scientific research to 
collections management, educational offerings, 
and public programming at a magnificent 1,700-
acre living museum that in recent years has 
attracted more than one million visitors annually.

The presence of a skilled and experienced senior 
staff will allow the new President and CEO to 
exercise vision and creativity while respecting 
and embracing the Arboretum’s rich history and 
culture of collaboration and engagement with all 
stakeholders. Six Vice Presidents currently serve 
as senior management leaders reporting to the 
President and CEO. Each is directly responsible for 
executing programs and operations approved by 
the President and CEO.

Working with senior staff, the President and CEO 
will develop and enhance scientific and financial 
resources as well as the national and global 
networks necessary to achieve the vision of being 
the leading center of tree expertise, inspiring the 
world to plant and protect trees. As a champion of 
trees, the next leader will grow the Arboretum’s 
research capabilities and scientific staff, along 
with the operating, endowment, and capital funds 
needed to achieve the mission.

The President and CEO will manage the overall 
operations of the Arboretum, from its research 
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laboratories to its retail store, within an environment of efficiency, 
excellence, and collaboration. The President and CEO will also work with 
the staff and the Board to set achievable budgets, develop and implement 
relevant and innovative plans, and evaluate the Arboretum’s performance 
against the strategic goals approved by the Board of Trustees.

Key responsibilities of the next President and CEO include the following:
Strategic Leadership and Planning

• Lead strategic and long-range planning.

• Oversee the effective utilization of resources to advance and support 
mission-based programs and operations.

• Explore new avenues of expansion and influence, including providing 
a leadership role in science and research, conservation policy, and 
collaborations with other institutions in addressing and confronting 
issues related to climate change.

• Lead the staff in identifying and implementing strategic initiatives 
that expand the Arboretum’s capacity to serve the Chicago region and 
beyond.

• Facilitate and lead the continued commitment to inclusion, diversity, 
equity, and accessibility.
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Programmatic Leadership

• Provide oversight and guidance and build support for the Arboretum’s 
mission-centric programs and their highly respected teams of experts.

• Plant Collections Program – Encompasses the living collections of 
woody plants, tree and shrub breeding, plant production, natural 
landscapes and horticultural displays, landscape architecture and 
site design, and natural areas management.

• Science and Conservation Program – Encompasses the Center 
for Tree Science, which includes all tree research efforts, the 
Herbarium, the Chicago Region Trees Initiative, the Global Tree 
Conservation Program, and the ArbNet network of arboreta.

• Learning and Engagement Program – Encompasses education, 
knowledge management, the Sterling Morton Library, Plant Clinic, 
interpretation and exhibits, and the Children’s Garden. 

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE 
ARBORETUM’S PROGRAMS VISIT
mortonarb.org
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Fundraising, External Relations, and Ambassadorship

• Oversee all development and fundraising activities to support 
operations, special projects, endowment growth, membership 
growth, and periodic capital campaigns.

• Participate actively in philanthropic relations with major donors to 
secure their support for ongoing mission pursuits, campaigns, and 
selected initiatives.

• Provide leadership for all marketing and communications activities, 
including advertising, public relations, social media, website, and 
graphic design.

• Represent the Arboretum to institutional partners, peer institutions, 
government entities, professional associations, the media, and the 
general public.

• Promote the Arboretum through public speaking, media interviews, 
writing opinion pieces, social media, and by attending and 
participating in industry conferences and events.

• Develop and maintain strategic and collaborative relationships with 
community members, organizations, and educational institutions. 
Serve and participate on external committees, boards, and 
professional organizations, collaborating with local, regional, national, 
and international partners.

• Work with elected officials and administrators at the local, state, and 
national levels.

Management, Operational, and Financial Stewardship

• Provide ultimate leadership for all aspects of operations of a 
major, complex institution, including oversight of a $50+ million 
annual budget encompassing plant collections, facilities, and 
grounds; scientific research initiatives; learning and engagement 
programs; finance and administration, including human resources 
and information technology; visitor operations; retail and events; 
development and membership; and marketing and communications.

• Lead an organization of 210 full-time, 120 part-time, and 120 
temporary (seasonal) employees, as well as 900 volunteers. Provide 
direct oversight of the six Vice Presidents and supervise direct-
reporting administrative staff in the Office of the President.

• Oversee activities pertaining to annual budget preparation, expense 
and revenue management, and endowment management, in addition 
to all business strategy. 
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• Provide proactive, creative, and effective leadership related to 
earned revenue, ensuring optimal financial performance of all 
revenue-generating activities of the Arboretum including admission, 
education, special events, the store, restaurant, catering, and facility 
rental, while reflecting the Arboretum’s mission and high standards. 

• Oversee the successful completion of capital projects on time and 
within budget. Ensure that all aesthetic and design choices meet the 
Arboretum’s standards and style.

Governance

• Exercise best practices in governance and ethics and in all ways that 
will best serve the mission and goals of the Arboretum.

• Serve as primary staff liaison to the Board of Trustees, engaging and 
coordinating with the Board and its committees, and adhering to 
specific responsibilities and authorities of the President and CEO as 
outlined in the By-Laws of The Morton Arboretum.
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The ideal candidate will have the following professional and personal qualities, 
skills, and characteristics:
A Visionary and Strategic Leader 

The President and CEO is a visionary, innovative, and strategic leader able 
to develop and articulate a vision in alignment with the mission for the 
ongoing advancement of a complex institution. This executive brings proven 
success leveraging the talents of a high-performing staff and Board to lead 
strategic planning and guide implementation and evaluation efforts. This 
leader actively and strategically seeks out partnerships and builds coalitions 
to advance the mission of the institution and its strategic priorities. The 
President and CEO must recognize the uniqueness of the Arboretum’s 
position as a pillar of leadership in the local community, the Chicago region, 
and within its national and global sphere of influence.

A Dynamic Ambassador and Fundraiser

The President and CEO, through a combination of educational background 
and/or life experiences, believes in and advocates for the power of trees to 
improve the lives of individuals, communities, and the environment. As the 
Arboretum’s primary ambassador, the President and CEO is an influential 
leader, capable of understanding and communicating the value of trees across 
a wide range of audiences, such as philanthropists, corporate collaborators, 
legislators, and academics. This leader possesses exceptional interpersonal 
skills with the ability to build and sustain strong support across a wide range 
of constituents including the Arboretum’s staff and volunteers, Board of 
Trustees, and donors and members, as well as with community members, 
scientists, academics, and the public. The President and CEO brings a natural 
inclination to the role for engagement with people to attract new audiences, 
identify new funding opportunities, and sustain programs and operations. 
The ideal candidate will inspire trust and confidence and excel at developing 
strategies to amplify the Arboretum’s brand and visibility in the Chicago 
region and beyond. The President and CEO will bring experience to promote 
the importance of inclusion and diversity in all areas of the Arboretum’s work 
and convey its importance with authenticity, sincerity, and passion.

Institutional Leadership and Business Acumen

The President and CEO is an executive who has operational and financial 
management experience and the ability to set clear priorities, delegate, and 
guide investment in people and systems. The ideal candidate has a proven 
track record of successful planning and oversight of large and complex 

CANDIDATE PROFILE
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organizations and will ensure fiduciary responsibility, transparent financial 
management practices, and accountability. A natural leader, the President 
and CEO has the ability to inspire staff, the Board of Trustees,  donors, 
partners, and volunteers to work together to achieve new heights for the 
Arboretum. The ideal candidate must have a willingness to learn and gain 
a deeper understanding of the needs of the Arboretum. The candidate also 
brings demonstrated success building a culture of collaboration and support, 
motivating and inspiring others to achieve impact through creativity, fostering 
teamwork, and leveraging individual strengths to meet organizational goals. 
The President and CEO possesses the ability to leverage the talents of a 
dynamic staff and provide a productive work environment with professional 
growth opportunities that result in team cohesion and camaraderie.

A Passion for the Arboretum’s Mission

Fully embracing the mission, the President and CEO will be a bold thinker, 
knowledgeable about or affinitive toward horticulture, science, and 
conservation. The ideal candidate will bring a sincere passion for arboreta 
and public gardens and a commitment to expanding the influence of the 
Arboretum in the Chicago region and beyond. The ability to embrace 
and operate in line with the Arboretum’s core values — be inclusive, 
take ownership, work together, keep learning, and make the Arboretum 
exceptional — is critical. The President and CEO continually innovates with the 
goal of helping the Arboretum broaden its reach and deepen its impact. The 
President and CEO leads with sincerity and empathy, honesty and credibility, 
and the highest levels of personal and professional integrity and ethics.

The Morton Arboretum is a champion of diversity, supporting a culture of 
inclusion that attracts, inspires, and engages people to achieve success. The 
Arboretum is committed to hire and develop employees based on job-related 
qualifications irrespective of race, religion, color, national origin, sex, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, age, disability, or veteran status. To increase 
diversity in professions related to the public garden realm, we encourage 
applications from underrepresented minorities, persons with disabilities, and 
veterans.

The Morton Arboretum is dedicated to complying with our obligations as an 
equal opportunity/affirmative action employer. All applicants are guaranteed 
equal consideration for employment.
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Koya Partners, the executive search firm that specializes in mission-
driven search, has been exclusively retained for this engagement. 
Anne McCarthy and Alison Ranney are leading the search. To make 
recommendations or to express interest in this role please email 
themortonarboretum@koyapartners.com. All nominations, inquiries, 
and discussions will be considered strictly confidential. 

Koya Partners is committed to providing an accessible search process 
for all, including individuals living with disabilities. If you need 
assistance expressing interest online or any aspect of the recruitment 
process, please email themortonarboretum@koyapartners.com or 
nonprofitsearchops@divsearch.com.

CONTACT

Koya Partners, a part of Diversified Search Group, is a leading executive search 
and strategic advising firm dedicated to connecting exceptionally talented 
people with mission-driven clients. Our founding philosophy — The Right 
Person in the Right Place Can Change the World — guides our work as we 
partner with nonprofits & NGOs, institutions of higher education, responsible 
businesses, and social enterprises in local communities and around the world. 

ABOUT KOYA PARTNERS

koyapartners.com
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