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econciling an organization’s
nonprofit status with its need
for a healthy work environ-

ment can be a dilemma: There must
be enough benefits to attract and
keep qualified staff, but nonprofits
can’t appear extravagant or they
could lose their support.

These competing ideals are espe-
cially challenging because some items
are essential. Staff must have tools,
such as computers and telephones, to
do their work. Other factors, such as
the amount of space and its layout,
are easier to characterize as exces-

sive. However, all these elements
affect how well people do their jobs.  

The Points of Light Foundation, a
national organization that promotes
volunteerism to help solve communi-
ty problems, faced this problem
recently. Its lease would soon expire,
and its staff worked in extremely
crowded quarters in an old building
in Washington, D.C. 

“We could have just gone out and
leased another space somewhere, but
we were at a point in our organiza-
tional life where our offices needed
to convey the right image,” says Ray

Crabbs, chief operating officer of the
nine-year-old Points of Light.  “Our
business is not real estate, so we real-
ly needed guidance about how to
undertake the process.” Here are the
steps they took:

SIZE UP THE ISSUES
The Points of Light Foundation

partnered with the Staubach
Company, a real-estate firm that rep-

Nonprofit Doesn’t Have to
Mean Noncomfortable
In search of the perfect space? Next time your lease is up, use these tips from Points of Light.

B Y  C H R I S  O U R A N D

The open layout of the Points of Light Foundation’s office allows more natural light and interaction.

R
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resents tenants, to refine its ideas on
what it needed and what options
were available. It was evident that
Points of Light had outgrown its
19,000-square-foot building and need-
ed a more contemporary structure,
but these problems indicated deeper
issues. Staubach explored these
issues by asking the following
questions:

Is it possible to adapt the cur-

rent space? Renovation is often the
best solution for nonprofits, but in
Points of Light’s case it was impossi-
ble. The six-story building in which
they were housed was originally
designed as a residence for corporate
VIPs on government business. Thus,
there were inappropriate amenities—
such as fireplaces in many rooms—
which were an inefficient use of
space but couldn’t be replaced. Even

if the landlord would have permitted
renovation to make the space more
user friendly, the 93-year-old build-
ing’s historic designation prevented
any alteration to the structure.

Is the organization likely to

grow, downsize, or maintain its

current level? This question isn’t
always easy to answer, especially
more than a few years out. That was
the case with Points of Light. After
only nine years in business, Points of
Light couldn’t be sure if it was on a
continuing growth track or if circum-
stances would force it to downsize its

staff of 68 people.
Because of this uncertainty,

Staubach suggested that leasing was
a better option than buying. “If you
own a building and grow beyond its
capacity, you have to sell it and
move—a losing proposition because
little equity has accumulated—or
lease extra space elsewhere,” says
David Houck, the Staubach executive
who worked with Points of Light.
“Leasing is less risky than purchasing
if you can structure a lease with flexi-
ble terms.”

Points of Light agreed. “We need-
ed a building with extra capacity that

Leasing is less risky than purchasing
if your lease is flexible.
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would allow a young organization
like ours to grow,” says Crabbs. “But
we needed more history and consis-
tency in size before we could consid-
er owning a building.”

What type of space does the

organization need most? In Points
of Light’s case, the organization des-
perately needed meeting rooms in
which to hold training sessions for
volunteers. The lack of appropriate
space was so bad that Points of Light
had to reserve hotel conference
rooms for its staff meetings.

In addition, Points of Light need-
ed offices for staff involved in
fundraising, grant review, information
technology, and corporate volunteer
programs. Staff in all these areas
wanted more windows and more light

in their new space.

SEARCH AND
NEGOTIATE

Armed with Points of Light’s cri-
teria, Staubach began a search for
suitable space. Class A buildings—
newer and more costly structures
with many amenities—weren’t
reviewed because they didn’t convey
a nonprofit image. However, the
desire for more window space limit-
ed the possibilities to freestanding
offices. 

“Sometimes the best space in a
market is so-called ‘hidden space’
that will soon become available
because tenants have expiring leases
and want to move,” says Houck.  “We
find these places by having our finger
on the pulse of the tenant market-

place, so we know who is moving,
expanding, or contracting.”

One 30,000-square-foot space in
the center of the business district
was appealing because it offered
many of the features sought by
Points of Light. At first the high reno-
vation cost for the space seemed
daunting. But Staubach found a way
to condense the 10-week construc-
tion schedule by a week, saving
$120,000 that was put toward rent.

The landlord also agreed to a flat,
fixed-rate, 10-year lease with only
one rent increase in the sixth year.
Leases of 10 years or more offer non-
profits better deals than short-term
leases. The flip side, however, is that
long-term deals can reduce flexibility
for growth or downsizing. To offset
this disadvantage, Staubach negotiat-
ed for expansion rights and a partial
termination option, which lets Points
of Light give up as much as 50 per-
cent of its space if downsizing
becomes necessary.  

“A critical outcome from the
negotiation process involves leverag-
ing the value that tenants bring to
landlords,” asserts Houck.“By doing
so we ensured that Points of Light
got the value of a long-term lease by
agreeing to a fixed commitment for a
portion of the space but also got a
flexible deal. It’s an ‘accordion’ lease
that can expand and contract.”

In essence, long-term leases can
be both flexible and cost
effective.“We will have saved $2.3
million over the 10-year period versus
the amount that would have been
spent by staying in our former loca-
tion,” notes Crabbs.

GET BOARD MEMBERS
ON BOARD

When a nonprofit relocates, the
board must endorse the decision.
“Boards want to know why a lease is
better than a purchase and why a
certain location was picked,”
remarks Houck. “Staff need to be

David Houck of the Staubach Company and Ray Crabbs of
Points of Light found a cost-effective solution to growth.

Class A buildings
don’t convey a nonprofit image.
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prepared with a variety of data, such
as demographics and comprehensive
rental costs, to support their recom-
mendation.”

And remember, space and cost
aren’t the only factors that may make
it advantageous to move. You may
also need access to hotels and trans-
portation for visitors and public
transportation for staff. If your loca-
tion is hard to reach by subway or
bus, you may incur the costs of park-
ing and time lost to staff commuting.
And when you promote public trans-
portation among your staff you’re

making a statement about improving
efficiency, the environment, and the
quality of life. Whatever decision you
make next time your lease is up, be
sure it improves the life of your com-
munity and fulfills your mission. ■

Selected References

Conroy, Charles P., “Staying Healthy after
Expansion,” Nonprofit World, May-June 1997.

Eadie, Douglas, “Master Change, Or
Change Will Master You,” Nonprofit World,

July-August 1996.
McKay, Shona, “Building Morale: The Key

to Successful Change, Nonprofit World, May-
June 1995.

Muehrcke, Jill, ed., Management and

Planning, Leadership Series.

Muehrcke, Jill, ed., Profiles in Excellence,

Leadership Series.

Rosenberg, DeAnne, “Eliminating
Resistance to Change: The Magic Formula,”
Nonprofit World, September-October 1992.

Solender, Elizabeth E., “Rent or Buy? How
to Choose a Place of Your Own,” Nonprofit

World, March-April 1998.
Solender, Elizabeth & Cynthia Krause,

“Looking a Gift Horse in the Mouth: Receiving
Real-Estate Gifts,” Nonprofit World, January-
February 1998.

These publications are available through
the Society for Nonprofit Organizations’
Resource Center(608-274-9777).

Chris Ourand is a Silver Spring, Maryland-

based writer. He can be reached at

ourand@scg1.com.

Points of Light saved $2.3 million
by moving.
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