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PRAISE FOR


Finding Your Way in the Nonprofit Sector and Dr. Sonya Bruton


“Finding Your Way in the Nonprofit Sector is a thought-provoking and authentic journey from an accomplished, professional, brilliant writer and experienced mentor who makes you feel like you are having an intimate—and honest—conversation with a friend! Dr. Bruton provides a framework for achieving the self-understanding required to successfully facilitate fulfillment in the lives of others while simultaneously achieving professional and personal satisfaction in one’s own life. You won’t be able to put this book down as you journey with Dr. B. through the Five Cs.”


—DR. ORLANDO L. TAYLOR


Executive director and Co-PI, Center for the Advancement of STEM Leadership Immediate past chair, board of directors, Council for Higher Education Accreditation Distinguished fellow, American Association of Colleges and Universities Professor and Dean Emeritus, Howard University Fielding Graduate University


“As someone who has traveled between the for-profit and social service–sector worlds, I find myself wishing I had benefited from this gem of a book way back when. Dr. Sonya Bruton has given us exactly what the subtitle says: a portable mentor, one that reflects the wisdom of a leader who has experienced her own transformative career and now shares those pearls with us.”


—GEORGE P. TILSON, EDD


Coauthor, Working Relationships: Creating Career Opportunities for People with Disabilities Through Business Partnerships, with foreword by Richard E. Marriott


“At work, we are always in development. In Finding Your Way in the Nonprofit Sector, Dr. Sonya Bruton demonstrates practical, effective ways to avoid being overwhelmed and grow into a rewarding career in human services. How far you grow is how far you go. When you and your team grow in an environment of psychological safety, everyone feels more deeply committed to the organization. With stories rooted in real-world challenges she has overcome, Dr. Bruton shares her hard-won experience navigating relationships for collaboration and support and managing managers to foster a culture of learning. This is a master class in nonprofit management to advance your career with meaning and fulfillment. With this portable mentor, you will find your way. Readable, actionable, and uplifting.”


—JESSICA HARTUNG


Entrepreneur


Author, The Conscious Professional: Transform Your Life at Work


“Through her experience and expertise, Dr. Bruton offers advice via a virtual portable mentor for emerging social service leaders, thoughtfully outlining an inquisitive and self-guided approach to cultivating connections, networking, and peer learning.”


—TESS KUENNING


President and CEO, Bi-State Primary Care Association


“In Finding Your Way in the Nonprofit Sector, Dr. Bruton combines personal experience and empirical evidence to produce a guide that is both educational and specific to the needs of the young professional. This pocket mentor supports young professionals across disciplines in finding their way through tasks that are collaborative, community-based, and rooted in care. The Five Cs eloquently articulate personal and professional tasks to aid young professionals in thriving.”


—KYARA A. GREEN, M.S.


Clinical Psychology Doctoral Candidate


“At a time in our world when many are searching for guidance on how to lead and serve with greater purpose, Dr. Bruton’s book offers an honest, practical blueprint on how to achieve success in the nonprofit sector. This book navigates through organizational trenches and around leadership landmines to higher levels of awareness. This is a must read!”


—RHONDA G. RANEY


Attorney and Non-Profit Agency Executive, Mediation Solutions


“This is a terrific book. I’d recommend it to just about anyone at any stage trying to find their way in the nonprofit world. Dr. Bruton writes in the spirit of the best mentors. Drawing on her deep well of experience, she offers us a refreshingly clear, candid, and compelling path forward. Finding your way is practical and inspiring. Read it now and come back to it again and again.”


—DR. DELLA POLLOCK


Professor Emerita, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Founding Director, Marian Cheek Jackson Center


“Dr. Bruton has very intentionally, and accurately, created answers to many questions one finds oneself asking in many workplace scenarios. This portable mentor is indeed that. It is the handy manual that one keeps referring back to when wondering, “What just happened here?” Dr. Bruton’s insight and wisdom looks at the social services sector, but many of her examples and solutions are extremely helpful in almost any work environment. I look forward to suggesting this work to upcoming graduates as well as seasoned workplace vets who could benefit from her wise counsel and action step questions.”


—MICHELLE HAMMOND


Associate Vice President for the Library and Learning Commons at Goucher College
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INTRODUCTION Why You Should Read This Book
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My “why” begins with a personal story that reflects exactly the kind of consequences that can ensue if you enter any sector without knowing what you’re getting into. It is not a pleasant experience.


My first job out of college was a developmental initiative, sponsored by Knight Ridder newspapers, designed to groom the next generation of publishers. In the “fast track to management” program, I spent six months in each business department covering vacant positions for varying intervals of time. I went from filling in for an outside sales representative on maternity leave for three months to serving as the staff writer in the marketing department for another three months. These rotations amounted to a cross-training initiative on steroids, with one trial by fire after another. I was one of two of the first undergraduate degree holders accepted into the program of otherwise MBA graduates. They placed me in Tallahassee, Florida, one of their smaller markets, believing that a smaller setting would provide a more nurturing environment. It was the opposite.


The reduced staff size meant that everyone knew about my unique work arrangement and the payment that I received. I was placed in Tallahassee, but I was hired by corporate and received wages based on Miami pay scales, which were a little more than double the rates paid in northern Florida. They were also aware that I had no training in business. My degree was in news-editorial journalism. I was trained to write the news, not publish it. That meant that in each department, I was learning every aspect of the operation for the first time. My trainers and coworkers resented the setup. They wanted to know why corporate was investing the money and giving the executive leadership opportunity to new graduates rather than the employees responsible for the company’s success. They also assumed it was a minority-focused enterprise, because I am black. It was not.


Their umbrage and my naivete created a perfect storm. I was unprepared for the work and the hostility. I was a fast learner of the tasks that I was being exposed to, but I was completely clueless about office politics and corporate culture. I did not understand the rules of the business game, so I was violating them over and over again and not benefiting from proven assimilation strategies. As a result, I was constantly perplexed by the reactions of others and found myself becoming alienated rather than connected. I needed help.


I reached out to my college advisor, Harry Amana, for assistance. He put me in touch with an organizational psychologist who told me that, in effect, I was derailing myself. She instructed me to read Games Your Mother Never Taught You: Corporate Gamesmanship for Women by Betty Harragan to turn things around. I read it, and I followed Harragan’s advice.


That book saved my career—and it is why I wrote this book for people who want to succeed in what is often an unfamiliar environment: the social services sector, where making a difference is an essential part of every job.


When I left the newspaper industry in 1993, I entered the social services sector, “that part of social and economic activity done for the purpose of benefiting society and which is funded, in part or whole, through charitable gifts.”1 I found my fit there, and I want to help you find yours.


There are many business books that teach you how to navigate the corporate sector but not nearly enough for the social services domain, which is the landing spot for those searching for meaning. In fact, Goodhire found that 60 percent of millennials and 51 percent of Generation Xers find great meaning and purpose in their work and would opt for careers with meaning and flexibility over those that pay the most.2 I appreciate this, as it is the need for purpose, impact, meaning, and flexibility that informed my own choices. For that reason, I would like to give to you what was given to me when I entered a foreign environment: a clear and simple road map for orienting yourself to the social services work landscape.


This book will be most beneficial for those who are working in that sector, are about to enter it, or are contemplating entering it, but there is also something here for anyone who cares about doing well in their chosen profession. Many corporations are leaning in to the social enterprise model that blends social-sector values with corporate structures and methods. If you work in a hybrid organization or are in the midst of adapting your culture to better retain and recruit talent that cares about creating a social benefit as well as earning a living, I expect you will find inspiration and confirmation of your instincts within these pages.


To improve my preparedness for the social services sector, I obtained a master’s degree in public administration with a concentration in association and nonprofit management. In addition, I served as an adjunct professor in this sequence for three years. As a result, I have been on the theoretical and practical sides of nonprofit management for nearly thirty years.


When I entered the nonprofit world, I found that the lessons from Betty Harragan’s book, which had saved my for-profit business career, did not apply to the nonprofit world. Throughout the years, I have discovered that those who come into the social services sector steeped in the more traditional business model do not immediately enjoy working there. These people are often out of sync with the interests of the organizations, and while they are attempting to engage, neither side benefits from what the other is offering. They come presenting solutions that are tone deaf to the environment and too frequently off-putting or even insulting to people experienced in this sector.


This book is meant to help all parties in this situation win. In fact, I propose that this sector is all about winning—without the need for competition. In the book, I delineate Five Cs—Care, Community, Collaboration, Can Do, and Change—to serve as your guides when operating within the social services sector and provide more useful metaphors for the work in this environment. Let’s stop talking about “battlefields” at work and setting ourselves up for unnecessary conflict. I envision an emerging ecosystem where multiple systems interact in ways that enhance development and the ability to thrive. It is happening now, and you can become part of it. I finish the book with a supportive way of identifying and addressing your unique areas of development and a quiz that helps you determine if this sector is right for you.


In offering this advice, I bring to bear my three decades in the social services arena, hard-won executive savvy, and insights as a clinical psychologist trained to foster human development. My goal is to provide you with a tangible anchor of knowledge, with guidance when you need it. At my best, I view all sides of the picture with compassion and clarity and provide my insights to help widen your own view. You will find practical solutions for dealing with the challenges the social services sector presents and taking advantage of the opportunities it provides. Successful careers and deep-down, soulful fulfillment are entirely possible in the nonprofit sector, and this book can help you find them.







	
1   Jan Fletcher, “What Is a Social Sector?,” SmartCapitalMind, May 28, 2022, https://www.smartcapitalmind.com/what-is-a-social-sector.htm.


	
2   Sara Korolevich, “The Meaning of Work in 2021 — A Generational Divide,” Goodhire, published November 9, 2021. https://www.goodhire.com/resources/articles/meaning-of-work-survey/#:~:text=Following%20the%20seemingly%20always%2Dhappy,finding%20less%20meaning%20and%20purpose.
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CHAPTER 1


Climbing without Clobbering—a New Model, a New Orientation


[image: image]


I’ve always been in the right place at the right time. Of course, I steered myself there.


—BOB HOPE


For much of my life, my focus was on what I wanted versus what I had. I lived a roller-coaster existence, alternating between climbing higher in my chosen field and falling inwardly when those highs never reached my hopes and dreams. Each round reinforced my fear that I would never have what I really wanted. At the time, I wasn’t even aware of this as a cycle—it just felt like my life. Today, I’m aware that what generated the big highs and deep lows was discounting anything short of achieving my biggest goals. Either I made it or I missed it. Those were the only two possible outcomes. It was a worldview of extremes. But I finally learned to leave that worldview behind. My viewpoint now is a “both/and.” I have both achieved a great deal in my life, and there’s a lot more that I want to achieve. Those two states of mind live in communion within me, allowing me to enjoy life instead of wishing or working my days away and never being satisfied.


Part of my transformation has involved redefining what success means to me and understanding how and where to achieve it. For example, I work in the social services sector because money alone does not make me feel successful or happy. I find it an incomplete measure of success—kind of like washing your hands in water without soap. Your hands get wet, not clean, because you left out the key ingredient for handwashing. My definition of success includes using my talents to make a contribution to the world that is recognized, felt, and appreciated by those I’m serving. I am looking to make a positive impact that changes the life trajectory for individuals living in underserved communities at the intergenerational level. This goal is so much bigger than me that to reach it requires much more than me; it requires working with a lot of other people dedicated to this outcome.


To succeed at this, I need to work in partnership with those individuals. Stepping over, on, or through others to advance myself has never fit into my value system. I am more inclined to want things for people rather than from them. Those were the markers that helped me know that I landed in the right sector. And I believe that understanding this landscape and how to operate within it, finding well-placed mentors, and generating your personal definition of success will help you find your best fit in this sector too—and succeed within it.


That is the purpose of this book: to help you, to mentor you (more on mentoring later), as you figure out how to navigate the unique environment that is the social services sector.





Learning to Operate in New Ways in a New Environment



Because nonprofit, social service organizations are so different from the corporate, for-profit world, you need a new model, a new orientation, for working within this environment.


When you enter this new arena of social services, you must learn to play a new way. First, throw out the ideas you’ve been told about work being like combat or competitive team sports. You are neither in the military nor on a sports team. Your new work environment is not a competition, and you are not at war. It is not an arena or a battlefield. It is an ecosystem. There are high stakes in life, and based on their actions, people do come out on top or remain at the bottom. However, when you’re in social services, it’s those on the bottom that your agency was created to serve.


My conviction about the superiority of cooperation over competition was partially formed by the work of Margaret Heffernan, author of A Bigger Prize: How We Can Do Better than the Competition. She says that although competition is embedded in all aspects of our daily life, it routinely backfires on us, leading to “cheating, corruption, inequality, and risk.” In addition, it destroys our ability to work together. She has found that working together “fosters creativity, sparks innovation, and reinforces our social fabric.”3 To me, these benefits seem immensely better than the negative social by-products created by competition.


I started my nonprofit career as the CEO of the North Carolina Community Health Center Association. There I had the good fortune of seeing early and firsthand the power of associating, also known as “coming together.” Associations derive their power by putting those in the same industry together in a united network to promote, strengthen, connect, and achieve collective wins. In this case, the association joined together all the federally qualified health centers (FQHCs) and federally assisted nonprofit primary care practices in the state. Each CEO occupied a seat on the board of directors, and we all worked together to advocate for shared needs.


Invariably, a former hospital executive would assume one of the CEO roles in this group and break ranks when it came to meeting with elected officials and presenting mutually agreed-upon talking points. Instead, they would set up an individual meeting and represent just their particular organization’s needs. The needs—and the possibilities for healthcare in the state—that they outlined were limited and therefore less compelling and impactful than those presented by the whole group. The legislative meetings that included representatives from various parts of the state showcased a vision of vertical integration and partnerships that demonstrated the full value of our care model and offered a more motivating case for supporting the policies that strengthened that model. Working with the whole group, legislators could help produce an entire ecosystem of success, rather than helping only one institution.


Once you get the concept that you’re no longer in a competitive environment, deprogram yourself from thinking of the boss as a figurehead to be feared or someone who must not hear the truth. There is no room for withholding bad news and hiding mistakes in the social services sector. It is not expected—or often possible—to have a solution to every problem raised. The social services sector tackles the multilayered problems of people in some form of breakdown. It is tough, time-consuming, and overwhelming work that forces those doing it to become friends with discomfort and with not knowing. To advance, you must work through discomfort and harvest the wisdom of the collective.


For every decision that needs to be made, multiple forces are at work and have to be considered. To make the right decision, you have to be able to see the world from everyone’s perspective. To assess the impact of any decision or action, you have to be able to stand in the shoes of the people involved in the issue being considered. You must incorporate compassion for all the things that touch each client’s life and often have to make the choice that looks beyond productivity and organizational need.




You climb by conducting, like the concertmaster in an orchestra, or by constructing, building a platform that takes you higher along with those who are the beneficiaries.





For example, the Innocence Project works with people who are literally in a life-or-death situation. So the people who work with them must be compassionate. Sometimes the people you’re trying to help don’t seem to care, but you have to keep in mind the depth of their need and put in the effort for them anyway. If the problems were simple, you wouldn’t be in the social services sector, which by definition deals with inherently difficult social issues.


If you’re considering work in the social sector, you should ask yourself these questions:




	What is driving me to be here?


	Is there a match between what the organization does and my developed skills?


	Do I respect what this organization has done and see where I can advance the mission and vision?


	
What biases am I carrying (such as, “Those in the social sector couldn’t cut it in the business world”)?





The COVID-19 pandemic, which, at this writing, is still with us, ushered in a season of tremendous shifts. People have been forced to reexamine and restructure their lives in a way that has them entering new data into old lifestyle equations and netting different solutions. This has led to a significant number of people deciding to enter, or explore entry, into the social services sector, hoping to find meaningful work, make a difference in the world, or simply do something different.


The definition of “meaningful work,” can be elusive for those who have previously settled for employment that now seems meaningless or inconsequential to them. Those who embrace the simplest definition say it’s being fulfilled by doing good in the world. Some think it’s synonymous with purpose and look for clues in their earlier, perhaps more idealistic, younger days to help them find that purpose. Others equate meaningful work with the Japanese concept of ikigai, which doesn’t stop at passion but requires you to seek the union of passion, vocation, profession, and mission. This is the place that includes what you love and joins it with what the world needs and folds in what you are good at—and then finishes it off by combining all this with something that pays. Ronika Lewis, engineering product management and digital transformation leader in Google Cloud at Google, described meaningful work as something that persists long after you are gone, with impact that scales exponentially, something that changes the way we think about and do things.


On the surface, it seems great that all these people from the traditional business world want to take on this kind of work. The social services sector has always suffered from a scarcity of resources that starts with not enough seasoned and savvy professionals to do what needs to be done, and now we have a bigger pipeline of committed workers looking for meaning at a time when this sector has been called upon to do even more than usual in a disrupted world.


So this is great. Until it’s not. Too often, transplants from the private sector distort, disrupt, make wrong assumptions, or look down upon their new environment. Rather than leading from a newfound Zen attitude, they enter believing that they have done, or can do, things better than the people already in this world, or they become indignant when processes or principles do not align with the working situations they left behind. The social sector can only benefit from this infusion of talent and passion if these new entrants integrate into their new environment, rather than attempting to dominate in it by overlaying their old culture onto this new (to them) culture. But the fact is, the environment, the norms, and the culture in social service organizations are different for a reason.


The people who thrive in the social services setting want to get to the top, just like everybody else in the world. But being on top may mean being a subject matter expert rather than sitting at the head of the organization. The top in social services organizations has tiers that can be equally satisfying, regardless of the “level” of the people sitting in them. So how do you climb in an environment like this? In the social services sector, you climb by conducting, like the conductor, concertmaster, or principal in an orchestra, or by constructing, building a platform that takes you higher along with those who are the beneficiaries.


Symphony Nova Scotia concertmaster Renaud Lapierre defines the conducting role in an orchestra this way: “The role of a conductor is to unify a large group of musicians into a core sound instead of a wild bunch of different sounds surging out …” The primary duties of the conductor are to interpret the score in a way that reflects the specific indications in that score; set the tempo; ensure correct entries by ensemble members; and shape the phrasing of the music, where appropriate.4 This approach corresponds to effective management in a nonprofit, where you make yourself valuable by being able to work well with others and amplify their contribution.


Those on the constructing path move ahead in the social services sector by using their skill at assembling various pieces into a viable whole. These people gather materials such as ideas, segments of completed work, and proven best practices from those around them, and then they combine these elements into a solid organizational or functional structure—be it the whole organization or a section, program, or project within the organization. In addition, they systematically erect, repair, and fortify the framework they’ve helped construct, the way a building contractor builds or reshapes a home.


Both conducting and constructing are effective ways to operate in the social services sector, but what prevents you from finding your place—and might well lead to failure—is coasting. In the social services sector, there is never time to coast. There is always too much to do and too few hands to do it. When you begin to coast, you operate without employing your full energy and power, dragging down others and the organization. This lack of commitment and drive diminishes productivity by the organization, which in turn limits opportunity and impact for those who need it most—sometimes desperately: those who count on your organization for services or agency.


Once you decide to work in the social sector, there are ways to advance within it without climbing on or dealing harshly with those in your path. Here are some things to keep in mind when you start working in this environment:


Avoid the tendency to walk in and share immediate assessments that spotlight all the processes that you think are being done wrong. In this sector, why something is being done is just as important as what is being done. Learn and understand the why before you presume to criticize. Decisions make more sense when you understand the context, and context takes time to really understand.


When you are forming your initial orienting questions, make sure that your motive is to understand why and how things are done and not how to convince others that your way is better. Remember that the organization you are joining achieved enough to catch your attention in the first place. Assume that the agency has not achieved its success through luck, and honor the fact that your talents are being overlayed on a foundation that the people in the existing organization built and that you will benefit from. Those who are eager to convince others of the importance of their ideas, without understanding enough about the context, waste precious resources and time. You are there for the mission first, your ego second.


Build on what is already there. For a seasoned not-for-profit agency, you are more likely to be enhancing or evolving processes and procedures, rather than starting from scratch. The social services sector operates within constraints that require more ingenuity, perseverance, and skill than the more resourced parts of the work world. If the role you have come to fill attracted you, then innovation, a successful track record, and hard work led to its creation.


There is no need to preen and try to prove that you are the best at what you do. Those who interviewed you for your job believed what you told them during the hiring process. You need to hit the ground running with a focus on contributions that keep goals and objectives moving forward. When your focus is on proving yourself, it detracts from your ability to contribute to the mission in the way that is most needed. Working in the social sector means that you have the capacity to care about something bigger than yourself—the greater good that you and your coworkers are creating in the world.


Spend time in the beginning learning about the organizational wins that you are inheriting and the trials that have failed along the way. One of the things that plagues the social services sector is new people coming on board and trying to start over or reintroduce practices that were unsuccessful or ineffective in the past. They think they have a great new idea and don’t bother to investigate what was done before. Operating this way can rob the organization of the benefit of its years of experience and the lessons it has learned along the way. Do not rely on the standard new-employee orientation to explain all you need to know about an organization’s history. Each department has its own areas of success and pride, so learn about the wins relevant to each role.


Don’t let the difficulties of adjusting to a new culture intensify your need to glorify or hang on to your old one. If you find yourself repeatedly referencing and romanticizing how things were done at your last job, then you are stuck looking into your rearview mirror and cannot successfully navigate forward. It is proof that you have not really transitioned out of your old job. The constant refrain of “At my last job, we ______” communicates to a group of people who like things where they are that you prefer things where you were. If you make that statement too often, you will be invited to go back to where you came from. Of course you can always share your own ideas and suggestions, but apply them in a way that is respectful of and relevant for your new environment.


Bring your whole self—your skills, your knowledge, your natural talents, your experiences, and your ideas. The more you express those things, the easier it will be to find your natural place within the organization. Diversity and inclusion initiatives that demonstrate how to put into practice respect for human rights and fairness are well underway in the social services sector. This sector’s culture has been a leading force for justice and equity across all levels of the workplace and in all types of industries.
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