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Professor or Poet?
The way you share your vision is as important as the vision 
itself. To get your point across, it’s better to talk like a poet 
than a professor, as the authors of Leading with Vision 
(leadingwithvisionbook.com) make plain. Professors are 
prone to lecturing, while poets show rather than tell, creating 
visionary images that captivate the emotions. Here are some 
ways to connect emotionally with others:

Use metaphors and other descriptive words to paint a mental 
picture that will bring your vision to life. 

Be authentic. No one will follow a leader they don’t believe in.

Show passion. Role-modeling behavior starts with your 
enthusiasm and drive. If you’re engaged, others will be.

Speak to your specific audience rather than creating one 
general message. Tell your story to each group or person as if 
you’re saying it for the first time, and make it relevant to them.

Be clear about expectations. How do you want people to act 
as a result of your words? Why? 

Show vulnerability. Use words such as “I can’t do it without 
you.” 

Be supportive. If you’re asking people to change, let them 
know you understand it will be hard, and tell them how you’ll 
help them along the way.

Focus on the goal. That’s what vision is – a clear visual goal 
that people can see, grasp hold of, and rally around. 

Awaken & Engage 
Your Employees
David Harder calls it “the trance” or “the great disengagement.” 
It’s the reason productivity in organizations is at an all-time low. 
In The Workplace Engagement Solution (careerpress.com), he 
explains that few of today’s workers have the life skills to cope 
with the escalating pace of change. The solution is to teach 
them how to get a handle on change – and how to change 
themselves. To create an engagement-driven culture, help your 
employees do the following (and be sure to do these things 
yourself):

1. Embrace self-inquiry. Develop an enthusiasm for growth 
and the skills for self-change throughout your organization. To 
thrive, Harder tells us, people must continually “reinvent, learn, 
unlearn, and relearn.” They won’t be motivated to do so unless 
they have a strong, personalized sense of mission, vision, and 
purpose.

2. Draw healthy attention to yourself. In today’s fast-moving 
world, it’s vital to make sure others see you. Open up so that 
everyone can see who you are. This transparency extends to 
disclosing what you don’t know. Admitting your inadequacies 
will help you form the most concrete of bonds.

3. Build effective support systems. Of all the things you can 
do for yourself and others in your organization, the most crucial 
is to create highly diverse support systems. Showing people 

how to build such systems of support within and outside your 
organization will transform your culture.

Use the following tools to put those three steps into action:

•  Encourage mentoring, one of the purest forms of high-
quality support. Mentors shine a valuable light on our blind 
spots and help us build personal as well as shared visions.

•  Teach people to ask questions not only of others but 
of themselves. For example: “What do I most want to 
accomplish today? In order to do so, what help do I need? 
What is today’s ideal blend of tactical and strategic work? 
How can I best take care of myself and others today?” When 
employees ask questions, they become more connected to 
their stakeholders, to each other, and to their own needs.

•  Pursue personal change, and help others do the same, 
through formal and informal training, education, and 
continuous learning.

•  If someone seems disengaged, support that person with 
tact and kindness. It’s everyone’s responsibility to help an 
unhappy colleague regain connectedness to the team and 
stakeholders.

•  Craft effective systems for giving and receiving feedback. 

User-Friendly Finances 
for Boards
Board members know their organization must be financially 
healthy to do the most good. But many people find financial 
statements hard to decipher. 

That’s why Melisa Galasso, an experienced CPA, wrote Money 
Matters for Nonprofits (rivergrovebooks.com). She details how 
board members can harness the power of financial statements 
by understanding basic accounting.

Nonprofit board members must understand the financials 
that tell the story of the organization’s liquidity, cash flow, and 
operations, she explains. They also must be able to evaluate 
the organization using ratio and trend analysis. After reading 
this book, board members will be equipped to: 

•  Identify the fiduciary responsibilities of nonprofit board 
members.

•  Understand the financial statements required for 
nonprofits.

•  Pinpoint the elements of each financial statement.

•  Calculate key ratios to evaluate the health of the 
organization.

•  Build beneficial relationships with the nonprofit’s auditor.

•  Recall practical examples of best practices for board 
members.

In addition, the book will help board members embrace a 
two-way communication with their CPA. Included is a list of 
questions to facilitate such a dialogue.
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and pull their coalitions along with them. Doing so dilutes 
outcomes.

The authors believe that INGOs and their allies can escape the 
authority trap with intentionality, and they offer suggestions 
for how to do so. Although they focus their study on INGOs, 
the strategies are just as relevant to national U.S. nonprofit 
organizations. By raising the issue, the authors are encouraging 
organizations to look at their roles in compromising social 
progress. This makes the book essential reading for any 
organization striving for meaningful change. 

–reviewed by Terrence Fernsler

Coach People to Success
It’s easy to ignore your best workers because they don’t need 
much attention. Instead of focusing on them, you probably 
spend most of your time fixing problems. But that approach is 
backward, according to Trevor Throness. Tending to your best 
performers “is the single most important task you have as a 
leader,” he says in The Power of People Skills (careerpress.com). 
After all, they’re the foundation for your organization’s success. 

He sets out a number of valuable ideas that will boost morale 
and performance:

Get to know your high-performing workers. Show them love. 
Give them perks. Challenge them. Provide opportunities to 
grow. Praise them publicly and privately. Write them notes; give 
them awards. Offer autonomy and flexibility, trusting them to 
make their own decisions. Invite them to lunch, and solicit their 
opinions. Ask them what their career goals are and how you 
can facilitate their achievement. Provide them with plenty of 
personal attention so they don’t feel forgotten.

Focus on people’s strengths, not their weaknesses. When 
people discover their natural talents and build skills around 
them, they’ll achieve far more than they ever dreamed they 
could.

Use different approaches with different generations, 
because not all age groups are motivated by the same things. 
Traditionalists (born 1925-1945) are motivated by loyalty to 
the organization. Baby boomers (1946-1964) tend to care 
most about their own career advancement. Generation Xers 
(1965-1985) are most loyal to their managers, while millennials 
(1986-1999) care most about their coworkers, and gen Zers 
(born since 1999) will be committed to anyone who takes the 
initiative to build relationships with them. 

Praise in writing; rebuke verbally. Employees can hold on to 
anything you write and review it for years to come. If it’s hurtful, 
they can nurse that hurt. If it’s complimentary, it will add to 
their feelings of confidence, motivation, and loyalty to your 
organization.

Always keep in mind your three top priorities as a leader 
(notice that “fixing problems” isn’t one of them): (1) Find the 
best possible players for your team. (2) Tell them clearly what 
to do in order to succeed in their roles. (3) Let them know how 
they’re doing, and coach them on a regular basis. 

This groundbreaking book uses stories, real-world examples, 
and an easy-to-understand style to take the mystery out of 
nonprofit accounting. It will help turn financial statements from 
a confusing collection of numbers into a powerful tool. 

Connect with People in Ways 
You Never Thought Possible
Untold damage is done in the workplace because people 
haven’t learned the skill of listening. And it truly is a skill that 
can be taught – and that should be taught throughout every 
organization. How to Be a World-Class Listener (lulu.com) 
provides some guidelines:

Make no judgments. Accept what the other person says 
with an open mind. If you’re in a true listening mode, all your 
attention will be on the other person, not on yourself, your 
thoughts, or your reactions. In this mode, the judgments in your 
mind will disappear.

Be conscious of your body language. Crossed arms, a 
scowling face, or other closed-off stances aren’t conducive to 
true listening. Relax your body and face, lean toward the other 
person, uncross your arms, and make eye contact.

Ask questions based on what the other person says. Don’t 
choose questions because of what interests you; let questions 
flow from the statements made. Don’t editorialize. Don’t 
comment. Just ask questions. It’s not about you; it’s about the 
other person. 

Ask open-ended questions, which give people the chance to 
express themselves fully. Closed-ended questions, which can 
be answered with a yes or no, limit communication. Ask, “What 
was the experience like for you?” rather than “Was it a good 
experience?”

Don’t fill the silence. Of course you know better than to 
interrupt while another person is sharing, but do you also take 
care not to jump in too quickly with questions? When there’s 
a pause in the conversation and you remain still and quiet, 
that’s when the other person is likely to express the most 
meaningful things – the thoughts and feelings that will help 
you understand at the deepest level.

Complete before moving on. When someone is sharing an 
experience, idea, or emotion with you, don’t move to another 
topic until you sense the person is finished. You can ask, 
“Are you finished talking about that?” or “Is there something 
you’d like to add?” Or simply trust your intuition. When you’re 
completely tuned in to the other person, your instincts will 
rarely let you down. 

One Reason for Slow Change
As they grow, international non-governmental organizations 
(INGOs) work hard to gain authority with states and 
corporations. While INGOs purport to represent civil society, 
they often fall into the authority trap – maintaining the status 
quo in order to cultivate influence with policy makers. In doing 
so, they limit what they can accomplish. 

In The Authority Trap (cornellpress.cornell.edu), Sarah Stroup 
and Wendy Wong give examples of how INGOs have fallen 
into this trap. INGOs tend to use one of three strategies: 
collaboration, competition, or condemnation. Leading INGOs, 
to protect their authority, increasingly select collaboration, 

“Not all age groups are motivated 
by the same things.”
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Resist the urge to make peace. Conflict is inevitable when you 
put a variety of perspectives together – and that’s a good thing. 
When an argument ensues, don’t rush to stop it. It’s useful 
to dwell in the conflict as long as it’s clear that the point isn’t 
to destroy the other side. Rather, the point is to understand 
everyone’s different perspectives and put those views together 
to come up with something new.

Establish a shared purpose. Make sure everyone understands 
the problem you’re trying to solve, the goal you’re trying to 
reach. Ask people to state the goal in their own words. A 
common understanding will inspire them to work through the 
conflict to find a solution.

Make conflict normative. The goal is to create a long-
term, sustainable environment of constructive conflict. 
Bring in experts on positive deviance to teach people the 
ground rules. They must learn not to take disagreements 
personally. Everyone must respond to different perspectives 
with empathy, patience, and respect for the other person’s 
viewpoint. 

Construct hybrid solutions. The point of constructive discord 
is to create a hybrid solution – one you couldn’t have foreseen 
and one that takes you to a higher place than any individual 
solution. Use the conflict to raise your project to another level.  

That’s Awesome!
How often are you struck with awe? If you’re like most people, 
it’s probably been a while. But most likely you can remember 
exactly what you found awesome and how it felt.

Awe is memorable and often transformative. Studies link 
feelings of awe to: 

•  clearer, more flexible thinking and problem solving

•  better physical and emotional health (less stress, anxiety, 
depression, heart disease, and type-2 diabetes)

•  greater creativity, curiosity, resilience, kindness, and sense of 
exploration

Great Leaders Are Strategic 
Communicators
To fulfill your most essential responsibilities as a leader, 
you must be able to communicate clearly and strategically. 
Communicate Like a Leader (bkconnection.com) offers practical 
advice:

Become a translator. That’s your real job as a strategic leader. 
Sift through the metrics and details, then say, “So what this 
means for you . . . .” Translate the data into a story that explains 
why that raw information is relevant and important.

Give kudos that count. Make it clear why the person 
deserves the recognition you’re giving. Praise the specific 
accomplishment, and explain what’s outstanding about it. 
Make the recognition personal and heartfelt.

Share stories that detail how people’s work made a difference 
and contributed to your organization’s success.

Use humor and laughter to engage people. Give others 
permission to laugh at your mistakes without malice. Practice a 
little self-deprecating humor by telling funny stories on yourself. 
Be sure humor is used to strengthen relationships, never to hurt 
or demean others. 

Give your employees what they want most. According to 
several studies, there’s one thing that almost all people want 
most in their leader – straight feedback. As often as possible, 
let people know how they’re measuring up. Be liberal with 
supportive comments and encouragement, but always be 
honest, authentic, and helpful with your feedback. 

Embrace Dynamic Discord
Most people like to surround themselves with those who are 
just like them. That may be comfortable, but it doesn’t lead 
to a creative, productive environment. In The Innovation Code 
(bkconnection.com), Jeff and Staney DeGraff describe how 
you can form a team of people with different worldviews for 
maximum effectiveness – and manage the discord that’s sure 
to result:

Answer this question: What are your greatest weaknesses? 
Then hire people who are strong in those areas. You want to 
surround yourself with people unlike you, who can push you to 
create things you can’t on your own.

Hire people with different approaches to innovation. The 
DeGraffs describe four types: the Artist, who loves radical 
innovation; the Engineer, who constantly improves everything; 
the Athlete, who competes to develop the best innovation; 
and the Sage, who innovates through collaboration. These 
approaches “come together to produce a positive tension, 
a constructive conflict” that promotes sustainable growth. 
You end up with innovation that’s visionary yet practical, 
revolutionary yet manageable, highly ambitious but without 
high risk. 

“Translate data into a story.”

“Surround yourself with people 
unlike you.”
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•  more connection with and empathy for those who share in 
our awesome experience.

“Researchers define awe as the feeling we get in the presence 
of something larger than ourselves that challenges our usual 
way of seeing the world,” says psychologist Juliana Breines of 
Greater Good in Action (ggia.berkeley.edu). “A great work of 
art, a breathtaking vista, a moving speech, the first flowers of 
spring – these can all evoke awe.”

You can bond people into a creative team with awe-inspiring 
actions such as these:

•  Sing or listen to music together.

•  Walk together in nature. Leave your cell phones behind. 
Practice being fully present and noticing things with fresh 
eyes, as if you’re seeing them for the first time. Something 
as ordinary as a bird singing or the color of the sky can be 
transformed into something awesome. Slow down, and 
use all your senses. In one study, a group who gazed up at 
towering trees for just one minute reported feelings of awe, a 
sense of humility, and a greater concern for others, compared 
to those who looked at a building instead. 

•  Visit an art museum or museum of natural history. 

•  Watch inspiring videos together.

•  Meditate together, using creative, awe-inspiring visualizations 
(for example, imagine crashing waves, soaring mountains, or 
the magnificent, swirling colors of a sunset). 

Many such exercises can be done quickly and spontaneously 
when you sense that people are feeling discouraged or weighed 
down by the daily grind. Even just a brief moment of awe can 
stimulate new thinking, lift people up, inspire them, and remind 
them that the world can be a magical place.  

The Six Wise Counselors
In “The Elephant’s Child,” Kipling pays homage to six wise 
counselors – Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How. 
Together, they’re a formula for getting the full story, as Joseph 
Paris tells us in State of Readiness (Greenleaf Book Group, 
gbgpress.com). 

Of these six counselors, one is special. The five others – 
Who, What, When, Where, How – are factual, objective, and 
straightforward:

What is your goal for the day?

How much time do you think it will take?

When should we get together to discuss it?

Where should we meet?

Who should be part of the meeting?

Those questions are quicky answered. But Why is different:

Why are we doing it this way?

Why not look at a new way of doing it?

Why do we need to meet?

Why is that important?

We ask the first five to gain 
knowledge. But asking Why 
leads beyond knowledge to 
understanding. 

“To know Why is to know the 
complete story in context,” 
Paris says. People are 
unlikely to follow through 
on your organization’s plans 
if they don’t understand 
why they should. A lack of 
knowing the answer to Why 
is the root cause of most 
failed initiatives. 

To communicate effectively, 
you always must help 
people understand Why. 
“Just because” isn’t enough reason for someone to believe, 
commit, and follow. For them to perform at their very best, they 
have to know Why. “This is why Why is so difficult,” Paris says, 
“and also why Why is so important.” 

To harness the wisdom of the six counselors, be sure you use 
them all. Integrate the six types of questions into a holistic 
approach. And never forget the one that begins with Why. 

Beyond the Briefs
To explore issues raised in these briefs in more detail, take a 
look at these articles (NonprofitWorld.org):

Grounded Visioning: A Quick Way to Create Shared Visions 
(Vol. 26, No. 4)

Manage for Today, Mentor for Tomorrow (Vol. 23, No. 5)

Do Your Board Members Know Their Fiduciary 
Responsibilities? (Vol. 33, No. 1)

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

Need a CPA at Little Or No Cost? Five Ways to Find Help 
(Vol. 28, No. 2)

Why Feedback Is the Key to Your Success (Vol. 35, No. 3)

Find Ways to Innovate – But First Move Past Inertia (Vol. 40, 
No. 1)

To Make an Impact, Improve Your Non-Verbal Skills (Vol. 38, 
No. 3)

Be a Better Leader by Being a Careful Listener (Vol. 37, No. 1)

“It’s the word that leads to 
understanding.”
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