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Nonprofits Are Turning Crisis 
into Opportunity
While COVID-19 continues to send shockwaves through 
the nonprofit industry, recent data findings show that 
organizations are turning crisis into opportunity. Now in 
its fifth year, a benchmarking survey by BDO’s Nonprofit 
Standards (bdo.com) takes a deep dive into how organizations 
are emerging from a tumultuous year. Major findings:

•  Last year, most nonprofits had less than 4 months of 
operating reserves. Now, 38% of organizations have over 12 
months of excess cash on hand. 

•  Despite the toll of the pandemic, nonprofits experienced 
positive change, including accelerated investments in 
technology (60%), new service or program offerings (43%), 
faster decision-making (43%) and an increased awareness of 
mission (43%).  

A Model to Consider 
for Your Board
Policy governance is a unique 
model of operations designed 
to prevent board problems. 
One of the best cases for this 
model is Getting Started with 
Policy Governance: Bringing 
Purpose, Integrity, and Efficiency 
to Your Board by Caroline Oliver 
(wiley.com). Once a board 
understands policy governance, 
then it can decide whether to 
pursue it or not.

Getting started with policy 
governance requires an 
understanding of the relationship between governance and 
ownership. Ultimately, boards answer to the organization’s 
owners, and Oliver presents tools to determine who the 
owners are. This is a crucial question, since an organization 
may feel it has multiple owners. If the board doesn’t 
understand to whom it should answer, it cannot function 
effectively.

Only after ownership is clearly established can an organization 
clarify its goals and begin governing. Policy governance 
functions just as its name describes – governing by 
establishing policies – but works best if you develop as few 
policies as possible. You can do so by being clear in each policy 
while ceding authority for interpretation as much as practical. 
There are ends policies (what the organization wants to 
achieve) and means policies (limitations on how to achieve it). 
Oliver explains how to create both types of policies and why, 
and when to stop making policies.

In telling us how to get started in policy governance, Oliver 
must explain how it works and why certain steps are taken. 
This scrutiny will prove useful to organizations new to policy 
governance, already implementing it, or deciding whether to 
use the model. Although boards of any type of organization 
can use it, Oliver keeps things just general enough to be 

applicable to nonprofit boards every step of the way. 

–reviewed by Terrence Fernsler

Toxic Culture (Not Wages) 
Driving Great Resignation
According to research released in MIT Sloan Management 
Review (sloanreview.mit.edu), toxic culture is the top predictor 
for employee attrition in the Great Resignation. 

“Much of the media coverage surrounding the Great 
Resignation focuses on high turnover among burned-out 
knowledge workers who are dissatisfied with their stagnant 
wages,” said lead author Donald Sull, senior lecturer at 
the MIT Sloan School of Management and cofounder of 
CultureX (culturex.com). However, he explains, it’s not wages 
but toxic culture that’s the strongest predictor of attrition. 
An organization’s culture is 10 times more important than 
compensation in predicting turnover.

The research identified four steps that can boost retention in 
the short term:

Give people the chance to work remotely from home.

Make people’s schedules more predictable.

Offer more lateral career opportunities within the organization.

Boost morale by creating social events.

These steps offer effective, inexpensive ways to increase 
retention. The authors’ research suggests that offering social 
events has a 1.3 times greater effect on boosting retention than 
a rise in compensation. Providing lateral career opportunities is 
2.5 times more powerful than an increase in compensation.

“Leaders who are serious about winning the war for talent 
during the Great Resignation and beyond must do more. They 
should understand and address the elements of their culture 
that are causing employees to disengage and leave. And above 
all else, they must address anything that makes their culture 

toxic,” Sull says. 
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“Policy governance functions 
just as its name describes.”

“An organization’s culture is 
10 times more important than 

compensation in predicting 
turnover.”

“Despite a tumultuous 
year, nonprofits experienced 

positive change.”

http://www.nonprofitworld.org
http://www.bdo.com
http://www.wiley.com
http://www.sloanreview.mit.edu
http://www.culturex.com
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Suspend judgment. Consider that the person you’re coaching 
may be different from your preconceived notions. Let go of 
your instinct to label and measure. Instead, look for the very 
best in people and honor them for who they could be.

Focus on what’s working rather than what isn’t. Highlight 
possibilities, and promote positive change.

View yourself as an explorer. Embrace the unknown with a 
spirit of curiosity. Look at people as mysteries to be uncovered 
rather than problems to be solved.

See everyone – including yourself – as being on a pathway. 
Even high performers and accomplished leaders can move 
forward through coaching.

Value lifelong learning. Be a facilitator of learning without 
being a teacher. Optimal adult learning is self-directed, so the 
coach’s role is to help people become more involved in their 
own development. It’s also important to create a culture where 
practice and experimentation are encouraged. 

Landing Transformational Gifts 
in the Current Environment: 
What’s Working & What’s Not?
If you feel exhausted by this rapidly changing environment, 
“we completely understand,” says fundraising expert Gail 
Perry (gailperrygroup.com). But, she reassures us, there’s a 
silver lining: This environment also offers positive potential for 
mega fundraising results. Here’s what’s working and what’s not 
working with donors today, according to Perry:

What’s not working? Our regular formats 
for meeting with donors

Clearly, with the pandemic, we’ve had to revolutionize the way 
we engage with donors. We can’t rely on events or meetings 
any longer to be the reliable outreach tools they used to be for 
engaging with our donors. All our traditional ways of meeting 
with and getting to know our donors – many of these have had 
to go out the door. 

Donors have gotten very comfortable staying home. Many 
are out of the habit of getting dressed in outside clothes and 
heading out for coffee or lunch. They’re more reluctant to 
attend big group events.

What’s working now? Direct conversations with donors

The best way to engage donors is with simple, forthright 
conversations about them – their values and what they 
deeply care about. Forget making presentations about your 
organization’s vision or “pitching” donors to make gifts. 

Instead, gently inquire. Ask questions to find out where 
donors stand. Where are their passions? What are they 
excited about and why? 

With the right questions, you can fan the flames of donors’ 
passion simply by letting them talk. The more they go on and 
on about their deepest interests, the more excited they can 
get. They can literally talk themselves into saying “I really 
want to help.” 

“Remember, she who asks the questions controls the 
conversation!” Perry says. “Follow this path and you can raise 
transformational gifts – now.” Find more smart strategies to 
help you raise mega gifts at gailperrygroup.com. 

“Digital-First Peer-to-Peer 
Fundraising” Study Reveals 
Explosive Growth
Over $154 million was generated for charity in 2021 by digital-
centered peer-to-peer fundraising, a 30% increase over 
2020, according to the “Digital-First Peer-to-Peer Fundraising 
Study.” Digital-first programs aren’t grounded in traditional, 
physical peer-to-peer fundraising efforts such as walks 
and rides. Digital-first efforts leverage tools such as social 
media and livestream video to inspire donations from people 
connected with program participants.

The study, issued by the Peer-to-Peer Professional Forum 
(peertopeerforum.com) and sponsors GoodUnited and Tiltify, 
provides insight into how large and small nonprofits are 
making digital-first peer-to-peer fundraising work for them. For 
example:

•  “Stream For No Kid Hungry” raised $753,000 for the anti-
hunger charity by recruiting 390 primarily video gamers to 
raise money from people who watch them stream online.

•  The “Team Seas” fundraising campaign hosted by YouTube 
personalities Mr. Beast and Mark Rober raised $30.9M in 
2021 for The Ocean Conservancy and The Ocean Clean Up to 
remove 30 million pounds of plastic and trash from oceans, 
rivers, and beaches. “Team Seas” is an encore performance to 
the “Team Trees” campaign that brought in $23.6 million for 
the Arbor Day Foundation. 

•  The American Cancer Society generated $19.5 million from 
Facebook Challenges in which supporters pledged to take 
on an activity (e.g., walk 10,000 steps daily for a month) and 
enlist connections to donate. 

•  Trans Lifeline, a support hotline serving the LGBTQIA+ 
community, raised $526,500 in 2021 exclusively on Twitch. 
That amount represents 20% of their overall revenue for the 
year. The popularity of fundraising on Twitch prompted the 
organization to create the website Peer2Peer.live, a list of 
Twitch streamers who are committed to offering safe and 
supportive content.

•  PBTF GameON raised $200,000 for the Pediatric Brain Tumor 
Foundation by providing “livestreamers, content creators, 
esports organizations, and gamers the opportunity to help 
find a cure,” according to the foundation.

For more, see articles such as these at NonprofitWorld.org:

Livestreaming for Good: A Nonprofit Guide (Vol. 38, No. 3)

Engage Donors with Social Media (Vol. 33, No. 3)

The Peer-to-Peer Fundraising Evolution (Vol. 30, No. 6) 

Coaching Is Everyone’s 
Business
Everyone in your organization can be an effective coach – and 
ought to be become one. In The Master Coach (selectbooks.
com), Gregg Thompson explains that the essence of coaching 
is the belief that every person is full of potential. Coaching 
others may require a shift in viewpoint, since the coaching 
perspective doesn’t come naturally to most of us. Here’s how 
to adopt the coaching point of view:

http://www.nonprofitworld.org
http://www.gailperrygroup.com
http://www.gailperrygroup.com
http://www.peertopeerforum.com
http://www.Peer2Peer.live
http://www.NonprofitWorld.org
http://www.selectbooks.com
http://www.selectbooks.com
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Beyond the Briefs
To explore issues raised in these briefs in more detail, take a 
look at these articles (NonprofitWorld.org):

Listen Your Way to Major Gifts: Power Questions Your 
Donors Will Love (Vol. 39, No. 3)

Coach! The Skill Every Leader Needs (Vol. 37, No. 1)

Will Donor-Advised Funds Revolutionize Philanthropy? 
(Vol. 19, No. 2)

How to Move from an Operational to a Governance Board 
in Five “Easy” Steps (Vol. 39, No. 3)

Build a Winning Workplace Culture (Vol. 39, No. 3)

Practices to Help You Thrive in Challenging Times (Vol. 39, 
No. 4)

The High Cost of Employee Turnover – and How to Avoid It 
(Vol. 31, No. 3)

The New Fundraising Frontier: Cryptocurrency (Vol. 39, 
No. 3)

20 Ingredients for a Successful Collaboration (Vol. 29, 
No. 1)

Connecting through the Camera & Keyboard (Vol. 38, 
No. 3)

From Bored to Blazing: Fire Up Your Board (Vol. 37, No. 3)

Livestreaming for Good: A Nonprofit Guide (Vol. 38, No. 3)

Are You Offering the Right Perks? (Vol. 35, No. 1)

People Have the Power
Today’s most pressing problems interact in multiple ways. 
These problems, as laid out by Stan Cox in The Path to a 
Livable Future (citylights.com), are caused by a system in 
which exploitation and externalization are normalized. 

The capitalist system as we 
know it works for only a very 
few who are, at least for now, 
able to isolate themselves 
in protective bubbles. The 
rest of us, especially the 
marginalized that many of our 
nonprofit organizations work 
with, are the ones who suffer 
the consequences of these 
tough problems. 

Ultimately we all suffer. 
Treating some people as 
inferior or undeserving limits 
the potential of the human race to resolve intractable 
problems.

Too often, people (including those in nonprofit 
organizations) focus more on identifying problems than 
investing resources on alternatives. Even Cox spends more 
than the first half of his book enumerating the corners that 
we as a society have painted ourselves into. A reader can 
easily feel despairing and disempowered in the face of 
seemingly overwhelming statistics.

That’s why it’s important to get through the book’s early 
sections and read the rest of the book. Becoming mired in 
the problems can lead one to believe that the only response 
is a revolution. Cox suggests that if revolutionary responses 
are necessary we can shape what form they will take.

Cox offers examples of communities that have taken 
actions that are relational, not oppositional. These groups 
have ideas about change, and they overcome the bystander 
effect – that is, a reliance on others (such as elected 
officials) to solve problems. They test their ideas first on a 
small scale but with larger systems in mind. 

As these success stories show, we’re most likely to make 
change for the better by acting as parts of the larger 
systems in which we all participate. It’s people, acting 
together, who have the power to create true change. We 
can solve the injustices of the current system – white 
supremacy, human health, and global warming – only by 
working together.

Dogged campaigns by local groups can become national 
movements that lead to real change, Cox explains. 
That’s what happened with Black Lives Matter. It’s 
what’s happening with the climate justice movement, 
and transformation “could be within reach sooner than 
it seems,” Cox says. Such examples highlight what can 
happen when communities work across boundaries to 
focus not on problems but on results. 

–reviewed by Terrence Fernsler

“We make lasting change when 
we all participate.”

http://www.nonprofitworld.org
http://www.NonprofitWorld.org
http://www.citylights.com

