

[image: image]






Praise for How to Lead Nonprofits


“Many go into nonprofit leadership unprepared for the twin demands of business management and measurable social impact. Finally, we have a resource that guides the way. Nick Grono’s masterful How to Lead Nonprofits is a book I will be recommending for years to come.”


—Arthur C. Brooks, Professor, Harvard Kennedy School and Harvard Business School, and #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Strength to Strength


“In How to Lead Nonprofits, Nick Grono has accomplished the rare feat of blending intellectual clarity with practical guidance. He lays out a clear and compelling road map for social sector leadership, enlivened with vivid examples and strong writing. This work can help any nonprofit CEO who seeks to transform inspired purpose into a powerful flywheel of tangible impact.”


—Jim Collins, New York Times Bestselling Author, Good to Great and Good to Great and the Social Sectors


“Nick Grono reflects on years of nonprofit leadership to produce a book that is timely, thoughtful, and necessary. There is a level of candor and vulnerability that makes it relatable to anyone who is in or aspires to nonprofit leadership in a way that corporate leadership books don’t. At a time when the complexity of the external world reverberates through nonprofits, this is a book that nonprofit leaders can find solace in.”


—Tirana Hassan, Executive Director, Human Rights Watch


“There is a real need for a practitioner-focused handbook for nonprofit leaders. Nick’s book more than meets this need. Informed by Nick’s decades of experience in the sector, How to Lead Nonprofits provides a very practical road map for leaders of all types of nonprofits, even with the complex range of challenges they face. I recommend this book to all leaders seeking to make a change in the world.”


—Cindy McCain, Executive Director, World Food Programme


“This is an important book for anyone looking to build nonprofit institutions that create enduring change. Nick understands the power of using the tools of business to create outsized impact in the social sector. Based on his lived experience, he powerfully outlines what it means both to build and to lead nonprofit organizations.”


—Jacqueline Novogratz, Founder and CEO, Acumen


“Drawing on the insights and practical knowledge garnered over his decades leading global nonprofit organizations, Nick Grono shares how nonprofit leaders can aim high and make an impact by focusing on the people and purpose that drive them. This book is an invaluable road map for any nonprofit executive looking to hone their skills and chart an effective path forward.”


—Darren Walker, President, Ford Foundation


 “Leading a nonprofit organization is a complex juggling act, requiring the balancing of a group’s mission with the concerns of staff, partners, and funders. Few manage the challenge better than Nick Grono. Having helped to lead two important global organizations with extraordinary effectiveness, he is well placed to offer guidance on excellence in nonprofit leadership. This book is a valuable and much-needed contribution.”


—Kenneth Roth, Executive Director (1993–2022), Human Rights Watch


“There have been a lot of questions on the nonprofit model, and those of us who have had to navigate it understand its complexity but don’t always have the words to explain it. This book helps in giving clarity to leaders and those interested in learning how to succeed in leading nonprofits. It will be a great companion to leaders like me.”


—Sophie Otiende, CEO, Global Fund to End Modern Slavery, and Cofounder, Azadi Kenya


“Every leader who wants to make a real difference in the world should read this book. Nick is not only a highly successful nonprofit CEO but also always curious, keen to explore, open to improvement, and eager to learn from others. In this valuable book, he shares key learnings from his decades-long leadership experience and vast expertise in change-making—to help us make the change that is so urgently needed.”


—Mabel van Oranje, Founder and Leader, the European Council on Foreign Relations and Girls Not Brides, and Serial Social Entrepreneur


“As a newish CEO, this is such a precious book to have on one’s table . . . Every chapter blends in so well it’s hard to read one in isolation—take note, read it all. It should serve as a useful reference point in your journey as an executive. Keep it on your desk; there’ll be a line in there that will provide a great aha moment and some relief that being CEO is as rewarding as the challenges you might confront.”


—Dr. Comfort Ero, President and CEO, International Crisis Group
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 INTRODUCTION


On a bleak midwinter’s day in London a decade ago, I became the CEO of a brand-new nonprofit organization. I had landed in England the day before from my home country of Australia and was struggling to adjust to the subzero temperature after the blazing sun of the southern summer. It wasn’t the only change I was adjusting to.


At this early stage it seemed a little grandiose even to call myself CEO, given I was the sole staff member of my nascent organization, the Freedom Fund. We had no office, no board, no strategic plan, and no programs in place. But what I did bring with me was more than ten years of leadership experience of US and international nonprofits, and another decade before that working in corporate law, government, and banking. I also had a deep belief in the power of well-led nonprofits, with motivated teams, to drive outsized change.


In contrast to its modest circumstances, the Freedom Fund’s ambitions were huge: to mobilize the knowledge, capital, and will needed to end modern slavery. Modern slavery is an umbrella term for horrendous crimes such as sex trafficking, forced labor, bonded labor, and forced marriage. It traps fifty million women, men, and children today into lives of violence and extreme exploitation and generates hundreds of billions of dollars in profit every year for its perpetrators. It’s also a crime that touches all of us, as countless everyday products—from mobile phones to cotton T-shirts to processed seafood—are produced with forced labor.


The Fund had one big advantage from the beginning, and that was the backing of three highly regarded philanthropic foundations. Thankfully, they were willing to take a bet on this vision and my leadership by providing generous start-up capital to test whether the Fund could make real progress against its ambitious goals.


So, on that cold, gray January day, I had two priorities. The first was to get the basic operational pieces in place so that I could start hiring staff and setting up programs. This meant I had to prepare an initial budget, find an office, draft a work plan for the first year, ensure board members were appointed, and hold the first board meeting.


The bigger—and, to my mind, more important—priority was to use the first few months to put in place the fundamentals that would give the Freedom Fund the best chance of success over the longer term. I was acutely conscious that the start-up funding gave us the opportunity to be deliberate about our purpose, impact, and culture from the very beginning. I was determined not to waste that gift. I wanted to use all that I had learned from my previous decade in the nonprofit world, and my time before that in the private and government sectors, to position the Freedom Fund for success. I was also determined to draw on the wisdom of the many outstanding leaders I had worked with over the years, and the lessons I had absorbed from other impactful nonprofits over that time.
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Fast-forward to the present. Today the Freedom Fund works in twelve countries, including many of those with the highest burden of modern slavery, such as Brazil, Ethiopia, and Myanmar. We have a global team of eighty-two people. We have partnered with, and helped shift power and resources to, some 150 grassroots organizations. Working with those partners, we have helped bring over 31,000 people out of slavery. Our programs have directly touched the lives of 1.5 million people in slavery or at high risk of it. And they have positively changed the systems affecting more than seven million vulnerable people, reducing their risk of being harmed.


Look beyond those numbers and picture the women and girls who are no longer being exploited in brothels or cotton spinning mills or coerced into marriage; men and boys who are no longer being forced to work in dangerous mines, brick kilns, or fishing boats; women, men, and children who have been helped to escape a myriad of other deeply exploitative situations. To fuel this impact, we have raised over $220 million in funding. Our budget has grown at a rate of about 25 percent year over year, and we have managed this while also recording a very high level of staff satisfaction.


Though we are still a young organization, our work is beginning to garner international attention: Harvard Business School is teaching a case study on the Freedom Fund’s strategy and impact. Thought leaders in philanthropy, such as Bridgespan, the Gates Foundation, MacKenzie Scott, and The Philanthropy Workshop, are highlighting the impact of our work. All of this drives our flywheel, enabling us to mobilize more resources and increase our impact.


So how did we get here? The answer is: by focusing relentlessly and with discipline on our purpose and impact. This focus shapes everything the Freedom Fund does. It sets our direction of travel. It helps us build a highly effective organization, enabling us to recruit and retain an outstanding team that shares an inclusive and impact-focused culture. And it ensures we maintain close partnerships with those who have the greatest stake in our success—particularly local communities and courageous grassroots organizations, but also our funders and peer organizations.


WHAT DO SUCCESSFUL NONPROFITS HAVE IN COMMON?


I’ve spent a lot of time studying successful nonprofits to identify their shared attributes. In addition to my two decades working for nonprofits,  I’ve also served on seven nonprofit boards to date, which has given me a firsthand perspective on governance.* I also have experience working for business and government: In addition to my early years as a corporate lawyer, I worked at the investment bank Goldman Sachs and later was chief of staff to the Australian attorney general. I spent a number of years providing leadership training to young women and men on a sail-training ship. After some twenty years of leadership, I am increasingly asked to advise and coach other nonprofit leaders, and I’ve learned a lot from these rich discussions.


All of this has shaped my thinking on what great nonprofit leadership is. The starting point is to identify what the most successful nonprofits have in common. Once we identify this, we can explore the leader’s role in building and sustaining these organizations.


Nonprofits come in many forms. They are service-delivery organizations, advocacy organizations, charities, foundations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), religious organizations, social welfare organizations, and education and arts institutions. There are more than 1.5 million registered nonprofits in the US and millions more globally. Given this diversity, it’s not surprising that many factors contribute to nonprofit success—starting with leadership, but also including staff, culture, the issue being addressed, operational context, funding models, and peers and competitors.


But all highly successful nonprofits put purpose and impact at the very heart of everything they do, and they maintain a disciplined and relentless focus on them. Nonprofits exist to make a positive change in our world. This is their purpose, their reason for existence. Their contribution to that change is their impact. They save lives, protect rights, tackle poverty and hunger, promote the arts, provide education and health services to the world’s least fortunate, and much more. Some nonprofits have more impact than others, and definitions of “positive change” can vary widely, but all have purpose and impact as the golden thread running through all their work.


The power of this approach can best be seen by comparing nonprofits with businesses. Businesses exist to maximize value for their shareholders—that is their principal purpose and how their impact is measured by their shareholders. Successful businesses are defined primarily by their financial returns. Some may have a secondary purpose of doing public good, but financial considerations reign supreme, and that strongly shapes their leadership and differentiates it in important ways from nonprofit leadership.* By contrast, the most effective nonprofits start and end with a focus on change—and understanding this is key to understanding nonprofit leadership.


THE ROLE OF THE LEADER


Given this focus on driving change, what is the role of the leader in building and sustaining great nonprofits? Many (particularly business leaders) argue that the key is to lead nonprofits more like businesses, but this entirely misses the point. The simple fact of leading a profit-driven organization does not, of itself, make you a good leader. There are well-led businesses and badly run ones, just like there are great nonprofits and mediocre ones. One of the world’s leading experts on business leadership, Jim Collins, highlighted this by subtitling his study on nonprofit leadership: “why business thinking is not the answer.”


Rather, the role of the leader is to harness the power of purpose and use it to shape everything the organization does—internally with its people and externally with its partners—to deliver the greatest possible change.


The framework I use in this book reflects this approach. It is structured around purpose, people, and partners:


Purpose determines a nonprofit’s direction of travel and destination. It explains why a nonprofit exists and what it hopes to achieve. The first section of this book will explore “purpose” in detail and the way it shapes mission, impact, and strategy, with a chapter on each.


People are central to the success of any organization. The second section of this book looks internally, at the people and dynamics that power a nonprofit. It starts with a chapter on the CEO’s priorities and style. Next comes a chapter on teams—specifically culture and staffing—followed by one on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). The section ends with a chapter on another key group of people, namely your board.


Partners are key to amplifying a nonprofit’s impact. Nonprofits have a range of groups with an interest in their success: these are their external stakeholders or, as I prefer to call them, their partners. The book’s final section looks at the role of these partners. It starts with a chapter on the individuals and communities you serve, as these are the principal reason for your organization’s existence. Next come your funders, who provide the financial fuel on which your organization depends. The last chapter is on collaboration and networks.


At the end of each chapter, I’ve compiled a short list of “action points.” Think of them as a succinct summary of the chapter and the key takeaways.


WHY THIS BOOK?


In writing this book, I was conscious that there is no shortage of literature on leadership. But almost all of it is about running businesses. And, while much of what is written about profit-driven leadership is relevant to nonprofits, there are fundamental differences between the two types of organizations, which means that business literature and experience will never be sufficient to address the needs of nonprofit leaders. This is why successful business leaders can do poorly in leading nonprofits, and why effective nonprofit leaders can stumble when they try and move to private-sector leadership positions.


Despite these differences or, rather, because of them, I regularly compare business and nonprofit practice throughout this book. The contrast illustrates how different incentives lead to different priorities and outcomes, and better shapes our understanding of nonprofit leadership.


There are some very good, and weighty, academic books about nonprofit leadership and the attributes of successful nonprofits. But being largely academic in their approach, they tend to be of limited use to the busy nonprofit leader looking for clear and practical advice on strengthening their leadership and organization.*


How to Lead Nonprofits is written specifically for that busy nonprofit leader, be they a CEO, executive director, board chair, prospective leader, or aspirational one. For convenience, I will often refer to the CEO, but the intended audience is broader than that.*


Throughout the book, I have drawn heavily on my own experiences over the last twenty years. In so doing, I’m conscious that those experiences have been strongly influenced by the fact that I’m a middle-class white man who has spent most of his working life in the US, UK, Europe, and Australia. So, in addition to referring to the relevant literature, I have also sought out the wisdom of a number of outstanding nonprofit leaders from around the world that I’ve had the joy of working and collaborating with over the years. My hope is that collectively we can help other nonprofit leaders accelerate some of the learning process and more effectively build impactful and inclusive organizations.


This is meant to be the kind of book I would have found helpful when I started working in nonprofit leadership roles. I’ve aimed to keep the text short and practical. While the book is structured around the framework of purpose, people, and partners, the chapters are all freestanding. So, if you are more focused on, say, culture than mission, feel free to dive straight into the relevant chapter. The book is intended to be a resource that you can use as and when it suits you. And I don’t expect you to agree with everything I have to say—my approach is not to be prescriptive but rather to provide an informed perspective against which you can form your own views.


In short, my objective is to provide you with the tools to become a great nonprofit leader as you strive to make the world a better place.





* I served first on the board of the Sail Training Association of Western Australia (see the Purpose section in this book) in the 1990s. I’ve since served on the boards of Crisis Action (as chair), Girls Not Brides, the Jo Cox Foundation (as chair), and Transparentem. I currently serve on the advisory board of Global Witness, a passionate and powerful campaigning organization that takes on governments and companies to protect human rights and secure the future of our planet. I’m also a member of the human-trafficking advisory council of the US-based McCain Institute, founded by former Senator John McCain and Ambassador Cindy McCain.


* B Corporations are notable exceptions to this model of profit-driven company. They are for-profit companies that meet the highest standards of social and environmental performance, transparency, and accountability. Effectively, they are mission-driven companies that balance purpose and profit. To become a B Corp, companies must go through an extensive certification process. There are over six thousand certified B Corporations in more than eighty countries and over 150 industries. To learn more, see “What’s Behind the B,” B Lab website, accessed July 18, 2023, https://usca.bcorporation.net/about-b-corps/; Suntae Kim, Matthew J. Karlesky, Christopher G. Myers, and Todd Schifeling, “Why Companies Are Becoming B Corporations,” Harvard Business Review, June 17, 2016, https://hbr.org/2016/06/why-companies-are-becoming-b-corporations.


* The exception that proves the rule is the excellent monograph on nonprofit leadership by the leading business researcher and author Jim Collins, titled Good to Great and the Social Sectors: Why Business Thinking Is Not the Answer (London, England: Random House Business Books, 2006)—a text I have returned to repeatedly in my nonprofit career.


* Leaders of nonprofits are often called CEO or executive director, and sometimes president and CEO. I’ll generally use CEO in this book.









PURPOSE


Set the Direction


Let us make our future now, and let us make our dreams tomorrow’s reality.


—Malala Yousafzai1


I was twenty years old the first time I worked for a nonprofit, though I didn’t think of it as such at the time. The “nonprofit” took the form of a 180-foot tall ship, with three masts, sixteen sails, and fifty-five crew members—it was a bit like the pirate ships of old. The ship was called the Leeuwin and was run by the Sail Training Association of Western Australia (STAWA).* We would take forty high school and university-age, often disadvantaged, youth out for ten-day ocean voyages during which they would confront challenges ranging from howling gales to seasickness to cramped communal cabins. They would be trained to work as teams (called “watches”), to build confidence, character, and leadership skills. I volunteered during my holidays. I was a “watch-leader,” in charge of one of those teams, and part of the ship’s leadership. The experience was often transformative for those who participated. It certainly was for me, given the responsibility of leading teams of eight to ten young people at an early age.


I was keen to contribute more to the work of the organization, so, a few years after I first sailed on the Leeuwin, I became a board member of STAWA. I had recently qualified as a lawyer, and my hope was to contribute to the organization’s governance. This was my first real introduction to nonprofit leadership. The organization’s declared purpose was to “enrich the lives of young people,” and it aimed to do this through “adventure, participation, and the challenge of sailing a purpose-built Tall Ship.”2 Like so many small nonprofits (this one had a full-time staff of eight, along with an army of volunteers), it was focused on keeping the doors open and serving the youth of Western Australia. We had a mission statement and a fairly straightforward strategy, though it wasn’t written down in the form of a strategic plan. We measured impact by counting how many young people sailed on the Leeuwin each year, with lots of anecdotal stories of individual transformation.


STAWA’s approach to strategy and impact measurement was rudimentary. But the organization was always true to its purpose of enriching the lives of young people. And it was always clear on how it would do that—through the adventure of sailing on a tall ship. As a result, STAWA has had a deep and lasting impact on over forty thousand young people who have sailed on the Leeuwin over the last thirty-five years. It’s also become an important part of the social fabric of Fremantle, the port town where it is based. My experiences with Leeuwin and STAWA are my nonprofit North Star, always reminding me that when purpose and impact are at the heart of a nonprofit, its work can transform lives.
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Because nonprofits pursue positive change rather than financial returns, they have developed other concepts to guide what they do and how— namely, vision, purpose, mission, and impact. These concepts all derive from the organization’s purpose, i.e., its reason for existence. Nonprofits usually have an overarching vision—the long-term picture of what they’d like to achieve. Their mission is the action they take to fulfill their purpose and achieve their vision. Their impact is the positive change they contribute to in pursuit of their purpose. Their strategy is their practical road map to turning their purpose into impact. And all of these elements are usually pulled together in a strategic plan.


The leader’s role is to ensure that the organization’s purpose is powerfully reflected in its mission, impact, and strategy, and that’s what we will explore in this section. As Dina Sherif, CEO of the Legatum Center at MIT, put it to me, “Know your organization’s purpose. That will always be your lifeline.”3


While this discussion can sometimes seem a little technical, understanding these concepts is important because, properly applied, they set organizations on the path to achieving the greatest possible impact.





* Now called Leeuwin Ocean Adventure Foundation.









CHAPTER 1


Mission


Be Clear About the Work


A small body of determined spirits fired by an unquenchable faith in their mission can alter the course of human history.


—Mahatma Gandhi1


Staying true to mission requires nonprofits to maintain constant focus. Even the most professional ones sometimes get sidetracked, as I experienced during my time with the International Crisis Group (“Crisis Group”).


Crisis Group is one of the world’s preeminent conflict prevention organizations. Its purpose is to prevent and resolve deadly conflicts. Established during the Balkans war in the 1990s by foreign policy experts appalled at the failure of the international community to respond effectively to such a brutal conflict, it quickly earned a reputation for its impactful mission—producing deeply knowledgeable and nuanced policy-focused reports from analysts based in the conflict zones they covered, combined with high-level advocacy to Western policymakers. Its board of former senior government officials and policymakers—which over the years have included several Nobel Peace laureates and scores of former prime ministers and foreign ministers—helped it get access to the right decision-makers.


From its early years, Crisis Group covered the civil wars in Sudan, including in Darfur, where mass atrocities were being committed against the region’s non-Arab population. As former US Secretary of State Colin Powell noted, “In Darfur . . . International Crisis Group was ringing the alarm bell . . . They gave us insight. We didn’t always agree with them. It’s not their role to come into agreement with us. It’s their role to reflect ground truth.”2


In 2006, a bold new US human rights foundation, Humanity United, launched an activist campaign to pressure US policymakers to do more to prevent genocide and other mass atrocities, with a particular focus on the war in Darfur. The foundation called this campaign the Enough Project and backed it with an $8 million grant over five years. The campaign would involve a partnership between Crisis Group (providing field-based research and analysis) and the DC-based think tank Center for American Progress (providing US advocacy expertise).3


Crisis Group gratefully accepted its sizable share of the grant without fully thinking through how the campaign would fit with its mission, and the Enough Project launched in March 2007. At the time, I was vice president of Crisis Group with overall responsibility for our operations, including advocacy and fundraising. Dazzled by the generosity of the grant, on an issue we were deeply engaged in, we did not consider whether conducting grassroots activism was consistent with our core focus on complex policy formulation and advocacy to high-level policymakers.


As quickly became apparent, it was not. In fact, the situation was a textbook case of mission creep. Activist campaigning requires clear and strident calls for action—such as imposing a no-fly zone (the enforcement of which requires the shooting down of the target country’s military planes, and which effectively amounts to a declaration of war)—aimed at mobilizing concerned members of the public. In contrast, high-level policy advocacy usually requires a more nuanced articulation of the drivers of the conflict and the ways to influence them, directly targeting policymakers and other officials. Both are critically important, but they don’t always work easily together, and certainly not when coming from the same organization. Moreover, our close involvement in the activist campaign was undermining the effectiveness of our advocacy to high-level policymakers, who were confused by the mixed messages. It was also causing discord within Crisis Group, particularly with some of our experts on the ground in Africa who fundamentally disagreed with much of the activist messaging. While we understood public-facing activism to be critical to political change, we came to realize that we weren’t the right organization to be doing it. The Enough campaigning was dragging us off mission.


We decided that this could only be resolved by recommitting to our core mission of high-level advocacy. In May 2007, we agreed to part ways with the Enough Project.4 The staff leading that work left to work for Center for American progress, before setting up their own organization—and all the funding moved with them. The transition was not straightforward, and there was a degree of unhappiness on the part of those staff leaving, and at Humanity United, which stopped funding Crisis Group for a number of years. That said, the longer-term outcome was that Crisis Group returned to a laser-like focus on what it did best, and the Enough Project became a highly successful and impactful organization in its own right, under the leadership of my former colleague John Prendergast and with the high-profile backing of committed celebrity activists such as George Clooney and Don Cheadle. And, over time, we rebuilt a strong and productive relationship with Humanity United.
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Understanding mission is key to understanding nonprofits. While purpose is their “why,” mission is their “how.” Nonprofits are often called “mission-driven” organizations because success is judged on their impact in delivering their mission. Much follows from this framing, especially when it comes to working out whether the organization is achieving its desired change.


But understanding a nonprofit’s mission can be challenging. Too often what an organization actually does—its mission—diverges from what it says it does in its written, public-facing mission statement. This leads to confusion when comparing the statement with the actual work.


So, in this chapter, I’ll explain what we mean by mission and how it relates to an organization’s purpose and vision. We will then look at how mission shapes a nonprofit’s impact. And finally, we’ll look at how to ensure the mission statement properly reflects your nonprofit’s purpose and mission.


HOW VISION, PURPOSE, AND MISSION RELATE TO EACH OTHER


An organization’s vision is invariably aspirational, such as “a world free of poverty.” Some organizations define and publish their vision, but many don’t.* A nonprofit’s purpose is a broad statement of how it intends to contribute to the world it envisions.† Its mission is more specific, setting out what the organization does, and for whom; i.e., the action it takes to achieve its purpose.




KEY TERMS


Vision: the desired future state, usually aspirational, e.g., “a world free of poverty”


Purpose: the organization’s reason for being; how it intends to contribute to the world it envisions, e.g., “to empower the poor to realize their potential and to break out of the vicious cycle of poverty”*


Mission: the action an organization takes to fulfill its purpose, e.g., “providing comprehensive financial services” to the poor5


Mission statement: a succinct written statement of the organization’s purpose and mission


Strategy: the set of decisions and trade-offs a nonprofit needs to make to achieve the greatest impact in pursuit of its purpose


Strategic plan: the written strategy; it may be a short framework for decision-making, a long document with detailed multi-year plans for every aspect of the organization’s work over the next three to five years or longer, or something in between





Purpose and mission are often used interchangeably in written mission statements, but it helps to understand the difference when defining what your organization does.


The purpose of the Girl Scouts of the USA is to “build girls of courage, confidence, and character, who make the world a better place.” Its mission is to empower girls to “discover the fun, friendship, and power of girls together. Girls grow courageous and strong through a wide variety of enriching experiences, such as field trips, skill-building sports clinics, community service projects, cultural exchanges, and environmental stewardships.”6


EDWINS Leadership & Restaurant Institute’s purpose is to “change the face of re-entry for formerly incarcerated prisoners” in the US. Its approach to doing this “is three-fold: to teach a skilled and in-demand trade in the culinary arts, empower willing minds through a passion for hospitality management, and prepare students for a successful transition home.”7


The purpose of More in Common, an impressive community-building organization working in the US and Europe, is “to understand the forces driving us apart, to find common ground and help to bring people together to tackle our shared challenges.” And its mission? “We draw from groundbreaking research to test and find solutions, working with partners that have the capacity to make a real difference at scale. And we help build the larger field of efforts to strengthen democratic societies against the threats of polarization and division.”8


So what about the Freedom Fund? My very first task as the newly appointed CEO of the newly launched organization was to identify what its purpose and mission would be. The three founders, all philanthropic foundations whose representatives were members of our board, agreed on the purpose of the organization and the key challenges but had diverging views on how to address them. They all agreed that the global anti-slavery sector was chronically underresourced; that it was fragmented and needed more collaboration, particularly in countries with the highest burden of slavery; and that the sector was desperately short of robust evidence of which interventions worked best to tackle this hidden crime. Contending with these challenges would be the new organization’s purpose.


But the founders differed on the most effective way to do so. One believed the priority was to work on the ground with clusters of local organizations to combat slavery in affected communities in low-income countries. Another thought we could best add value by focusing on industries (such as fishing or fast fashion) that were rife with extreme exploitation. And the third wanted us to link local-level impact and research with its work to influence global and national policymakers.


I was in full agreement on the challenges and comfortable with the diverging views on ways forward. To my mind, we were a start-up. We had to identify two or three potentially powerful ways of working, then test and refine them, and scale those we identified as the most impactful, based on robust evidence.


To reflect all of this in our mission statement, I drafted it in two parts. The first part set out our purpose, the reason the Freedom Fund had been brought into existence and what differentiated it from other anti-slavery organizations. I identified this to be “to mobilize the knowledge, capital and will needed to end slavery.”


The second part, setting out the action we would take to achieve this, was expressed as follows:


We identify and invest in the most effective frontline efforts to eradicate modern slavery in the countries and sectors where it is most prevalent. Partnering with visionary investors, governments, anti-slavery organizations and those at risk of exploitation, we tackle the systems that allow slavery to persist and thrive. Working together, we protect vulnerable populations, liberate and reintegrate those enslaved and prosecute those responsible.


There is school of thought that mission statements need to be short and terse—a few words or a single sentence. This second paragraph was maybe a little longer than is ideal, but I valued being specific about our priorities, so that we could align board members, funders, staff, and partner organizations. Our board agreed and approved this mission statement.


Looking back at the statement many years later, I believe it’s still a good reflection of what we do and the impact we are held accountable for achieving, with one key exception. The exception is the leadership of survivors of slavery, which now plays a much more central role in our work and our plans for the future. So, while that is already part of our mission (in that we are already doing it), survivor leadership is not yet included in our mission statement. Given that it’s such an important part of the Freedom Fund, it needs to be incorporated, not least because the statement is the public-facing expression of what we do. We’ll revise the mission statement when we embark on our next strategic planning process.*


DEFINING A POWERFUL MISSION


Unless you are starting a nonprofit from scratch, your nonprofit is already implementing its mission. By definition, whatever your organization is doing is its mission. If that’s a powerful mission—one that is designed to deliver maximum impact in pursuit of your organization’s purpose— all is well. As the management guru Peter Drucker stated in his book Managing the Non-Profit Organization: “The first thing to talk about is what missions work and what missions don’t work and how to define the mission. For the ultimate test is not the beauty of the mission statement. The ultimate test is right action [my emphasis] . . . the first job of the leader is to think through and define the mission of the institution.”9


A powerful mission ensures that your organization has distinctive and intentional impact as it pursues its purpose. It should be credibly ambitious relative to the resources you can reasonably expect to mobilize.


If your mission is modest for the resources you have available, you’ll most likely succeed in your mission, but not in achieving the impact you should, given your purpose and resources. Let’s assume you run a nonprofit committed to tackling homelessness in San Francisco [purpose] by running a high-quality twenty-person shelter for the homeless in a rapidly gentrifying part of the city [mission], and you have an endowment of millions of dollars. You may well run the shelter very effectively, at full capacity, and provide world-class services to the twenty people who can access your shelter at any one time. Strictly speaking, this would amount to success given your mission to run the shelter. But it’s not a powerful mission. Your nonprofit won’t be having the impact on homelessness in San Francisco that its purpose and funding suggest it should. It won’t be delivering the scale of change it should be capable of delivering.


If your mission is overly ambitious, you may fail to achieve it while still having a great deal of impact, or you could just end up being demoralized by your failure to carry it out. Take the same San Francisco–based nonprofit. Assume its mission is now to tackle homelessness by opening shelters across the city, working with the homeless it serves to develop ambitious policy recommendations to the state and local governments and advocate for change, with $1 million in annual income. Chances are it will struggle to achieve this mission, at least in the short term, given its big ambitions and limited resources. That could be demoralizing, or it could be a powerful motivation to raise more money and support to make a real difference to homelessness in that city. Your leadership and strategy will help determine that.


If your mission is not defined in a way to deliver maximum impact for the resources you can expect to mobilize, you should revise it. It may be that the organization started with a strong mission and clarity about what it was doing, but over time has engaged in mission creep, taking on projects not because they aligned closely to the mission, but because there was a willing funder or an interesting opportunity (as illustrated by the opening story in this chapter). To take another example, imagine that a donor came to the San Francisco homelessness nonprofit and offered it funding to run a shelter in neighboring Oakland. Taking that on would be a classic example of mission creep—unless the nonprofit decided to revise and expand its mission and strategy to run shelters in, say, the wider Bay Area (including Oakland), with a credible plan to do this well. Mission creep is a constant threat for nonprofits. Only strong leadership and a commitment to the core mission can resist the forces trying to pull you off course.


There are other reasons your organization may have drifted from its mission. You may have started initiatives and realized they were not closely aligned to what you wanted to do or to the key populations you want to serve but kept on with them because of opposition from donors and staff to pulling out. Or your board is divided and pulling you in different directions. Or you started with a very modest mission, and haven’t revisited it even though it clearly wasn’t designed to achieve the change you are aiming for. The end result will likely be that your organization is unfocused and distracted and not having the impact it should.


How do you assess if your current mission is fit for purpose? Start with the fundamentals. Picture what you would do if you were starting the organization from scratch, with current resources, and a blank sheet for your mission. Knowing what you know, how can you have maximum impact in pursuit of your purpose? Ask staff, the people and communities you serve, and other stakeholders. Do they have a clear and shared idea of what the organization should be doing? Do they think you are making the best use of the resources available to you? Is the organization focused or scattershot? Is it making a meaningful difference?


If your conclusion is that your existing mission is significantly off track, then you need to do some serious work to get the organization back on track. That may require a major review of your strategy, and some painful course correction—but good leaders will lean into this if they determine the mission is not fit for purpose, as it’s the only way to position the organization for maximum impact. We’ll look at this more deeply in the chapter on strategy.



THE MISSION SETS EXPECTATIONS FOR IMPACT



One consequence of measuring nonprofit impact against mission is that it is difficult to compare the performance of one nonprofit with that of another. This is one key way in which nonprofits differ from businesses. Since success for a business is largely determined by its financial returns, performance can be compared much more easily. Hence, Google’s performance can be readily compared against that of peers, such as Facebook or Microsoft, or even against companies in a completely different sector of the global economy, such as Walmart or Goldman Sachs or Ford. While fundamental differences between these organizations exist, the companies can all be broadly compared, based on their financial returns to shareholders. This is what drives their decision-making and accountability to their shareholders.


But nonprofits don’t have a sole, simple metric by which their performance can be compared. For a start, they don’t have owners or shareholders as such. And their outcomes range from lives saved, children educated, justice advanced, arts promoted, ideas generated—all of which are difficult to measure, let alone compare. Even between two organizations working on similar issues, say, addressing child poverty in Houston, it can be very difficult to compare impact and performance, as the organizations may have divergent views on the ways they want to tackle poverty and the outcomes they seek. For example, one may focus on school meals and the other on advocacy to local officials. Usually, the best we can do is ensure our nonprofit has a powerful and clearly defined mission and that it is executing successfully against it. At worst, it means ineffective or badly led nonprofits can operate for many years without being held accountable for their lack of performance.


But, whether or not we can robustly compare the performance of nonprofits, committed leaders must always be seeking ways to assess how effective their organization is. They cannot hold themselves accountable  to their stakeholders—first, the people they serve, but funders, board members, and staff too—if they cannot credibly assess what progress their organization has made. We’ll explore this in the next chapter, on impact.


THE MISSION STATEMENT COMES LAST


Once you are clear on your purpose and mission, you can communicate them through your mission statement. A mission statement is usually drafted when an organization is first founded, and then reviewed periodically, usually every few years when your organization embarks on a new strategic planning process. You’ll often find the statement in an organization’s strategic plan, and perhaps on its website.


Many experts place a lot of weight on the mission statement. They say things like: “A clear and well-focused mission statement can serve to guide all major decisions that a nonprofit organization must make— especially decisions about which new programs and projects to undertake, which to avoid, and which to exit.”*


While that may be aspirational, I don’t think it reflects the reality of most nonprofits. For my part, I’m more interested in “right action” than what the mission statement says the organization does. Missions often evolve more quickly than the mission statement. Of course, ideally, the two align, but frequently the mission statement gets left behind, particularly with rapidly growing nonprofits. In fact, in most organizations, you will probably find that it’s only the CEO who regularly reviews the mission statement (and perhaps not even the CEO). For most staff, it is also the CEO who will have shaped their understanding of the mission, by talking about it and making clear what is and what isn’t part of the mission. Their understanding will also be molded by the day-to-day work of the organization, by decisions on which programs to start or not, and by how impact is measured—not just by what is set out in the statement. All of this underscores the importance of the CEO intentionally shaping the organization’s understanding of the evolving mission and ensuring that it is internalized by staff. The CEO has the primary responsibility to hold and expound on the vision, purpose, and mission of an organization.


CASE STUDY


Drumming Home the Mission


Crisis Group provides a clear example of how a leader can make the mission real to staff. When I joined the organization, and for many years after, we didn’t have a written strategic plan. But staff at Crisis Group had a clearer understanding of its purpose and mission than any I have come across before or since. And that was because the then CEO, Gareth Evans, was relentless about explaining what the organization did, and, just as importantly, what it did not do. Its purpose was to prevent and resolve deadly conflict, and its mission was to carry out field-based research, publish nuanced analysis and reports, and engage in high-level advocacy to policymakers and those who influenced them. That’s all quite wordy, but Gareth would repeatedly highlight that we had analysts based on the ground in conflict-affected countries, not on the other side of the world in Washington, DC, or London. He would constantly hammer home the need for expert analysis, with clear and practical recommendations, not idealistic statements of what might be nice to happen.  And he would make it very clear what Crisis Group would not do, such as big “documentation” exercises to record atrocities, for example, as those were better left to organizations that specialized in that work. He would talk about our mission internally at staff meetings and retreats and externally at public events. As a result, there was a clear and shared understanding by staff and key external actors about what Crisis Group did and didn’t do, and that gave great focus to our work. And when we occasionally strayed, as with the Enough Project, we quickly course-corrected.*





None of this is to say you shouldn’t have a mission statement. A written statement is helpful, provided it accurately reflects your purpose and mission, and it can play a key role in fundraising and communications efforts. But, to my mind, your first priority is to engage in doing what needs to be done to advance your purpose, rather than get unduly focused on whether a proposed activity fits your statement or not. The statement should reflect the actual mission, not vice versa. If there is a mismatch, you need to work out whether you’ve drifted from what you should be doing—so your mission needs to be revised—or you have evolved from what your mission statement says you do, in which case the statement needs to be updated.


When you draft or redraft the mission statement, you should succinctly express the organization’s purpose and mission.* The statement should set out the problem the organization exists to address or the change it wants to bring about (purpose), and who it serves and how it will achieve the desired change (mission). Ideally it is no more than two or three sentences. The mission statements of Girl Scouts, EDWINS, and More in Common are all good examples.†


An up-to-date statement can be used by the CEO to ensure that all key stakeholders, including your staff, board, and funders, have a shared understanding of the mission.‡ It can also be used to market your organization to potential funders and other external audiences. If your mission statement is well crafted, anyone reading it will know what your nonprofit does and doesn’t do and why.  If your nonprofit has a powerful mission, reflected in a well-crafted mission statement, and holds itself accountable for its impact against that mission, it will have a strong foundation on which to deliver positive change, as we will see in the next chapter on impact.


MISSION ACTION POINTS


Be Clear About the Work




	Review your organization’s purpose and mission.


	Assess whether the mission is credibly ambitious relative to your organization’s purpose and the resources you can reasonably expect to mobilize.


	If not, then revise the mission to ensure it is fit for purpose, and reflect that in an updated mission statement.








* There can be a fine line between an organization’s vision and an ambitious purpose, which is probably why many nonprofits don’t bother to define their vision.


† The best statements of purpose “begin with a verb (like ‘reduce’ or ‘protect’ or ‘make’) and then a description of the problem you want to address or the conditions you want to foster.” Alison Green and Jerry Hauser, Managing to Change the World (Washington, DC: The Management Center, 2009), 61.


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Purpose: Set the Direction



		1. Mission: Be Clear About the Work



		2. Impact: Identify and Measure Change



		3. Strategy: Make Choices to Maximize Impact









		People: Build the Organization



		4. The CEO: Determine Your Priorities and Style



		5. The Team: Prioritize Culture and Recruit and Retain the Right Staff



		6. Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: Embrace Humility and Learning



		7. The Board: Invest in the Relationship









		Partners: Mobilize External Stakeholders



		8. The People and Communities You Serve: Ensure They Are at the Center



		9. Funders: Build Resonant Relationships to Encourage Giving



		10. Peer Organizations and Networks: Collaborate to Scale Impact









		Conclusion



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Purpose: Set the Direction











Page List





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245











OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
“Masterful...A book | will be recommending for years to come.”
—ARTHUR C. BROOKS, Professor, Harvard Kennedy School and
Harvard Business School, and #1 New York Times Bestselling Author

HOW TO

LEAD

NONPROFITS

Turning Purpose into Impact
to Change the World

NICK GRONO





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
MATT
HOLT





OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg
BS \2
Erf:\)
B





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





