
Advance to the Future or Retreat to
the Familiar?
The key to the future is to reach out to meet it. Here are some tips.
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e all hear the snick,
snick, snick of cutting
across the nonprofit land-
scape. Cutting budgets.
Cutting programs. Cutting

staff. Cutting dreams.
Tripped up by a stumbling economy,

we are in tough times. Things are poised
to get better. But in the meantime, we
sometimes have to make difficult
choices. How do we make those choices?
The human response in difficult times
is usually to seek comfort. Ostensibly,
we obtain that comfort by retreating
to what’s familiar. When stressed, we
often seek succor in the comfort food
we enjoyed in our youth. Or we might
seek solace in the songs that played on
the radio back when our world made
more sense. As organizations, we seek
comfort too.

Organizational
Cocooning

Trend-spotter Faith Popcorn coined
the term “cocooning” to describe families
hunkering down in their homes in times
of danger or uncertainty. In any time of
anxiety, pulling the covers over our heads
might seem like a good idea. For nonprof-
its, however, a cocooning response is
exactly what should be avoided.

Cutting the Right Stuff
While Not Cutting
“The Right Stuff”

Funding scarcity prompts many non-
profits to cut back on programs and
services. Regrettably, it’s usually the lead-
ing-edge ventures on the chopping block.
What remain are the more established
programs. The older the offering, the
more the organization has invested in it.
Thus, budget decisions are often made on
emotion, not strategy. It’s usually easier to
discontinue a new program than an
emotionally-charged older one.

In times of fiscal constraint, it’s not
easy to get staff and board emotionally
and financially behind a new effort. Far
too often, the innovative idea that might
have been that organization’s “next big
thing” hits the dumpster. Employees who
have “the right stuff” to carry the organi-
zation into the future often get dumped
as well. Reactive trumps proactive,
yet again.

Funder Folly?

Funders are also culpable in the
cocooning response. Out of habit or blind
allegiance, they continue to funnel scarce
resources to the more traditional pro-
grams and established organizations. Yet
many of these same programs and organ-
izations have failed to produce adequate
results over time. So this funding “fix”
allows some marginal programs and
organizations to plod on. Alas, funder
cocoons require neither courageous
critiques nor daring decisions. 

Budget Cutting 
Is a Response, 
Not a Strategy

Funding shortages have prompted
many organizations to focus on one and
only one response: budget cuts. For too
many nonprofit leaders, the mission is
trimmed on the ledger. Programs and
staff are pared down. Office-supply
expenditures get nickel-and-dimed to

Ledgers and sharp pencils are 
merely one tool in achieving the mission

bottom line.
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death. Yet, nonprofit leaders need to rec-
ognize that ledgers and sharp pencils are
merely one tool in achieving the mission
bottom line. In a budget crunch, savvy
nonprofit leaders seek ways to keep their
organizations going without shooting
themselves in the feet. Here are some
strategic suggestions:

• Don’t be penny-wise and pound-

foolish. Don’t cut office supplies so
sharply that your staff has to barter on
the black market for paper clips. That just
plain doesn’t look right!

• For heaven’s sake, don’t put that

marketing and PR plan on the back-

burner. This is a critical time for you to
get as much public exposure as possible
so that you can attract more funding.

• If you must lay off staff, do so by

individual capability, not by program.

Keeping marginal staff members just
because they work in the program you’re
keeping makes no sense. Cutting perfect-
ly fabulous employees merely because
the program they worked in is downsized
makes even less sense.

• Base all decisions on the mission

future, not the budget present. Don’t
focus on the bottom line so much that
you lose sight of the mission. Don’t slash
a new program in favor of an old one,
based on nostalgia and emotion.

• Don’t whine! Don’t let your board
or staff whine either. Put on a positive
posture toward everything and everyone.
Funders and donors have faith in funding
organizations with a resilient, can-do
attitude.

• Keep a high-profile presence in

the community. If you act like a mover-
and-shaker, funders will notice.

• Recognize that a new, jazzy pro-

gram may indeed look like a better

proposition to some of the more pro-
gressive funders out there.

• Don’t use desperate pleas for

funding. They may provide some short-
term relief, but their long-term effect on
your community standing can be devas-
tating. Looking desperate is unbecoming
of a proactive organization.

• Create a new strategic plan

to meet the new challenges and
opportunities.

• Recognize that this might be an

ideal time to knock the rust off your

organization. If you have to trim some-
thing, trim waste and inefficiency. Even
the smallest, leanest organizations have
barnacles to scrape. 

• Make it safe for employees to

give honest criticism. They can give
you all sorts of ideas if you ask—and
then listen. Just be prepared for things
you might not want to hear. Some of the
waste and inefficiency they mention
might be on your end, or the board’s. This
is the time to cut wastefulness and build
a stronger organization, not a time to
shoot the messenger.

• Evaluate your older programs,

your core programs, and your overall

mission. This can be an excellent time to
recalibrate. It might be an emotional,
even volatile undertaking. But the
rewards can be high.

Better times are coming. But you
have to be psychologically and organiza-
tionally ready to take advantage of them.
You don’t have to wallow in a cocoon to
become a butterfly. ■
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Bruce Glasrud (futurer@aol.com) is a futur-

ist, specializing in anticipatory strategies

for nonprofit organizations and founda-

tions, and is president of Third Sector

Horizons.
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This is the time to cut wastefulness and 
build a stronger organization, not a time to

shoot the messenger.

MOVING?
Let Us Know!
Send old AND new address, 

with mailing label if possible, to:

The Society for Nonprofit Organizations
5820 Canton Center Road, Suite 165
Canton Michigan 48187.

The post office WILL NOT forward copies of Nonprofit World. 

So let us know BEFORE you move so that you won’t miss 

any issues.


