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How Well Have Nonprofits 
Weathered the Crises of the 
Past Year?
The turmoil of the past year has renewed questions of 
nonprofit resilience through the lens of major, widespread 
social disruptions. Resilience in 2020: Field Research on How 
Nonprofits Are Faring Amid Crisis and Disruption (published 
by the National Center for Family Philanthropy, available 
electronically at ncfp.org/knowledge/resilience-in-2020), 
describes a survey which concludes that those best able to 
weather the storms had some things in common:

•  They were honestly committed to their missions.

•  They remained rationally focused yet agile.

•  They communicated openly to diverse stakeholders.

•  They tended to the cultivation and stewardship of 
relationships, internally and externally.

The report explains how these factors worked in six examples 
of resilient organizations. While this report relied on a small 
sample of nonprofits, the cases provide clarity about how 
resilience can help organizations through tumultuous times.

The disruptions of 2020 were indeed difficult for nonprofits. 
The upheavals will have long-lasting effects, but they 
also spurred organizations to become more strategic and 
innovative. This report goes a long way toward showing how 
nonprofit organizations can meet the challenges of the new 
normal of constant adaptation.  

—reviewed by Terrence Fernsler

Put Your Intuition to Work
Intuition, from the Latin intueri, means to look inside. We’re 
all born with the power to look within ourselves and use our 
intuition to make good choices. In Put Your Intuition to Work 
(Career Press, careerpress.com), Lynn Robinson outlines some 
of the myriad ways to read this valuable tool, including:

Notice nudges. Rather than occurring in a blinding “aha” 
moment, insights more often come as tiny “nudges” that make 
you think, “Hmmm. That’s interesting.” For instance, you may 
notice that you keep hearing about a certain organization or 
thinking about a particular person. When this happens, write 
down the thought and make a note to follow up. Your intuition 
is likely giving you a nudge toward a new opportunity. 

Give yourself a performance review. If things aren’t going 
well, put some perspective on the situation by asking 
questions such as: What can you learn from this? What are you 
doing right? What do you wish you had done differently? What 
aren’t you listening to? Are there warning signs you’re ignoring? 
Is it time to ask for advice or alter your course?

Ask for an image. If you’re trying to make a decision, close your 
eyes and ask your intuitive self for a symbolic picture of the 
solution. Intuitive answers often come through visual images.

Get physical. Go for a walk, do some jumping jacks, or simply 
stretch your body. Just getting up and moving will bring more 
oxygen to your brain and help you think more clearly. 

The Power of Inquiry
When you need a breakthrough, you have a valuable tool 
always available at your fingertips: questioning. But, while 
it may seem simple (doesn’t everyone know how to ask 
questions?), research has found that you’ll get better results if 
you approach questioning in a systematic way. 

Drawing on that research, Warren Berger has discovered the 
best sequence in which to approach questioning. In A More 
Beautiful Question (Bloomsbury, bloomsbury.com), he details 
three steps to effective inquiry:

1. First ask, Why?

The place to begin is with the most fundamental of all 
questions: Why? For what purpose? For example: Why are we 
doing this the way we are? Why does this situation exist? Why 
does it present a problem?

2. Then ask, What if?

Once you have an answer regarding your purpose, it’s time 
to come up with solutions. It’s helpful to frame your next 
questions as, What if . . . ? Examples: What if we did something 
completely different, or did the same thing in a whole new 
way? What if cost and time weren’t issues? What if we looked 
at this situation not as a problem but as an opportunity?

3. Finally, ask, How?

This is when you turn your ideas into reality. You figure out how 
you’ll create change in the real world. Word your questions with 
care, Berger advises. Instead of asking, “How can we do this?” 
or “How should we do it?”, it’s more productive to ask, “How 
might we do this?” Can and should are judgmental words, 
while might opens up possibilities and leads to constructive 
solutions. For instance: How might we decide which one of 
our ideas to pursue? How might we test that idea, to see what 
works and what doesn’t? If our idea doesn’t work, how might 
we figure out what’s wrong and fix it?

It’s also necessary to “question the question,” Berger tells us, 
to be sure it’s not based on incorrect assumptions or biases. 
Here are a few of the practical ways he suggests to make sure 
you’re asking the right question:

Ask five times. Asking “Why?” five times in a row is an excellent 
way to get to the root of what you need to be asking. Example: 
(1) Why didn’t we get that big gift we were counting on? The 
solicitation team bungled the “ask.” (2) Why did the team do a 
poor job asking for the donation? They didn’t understand the 
subtle details of how to ask. (3) Why didn’t they know how to 
ask? They weren’t well trained.  (4) Why weren’t they trained 
properly? Because we haven’t offered much training. (5) Why 
not? Because we haven’t made training a priority.

Broaden or narrow the question. You might ask, for example, 
“What if we expanded this idea beyond our own community?” 
Or “What if we tried this in our community before going 
global?”

Open and close the question. For instance, suppose you find 
yourself wondering, “Why is the board president so hard to get 
along with?” If you restate this as a closed yes-or-no question 
(“Is the board president hard to get along with?”), you can 
see the faulty assumptions underlying it and perhaps ask a 
different question: “Why is the board president so hard for 
me to get along with?” Likewise, you can open up a yes-no 
question (moving from “Do you have a great team?” to “What 
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spaces and employee surveys to learn what will work best for 
your people, Caffyn-Parsons suggests.

Whether it’s a long-term commitment to remote work, 
embracing a flexible model, or taking a wait-and-see approach, 
leadership communication and change management will play 
an essential role in navigating the new workplace. Outlining 
clear protocols and processes can guard against burnout, 
help manage meetings and communication expectations (in-
person and virtual), and coordinate teams to make sure they’re 
driving the right outcomes. As digital innovations continue to 
emerge, virtual sharing and collaborating will increase, causing 

reimagined horizons. 

Being Agile in an 
Uncertain World
Agility is a key trait for today’s leader. Four books from J. Ross 
Publishing (jrosspub.com) clarify the importance of being agile 
in an era of rapid change:

Metagility defines agile organizations as those that respond 
successfully to a turbulent environment. The book shows how 
to use agile concepts to best advantage.

Project Interface Management describes how to reduce risk 
on major projects.

Strategic Supply Management Revisited covers the issues of 
complexity and the inevitability of risk. This book details how 
an agile organization can overcome these challenges.

Agile Business Analysis reviews agile best practices.

As these informative books explain, an agile organization will 
make changes such as these:

•  Accelerate the pace of technical development.

•  Expand access to technology.

•  Increase globalization.

•  Use methods such as outsourcing to conserve resources.

•  Measure results constantly.

The number-one secret ingredient to an agile organization 
is having a motivated, competent workforce. Leaders who 
manage agile teams need:

•  a servant-leadership mindset, always asking the question, 
“How can I help?”

•  exceptional communication skills

•  the ability to build trust

•  humility and flexibility

•  a positive outlook.

All four books contain practical, hands-on tools, including 
extra materials available for download. These online resources 
include worksheets, templates, spreadsheets, assessment 
tools, and interactive variations of what is in the books. These 
tools are enormously helpful in giving readers a chance to 

apply what they learn. 

makes your team great?”) Doing so provides more space for 
reflection, engagement, and exploration.

Take your question into the real world. Sometimes the only 
way to realize you’ve been asking the wrong question is to 
see how it survives contact with reality, Berger notes. You 
might create a pilot program, a trial run, a simple prototype, or 
anything that will bring your idea into contact with real people. 
They’re the ones who will tell you if you’re on the right track and 
asking the right questions. 

How Will Your Office Space 
Evolve?
After a year of facing up to COVID-19 disruptions, organizations 
across the country are reimagining their office designs to thrive 
in our new reality. Three mindsets have emerged, according to 
Ryan Caffyn-Parsons, Managing Director, Americas, Unispace 
(unispace.com):

Traditional cultures are grounded around in-person 
environments with a low investment in virtual working and 
higher investment in physical work environments.

Progressives cultures are flexible and promote a hybrid work 
model with employees being comfortable working remotely or 
in offices. Investment for this model will equally be split in the 
virtual and built environments to support hybrid work models.

Visionary cultures encourage autonomy and remote work 
with employees who come into the office as needed. Such a 
culture includes a significant spend in technology to enhance 
the virtual environment and to monitor productivity and 
performance.

Regardless of your strategy – scaling, adapting, or staying the 
same – the pandemic has altered the workplace landscape as 
we know it. Sanitization processes, working from home, and 
virtual communication are here to stay, as Caffyn-Parsons tells 
us.

Many organizations are increasing collaborative hubs and 
bringing back some private offices or quiet areas, providing 
staff with a place to go to work and build relationships. They’re 
repurposing offices to align with work modes and conducting 
60-day utilization studies to see if these new workplace 
designs are effective. 

Larger organizations are adopting strategies like maintaining a 
hub but adding spokes (hub & spoke model). This allows them 
to expand their footprint, providing staff with much-craved 
collaboration, culture, and connection in spoke locations. 
We’re seeing hubs emerging to support board related tasks, 
client meetings, and leadership-driven activities, says Caffyn-
Parsons.

With the shift to greater flexibility, technology is going to play 
a critical role. As technology continues to power collaboration 
in the workplace, from video meetings to AI wearables and 
VR presentations to smart whiteboards, it’s likely work styles 
are going to shift into more team-oriented environments. In 
turn, offices will need to be outfitted to support in-person and 
remote workers, providing them with the technology and space 
to seamlessly connect. 

What should be your next move? Research is saying space 
will be used differently, but what’s the right strategy for you? 
Before making permanent, long-term decisions, use pilot 
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What’s the Fundraising Outlook 
for This Year & Next?
There’s good news to share. Giving is up – right now – across 

the board, says fundraising expert Gail Perry (gailperrygroup.

com). 

Giving was up 10.6% in 2020 over 2019, and it’s set to continue 

on an upward trend this year and next. “Some of the best news 

is that small donors, who provide much of the sustainable 

annual giving for many nonprofits, are returning.” Perry tells us. 

Giving levels follow the U.S. stock market. When the stock 

market rises, charitable giving also goes up. “We find that when 

donors’ portfolios are growing robustly, then donors feel more 

wealthy,” Perry says. When your donors are feeling wealthy, 

their charitable gifts often increase.

Estate gifts and high-net-worth gifts are also projected to rise 

over the next couple of years. These trends, again, are because 

of the robust stock market. They’re based on the assumption 

that the stock market and economy will continue on a positive 

trajectory. 

The worrisome news is that donor retention has plunged 

to a low of 43.6%. Donor loyalty continues to be one of the 

greatest challenges of many fundraising programs.

What does this forecast mean? It means there’s hope for 

increased donations, but you need to work hard to delight your 

current donors. Keeping your donors happy is easier and more 

profitable than seeking new donors.

It’s time to staff back up fully, and invest in your fundraising 

program, Perry advises. It takes a fully funded and staffed 

fundraising office for your organization to take advantage of 

this robust economy and the rising stock market. 

“Keep a sense of optimism and possibility about your 

fundraising,” Perry urges. “When donors’ portfolios are 

growing, they feel wealthy – and charitable.” Don’t miss this 

opportunity to ride the economy on its upswing. 

Beyond the Briefs
To explore issues raised in these briefs in more detail, take a 

look at these articles (NonprofitWorld.org):

Boost Your Organization’s Resilience (Vol. 38, No. 3)

Dealing with Viruses & Other Disruptions (Vol. 38, No. 2)

Leading from Feeling (Vol. 27, No. 1)

How to Coach People through Stress: Use Reflective Inquiry 
for Best Results (Vol. 38, No. 4)

Don’t Go It Alone in a Crisis (Vol. 37, No. 2)

Intuition in Decision-Making (Vol. 25, No. 4)

Deeper Donor Relationships = Increased Contributions 

(Vol. 26, No. 4)

Looking at Leadership 
in New Ways
We can define leadership in many ways. In Western culture, 
we’ve tended to see it as an individual attribute. Recently, 
however, this view has given way to more of a relationship 
orientation. We see our leaders as those who influence change 
through sharing, learning, and participation.

Transformative Leadership in 
Action (Emerald Publishing, 
emeraldinsight.com) explores 
these and other dimensions of 
leadership. It examines how 
transformative leaders create 
inclusive groups and become 
allies in justice with marginalized 
people.

Such leaders choose actions 
that add diverse perspectives 
and promote equity. They’re 
courageous enough to be 
flexible, cede power to advance 
participation, and accept 
ambiguity. Theirs is a vision that 
includes the abilities of everyone 
in an organization. It is leadership 

that serves to catalyze, not command.

We have it within our nonprofit organizations to change beliefs 
about what leadership means. The challenges of wicked 
problems demand leading in new ways that involve whole 
systems. Participatory practices can expand our concept of 
leadership, and Transformative Leadership in Action can help us 
become more effective through inclusive leadership. 

—reviewed by Terrence Fernsler
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