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Why nonprofit boards 
are not as effective as 

they want to be

Effective, engaged and productive leadership by a nonprofit board is as rare as a seeing a 

shooting star, being struck by lightning or seeing a Cubs fan in St. Louis. Few boards use their 

collective experience and intelligence to guide an organization, hold space and care for the 

CEO, and contribute to the organization’s long-term growth.
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Why is this? Why do well-intentioned professionals and experts come onto nonprofit boards 

to give and serve, and wind up not engaged or effective as they want to be? Why is there a 

gap in what boards can do and their ability to do it? Here’s what the difficulties are and how 

to change them so you can be more effective to the organizations you serve.

Board members are put in a room with people they may not know very well. You don’t know 

their strengths, how they think or how they make decisions. Meetings are held monthly or 

quarterly with a packed agenda and little time to form productive group dynamics. When 

you don’t understand the dynamics of the room or your role in it, you tend to sit back. This 

means that successful people who typically are bold thinkers become safe and quiet. It means 

board members sit back and assess for nine to 12 months before they become productive.

What to do: if you are feeling hesitant or unsure of your role, ask for support. Meet with the 

board chair or CEO for guidance. And ask for more time at meetings or another meeting to 

get to know your fellow board members. If they aren’t asking you how you want to contribute, 

then take initiative to figure it out with them.

Boards are formed mostly by default, and with a, “Please be on my board so I can stop 

looking,” mentality. Instead of coming from a place of power and feeling worthy of 

investment, nonprofit staff are often reluctant to ask prospective members. Then when they 

do get someone on the board, are reluctant to set expectations. 

What to do: Before you recruit as a staff person or a board member, understand your 

value, and how your organization is worthy of their time and attention. Then look at what’s in 

it for them. Board service can help people expand their professional skills, build leadership 

skills, connect to like-minded people and provide career opportunities. See your worth 

before you ask.

Board structure

Recruitment process

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION
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When someone says their board is not as engaged and productive as they want them to 

be, I ask if there is a system of accountability. Almost always, there is not. Accountability 

means board members set goals for themselves and what they want to accomplish for the 

organization and are held accountable to achieve those goals. Those can look like quarterly 

review meetings, one-on-one check-ins with the board chair or reviews at each board 

meeting. Whatever it looks like, most people will produce when they are held accountable, 

me included. When clear expectations are set, they are usually met.

What to do: Ask for or create a system of accountability, like a simple board member work 

plan with three goals for the year, activities to achieve those goals, with dates. Have them 

sign it and do this each year. 

Alignment means what you do and what you believe are as close as possible. Organizations 

and the boards that lead them get out of alignment when they want something for others that 

they wouldn’t want for themselves. You can’t ask people to give if you are not willing to give 

(it is not about the amount, but the investment). You can’t say you are about building strong 

families for those you serve and then have policies that are damaging to your staff’s family 

life. If the culture feels out of whack somehow and you can’t figure out why, check your 

alignment. 

What to do: Being aware of a misalignment is the first step. Then start to address it. Begin 

with the board chair or CEO, and give feedback in an honest, authentic and loving way. 

Alignment can be hard for others to see, so give them grace and patience with it. 

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION
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Board members are often the shadowy figures of nonprofits, sent to haunt staff once a month 

at meetings. The limited access diminishes trust, and board members lack of access to each 

other also limits trust. This lack means there is no safe space for honest dialogue and no one, 

from board members to staff, feels safe speaking the truth of a situation. Often, I get paid to 

come into organizations and have frank conversations with boards that are too risky for staff 

to share. Part of what I do is to help them create the safe spaces to allow honest, productive 

dialogue to flow without third-party intervention. 

What to do: Work to create safe spaces for honest dialogue, in and out of board meetings. 

Reward board members and staff for speaking the truth about situations and make time 

during board meetings for exploration and discussion on topics instead of reading reports.

The board structure is imperfect at best and just darn wacky at worst, but it is what we have to 

work with. Take the time to understand your fellow board members, build trust and implement 

a system of accountability and you will be using the system to its best.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

Hierarchy thwarts honest dialogue



Managing praise and 
criticism in overly 

critical world
One day I was talking to my therapist about my fear of criticism, and how I thought it was 

keeping me from my goals. She said, “Praise and criticism are the same thing.” And that 

sounded absolutely ridiculous. How can something that makes you feel so good and 

something that makes you feel so bad be the same thing? She went on to explain, “Praise 

and criticism are other people’s opinions of you. A whole person doesn’t need praise to feel 

good and can take criticism without it derailing them. It is simply feedback that you can use 

or not.”

02.
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This is the hallmark of Courageous Communication®. The ability to manage praise and 

criticism —not ignore, dismiss or lash out, but to manage.

You’ve never been more exposed to criticism—in both your personal and professional lives—

and it’s daunting. If you don’t know how to handle criticism, you tend to stall in fear, and 

your codependence could prevent you from communicating your needs, triumphs, failures, 

joys, and passions.

But the thing is, if you are doing or saying something important, someone is not going to 

like it. And that is ok. Focused, purposeful organizations don’t need praise to make them 

feel worthy and don’t let criticism keep them from moving forward. The most successful 

organizations care less about what people think. I know that sounds crazy but the more 

honest and authentic your organization is, the more it will attract people to it. 

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION



Nonprofit cultures are
 toxic, and this is why

I was having lunch with a colleague recently and she spoke of two nonprofits that almost 

broke her. They caused her so much stress that it was affecting her family life and her health. 

Her last employer wouldn’t let her attend board meetings! She was development director!

03.
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“If you have come here to help me, then you are wasting your time. 

If you have come because your liberation is bound with mine, then let us work 

together.”  Lilla Watson, Aboriginal artist and activist
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At a meeting with another colleague, she told me she quit an organization where she worked 

a full-time job and also covered part of another job, and never felt recognized for her work 

or valued by leadership. She left to start her own company. 

What is up with this? How can we teach people who have been left behind to feel included 

when our organizations purposely exclude? How can we show those we serve that they 

have worth yet devalue the input of our own? How can we show gratitude for our donors yet 

not show gratitude for the hard work of staff? 

Why are so many nonprofits not healthy and how can we create organizations that are 

models of the world we seek to create? Ones that value their people, foster trust, model 

abundance and create connections.

We cannot lead people to liberation while creating prisons of our own 

making…organizations that don’t value their assets, operate out of fear and scarcity, and 

don’t understand or are not able to communicate their worth.

We need to be willing to eat our own cooking…live in alignment of our beliefs. 

When you operate in alignment, then you can create the influence, income and impact you 

seek. If you are out of alignment, you will work in constant struggle.

Our need to sacrifice ourselves for others is buried deep in our puritanical roots. This hard-

wired need to struggle to make it easier for others is not sustainable. As an industry, we 

wind up losing our best and brightest because they want to work in alignment. They want 

who they are and how they live to be as close as possible. Because we are reluctant to 

invest in ourselves, we wind up losing talent. Replacing staff is so much more expensive than 

paying staff a decent wage. Yet it goes beyond money. It is about living the values we want 

to create, inside and outside our organizations. It is about valuing the gifts of board, staff, 

volunteers and clients so we can truly value the gifts from our donors.
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The first step to change: awareness. Second step: a commitment to change. Third step: develop 

BELIEF STATEMENTS. These are the five to seven statements that are the hard stop of what 

you believe, what drives you and how you will act. Belief statements are the most important 

tool in developing alignment and can guide an organization to have an energy-rich and 

supportive environment that models the change they seek in the world.  Belief statements are 

often unspoken yet known. Put them in writing and put them out for all to see…inside your 

offices, on your website, in your board materials. Be grounded and surrounded by your 

beliefs so you will make decisions based in your beliefs. 
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Why your consultant 
relationships go bad, and 
how to make them better

04.
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I feel called to do it because I think I can help and, whether they hire me or not, I want them to 

get good outcomes. I figure I will tell them exactly how I can help them get the best outcomes 

possible, then see what happens. If they don’t like the approach, that’s ok, they weren’t for 

me.

This week I am responding to a blind proposal. 

I typically don’t do this but I feel called to respond. 
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Here’s what I will tell this organization and I am telling you if you want the best possible 

consultants to work with you to get the best outcomes.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

If you are hiring a consultant to relieve yourself of the responsibility to raise funds because it 

is too hard, you don’t have the time or you don’t want to deal with it, don’t hire me or anyone 

else. The organizations that get the best outcomes are those that are 100 percent committed 

to getting the outcomes they want, and they are looking for the best partner to help them 

do it. I ask potential clients, “On a scale of one to 10, how committed are you to solving 

this problem?” Anything but a 10 is probably not a good fit. Being committed to solving the 

problem is not the same as having the expertise to do it, and that is what you are looking for. 

But if you turn the health, wealth and future of your organization over to a consultant, asking 

them to care more about your organization than you do, you will not have success. 

If you are hiring a consultant because you don’t want to ask for money and you want them to 

do it for you, you are robbing yourself and your organization of understanding, owning and 

articulating your value so you can ask for and receive what you need. Let the consultant help 

you build your internal capacity to see your own value. YOU CANNOT ATTRACT WHAT 

YOU DON’T EMBODY. Have the consultant help you understand your value and embody 

it, then teach you the skills to ask for it, so you can raise funds with or without them. This 

proposal asks for the consultant to identify 10 prospects and seek donations. Here’s what I 

would do: Work with an organization to define their audiences then use their current contacts 

and relationships to identify those 10 prospects. Once the value is defined, articulated and 

embodied, work together to approach the prospects. As a consultant, I cannot embody 

your organization. I cannot be more passionate than you. I can teach you how to harness 

and use that passion to get whatever you need. I am not a replacement for your vision and 

leadership.

Be 100 percent committed to your own outcomes.

Don’t let them do the hard stuff for you because you want to avoid it. 
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This is a waste of time for you and me, and not the best and highest use of my expertise. 

My philosophy is that I am the leader on a mission to help. I can only do that if you let me 

lead. These reports mean that you want to lead me, and that will not be how we can work 

together best. My motto is: I don’t get homework from clients; I give them homework. When I 

work with clients, we develop key performance indicators so that they measure their success. 

I provide accountability, support, training and expertise along the way. I am not the hired 

help; I am the expert. Think about it this way: you lead an organization and I lead the process 

to move you into greater leadership. 

It may be hard to give over control and I understand that. But you cannot ask for expert 

leadership then lead them. I mean you can, but you won’t get good results. Find someone 

you like, build trust, then step back and let them lead the way.

If the consultant is doing day-to-day work for you, then what will happen when the contract 

is over? Are you growing in your ability to create the influence and income you need to have 

the impact you want beyond that time period? The best use of a consultant’s experience and 

expertise is building your internal capacity to get the outcomes you want. 

The energy of which something is created dictates the creation. If there is no flow, connection 

or trust, that will come through in the work product. Find a firm and fall in love with them, then 

let them lead you to great things.

It is about everyone from the board level down working in alignment to get the best outcomes 

possible. It is about being willing to trust a person and a process to move you forward in 

ways you couldn’t do alone. It is about connecting with new ways of thinking, new resources 

and together, creating a bigger, bolder vision. 

The proposal asks for me to give weekly or monthly activity reports. 

Be open to being led. 

Think about what happens when the contract ends. 

Energy is everything. 

I will give you the plan, because that is what will ground our work but know 
that it is so much more than a plan. 



Breakthroughs, 
transformation and 

creating change
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I spoke at a workshop recently on creating more healthy, trusting and productive nonprofit 

environments. I felt like I had opened up a Pandora’s Box, as this topic is resonated with the 

workshop attendees. There are so many nonprofit cultures that aren’t healthy, productive 

or in alignment. One of the issues I heard in the workshop and I continue to hear is that 

organizations bring people in to work with board or staff for a day…a retreat or workshop. 

But then nothing sticks. The workshop ends, and for a time, things change. Then slowly people 

go back to the same old habits. 

14
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Why can’t we create sustained change in a day? 

Breakthroughs happen in a day. Transformation happens over time. 

Know when you hire me or any other expert to come in and remove barriers, shake up 

or wake up leadership, or learn new skills, we are proving breakthroughs. If you want 

transformation, that comes with three things: commitment, consistency and 

time. 

Think about it like working out. Sure, you can go to the gym and work out for a few hours. 

That doesn’t make you fit. It may make you sore! If you want to get fit, you work out every 

day, with commitment and consistency, so you can see changes over time. 

As my work moves more into governance and creating healthier nonprofit cultures, I see how 

most programs provide breakthroughs. What happens after the retreat or training? How can 

you take the tools given and apply them over time? I am developing a program to address 

this called Energy Rich Environments. It is made up of three elements. 

First: make a commitment as an organization for a specific time period. I think a 

year is optimal because honestly, it really isn’t that much time. I mean, wasn’t it just February? 

If a year seems long, go for six months. Just commit. When that retreat or workshop ends, 

make a commitment to put those practices into place. Intention is everything. Where our 

intention goes, our energy follows, and that is what creates our external reality. Don’t think 

because you know a new way of doing things, that it will magically happen.

Second: create consistency with key performance indicators. Using this simple tool 

has transformed my business, and as you know, I eat my own cooking and wouldn’t suggest 

you do something that I wouldn’t do for myself. Think about what activities will create the 
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transformation you seek. Then think about how often that needs to happen…daily, weekly, 

monthly activities to keep you building that consistency. Draw back on that commitment from 

step one and hold each other accountable. If you want to raise more money and that means 

making more phone calls, then set a goal number for the week and then record the actual 

number. You can encourage honest conversation by building in processes that become 

part of the culture, such as an evaluation of projects and status reports. Whatever you track 

increases, so if you want more trust, volunteers or money, start tracking it. 

Third: give it time. In any effort we start, there’s the idea stage where you get super excited 

and you create the tool or initiative. Then hold on because phase two is concentration and 

focus. This is where you are going to feel like nothing will change or receive some blow back 

from others because they don’t like the changes, or you may have others wanting to stop 

and start again. Keep the commitment and consistency. With time, you will hit phase three, 

momentum. Give your efforts time to become a sustainable part of the culture.



Embody what you 
want to attract
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Alignment is when who you truly are and what you do are as close as possible. In your quest 

to live a fully expressed life, alignment is key. If you are one thing, then do another, you are 

out of alignment. If you are a fundraiser but your heart wants to be a writer or editor, you 

are out of alignment. I work hard at creating alignment, so that who I am…my real, authentic 

self…and what I do are as close as possible. This is not about being perfect, it is about being 

true.

17
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Alignment is also necessary in our organizations. An organization can’t say one thing and 

be another. It can’t say it creates strong families and then force the staff to work so many 

hours, it destroys their family life. An organization can’t ask donors to be generous while then 

living in scarcity and fear around their budget and staff. You can’t be thankful for your donors 

and then take advantage of staff, board or volunteers. Being out of alignment causes staff 

turnover, burnout, board dysfunction and mission drift. 

Being in alignment means there’s a flow of what you do that makes everything move with 

ease. Because you are in alignment, it is easy to find and follow new energy. And new 

energy means you can build your influence, to build your income and then your impact. 

Being out of alignment is crazy making for those of us who work in or with nonprofits. We 

don’t talk about this, yet it is ever present. And because we are all on a mission to make the 

world a better place for those we serve, our alignment matters more. When we hear of a 

nonprofit being out of alignment, it hurts our hearts because we want them to be successful. 

Successful organizations can make a bigger impact, and that’s what we all want…the most 

good done. 

How can your organization move towards greater alignment to create a bigger impact? 

Embody what you want to attract. 

Here’s how you do it. 

And that’s a good thing. Because it is not about creating expensive tools or hiring new 

people. It starts with the awareness that what you say and who you need to be closer. Once 

you have that, then the opportunities open up to you. This is about shifting mindset, not about 

plans, budgets or software.

Understand it starts with you. 
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The badge of “poor, struggling nonprofit” only creates more struggle and models that for 

those you serve. I work harder and longer because people need me. I suffer for my cause. 

This mentality creates burnout and staff turnover. And it is counter-productive because in 

order to attract what we want…energy, influence, resources, people, money…we need to 

model that in ourselves.

Don’t ask others to do something you aren’t willing to do yourself. As a board member, if you 

don’t give to your organization, how can you ask others to do the same? If you want others 

to step up as leaders to themselves or their communities, then step into your own leadership. 

If your organization mentors or provides counseling, do you ask for help? Do you have 

mentors? If you can ask it of yourself, you can ask it of others, and receive it. 

If you want to move your clients to prosperity, be a model for abundance. If you are rooted in 

confidence and abundance — there’s enough out there for all of us — and model sufficiency, 

then you can create that in others. If you want others to be generous, be generous. Model 

gratitude in every aspect of your life, not just for your donors. 

These are five to seven statements that ground an organization and give you the hard stop of 

what your belief and how you will act. Make these public, and put them on display in offices, 

at events and at meetings. Then hold each other accountable.

Forget the belief that we must sacrifice to make others comfortable. 

You have to eat your own cooking. 

Be a model for the world you want to see. 

Create a plan for sustained change starting with BELIEF STATEMENTS. 



What the hot new musical 
can teach you about 

fundraising
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One day I was listening to a podcast while working around the house. One my crime shows 

ended and I was busy and let the next show play. 

It happened to be a show I listen to infrequently called “Tudor! I Hardly Know Her!” about 

the Tudor dynasty. One of the hosts was talking about a new musical, SIX, about the six 

wives of Henry the VIII. And the six queens were all pop stars who are competing to be the 

20
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lead singer of this band and each song was done in a style of a current pop star and OH 

MY GOD…all my loves collided!!!!

I am a Broadway junkie, love Tudor history and have the musical tastes of a perpetual 

teenager. BRING. IT. ON.

That day I downloaded the soundtrack. A week later knew all the songs by heart and within 

two weeks, booked a solo trip to Chicago to see it at the Shakespeare Theatre. I was a SIX 

fan through and through.

It was only because I was busy and let the podcast app go to another show that I learned 

about SIX. SIX was always there for me, I just hadn’t connected to it yet. 

What does this have to do with fundraising? When I say to people, “Money is all around 

you, you can access it at any time,” I get some looks of incredulity. Really! Because it could 

show up at any time! 

It is not that there is not money, it is that you are not connected to the money.

It is not a lack of funds, but a lack of connection. When you embrace abundance, 

that there is enough out there for all of us, and you can access that at any time, the world is 

full of possibility. When you live in scarcity, you feel disconnected and limited.

SIX was there, ready for me to connect.

The money is there, ready for you to connect.

This is why marketing is necessary for fundraising. Marketing makes the connections 

that leads to the relationships that leads to income. INFLUENCE - INCOME - IMPACT. 

Adopting an abundant mindset filled with possibilities allows you to be open to those 

connections.



Here’s the one thing you 
need to be successful
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The other day I was giving a workshop and one of the attendees said she wanted to pursue 

new revenue streams (in this case, finding companies to do team-building work with their 

organization) but grant deadlines were keeping her from pursuing the growth. It’s a frustrating 

position to be in: you know there’s potential to grow but finding the time and space to access 

it is hard. She is not alone. This is a common issue. 

22
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When I work with organizations on fundraising, marketing or strategic plans, there’s sometimes 

a tension created with the planning process between managing the present (our to-do lists, 

emails, meetings and deadlines) and our future vision (the new goals and strategies of the 

plan). The question that comes up is over the fear of managing the present and the future at 

the same time. If you are working at max capacity now, how can you possibly 

implement more so you can meet those goals? 

What sets those who accomplish great things apart from those who fail to create the influence, 

income and impact they want is not intelligence, risk tolerance or passion. 

The best predictor of success is a growth mindset. If you want to grow, the best 

way you can ensure that you will grow is to adopt a growth mindset. Here’s 

how.

The first step is the awareness that plans or ideas can cause stress among those who have 

to implement them! When you make decisions based on your vision for the future, not your 

current circumstance, the people who manage the current circumstance can get stressed. Just 

knowing this and meeting them where they are at can relieve some of that tension. 

The present is there to access at any time: those emails, deadlines and meetings will be 

waiting. Also acknowledge when you do act in your vision. Attending workshops, networking 

luncheons or even in the planning process itself is living in the vision. You are already doing it. 

When you want things to happen, you can make them happen. You can shift your mindset 

from fixed (you believe your abilities or the abilities of those you lead are static) into a 

growth mindset (you see the potential and possibility) when there is something you really 

want. If you want to lose weight, all of a sudden you find time for a workout. Find times in the 

past when you have acted and achieved and use those to fuel your future.

Recognize the tension. 

Acknowledge that the present is always there. 

If you want it, you will find the time (and money).
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Your thoughts create your intentions, and your intentions create your experiences that then 

create your reality. It starts with your thoughts. 

Fixed mindset: I’ll never have time for this. I don’t think this will work.

Growth mindset: I am sure I can find the time because this is important. I don’t know if I 

have all I need to make this work, but I will find it. 

Fixed mindset: If you try and fail, that’s wasted effort.

Growth mindset: I am going to try and if I fail, I will learn and grow from that experience. 

Adopt the word, “yet.” I am not sure I can do this—yet. This new donor hasn’t said yes, yet. 

Another one is, “up to now.” This hasn’t worked, up to now. I don’t know how I can manage 

this new work, up to now. And finally: in the past. In the past, I was afraid to take on new 

projects. In the past, I didn’t like asking for money. In the past, I hesitated to suggest new 

ideas. This language can catch your thinking and help you switch to your growth mindset. 

Change can be scary and adopting new tools, strategies or tactics can often feel 

overwhelming, yet once we adopt them, we can adapt to the changes quickly. It is usually 

not nearly as big of a shift as we think. The whole point of changing mindset is to change 

actions so we can realize the goals we want. 

Could my workshop participant find a grant writer to help with those to free up time to pursue 

new income? Could you let go of work that others could do to free up your energy to focus 

on the new projects? When you adopt a growth mindset, new ways of operating appear. 

What once seemed impossible is suddenly achievable. A growth mindset allows you to see 

solutions and opportunities. 

We all have important work to do. You have a critical mission to serve, and a growth mindset 

is the leading indicator of your success. 

Change your internal narrative. 

Change your language. 

Act!

Release the work that’s holding you back. 



Give your good ideas 
time to grow
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Every Thanksgiving morning for the last 30 years. I go to the Thanksgiving Day Parade in St. 

Louis with my sister, Sue and my niece, Caitlin. (Ok I think we’ve missed twice due to pouring 

rain.) It’s tradition. It is something we just do. Doesn’t matter if the parade is a little long or 

boring, or if we have Thanksgiving prep work waiting for us, we go to the parade. 

25
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I’ve watched the parade through my 20s when I would go out the night before and nurse a 

hangover during the parade, to holding little ones on laps, to kids running around and not 

watching parade, to those kids getting too old and not wanting to go. 

It was a good idea and we stuck with it. 

My wish for my clients is the same. If you have a good idea, stick with it. 

All too often organizations don’t give ideas enough time to catch hold in the market. They 

get distracted or discouraged. 

In every idea, whether it is an initiative, campaign, business or effort, needs time to move 

through phases. 

Phase 1: You get an idea!

Phase 2:You put that idea into action!

Phase 3: That idea catches on and you get momentum! 

Phase 4: Now that idea is rinsing and repeating. You are doing it!

Phase 5: You’ve mastered this and have the faith and confidence to do it again!

Here’s what’s critical: phase 2. You’ve got to go through those times when you think no one 

is paying attention, or it will never work, or it was a bad idea. You’ve got to give a bit more 

than you are getting back so you can move into phase 3. You need to access the faith and 

confidence you’ll have in phase 5 in phase 2. You have to live in the future despite your 

current circumstance. 

Someone asked me: what if it is a bad idea and you are putting money, time, energy, hours 

into a bad idea? 
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First, did you really put all your effort and energy into it? Second, then now you now. Failing 

is ok. Trying an idea and it not working is ok.

Our fear of failure makes it hard for us to stay with ideas when they don’t catch on right away. 

Your new effort may take more time, energy or money to take off, and that doesn’t mean it 

was a bad idea. It means your expectations and the realities of the market didn’t align. 

Stay with it. Keep consistent. The leading indicator of your ability to market successfully 

is consistency. Creating and delivering content daily, weekly. Staying in action without 

distraction. The message matters as much as consistent delivery. Marketing is a long game, 

so stay in it and see what grows. 



The cult of scarcity is 
killing our organizations 

and our industry
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November’s print edition of The Chronicle of Philanthropy has the headline: Anxiety in 

Times of Plenty: The 100 biggest charities saw a healthy jump in giving in 2018, 

but they worry the good times won’t last.

28
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So, the biggest charities are doing great and they are still stressed. Good things happen 

and instead celebrating the good, they worry it will all go bad. These are the top 100…the 

biggies that we think have all the resources and boy, if we were only Feeding America, or 

Salvation Army, or St. Jude, we’d have no problems bringing in money, paying staff, finding 

new donors. But that greener grass we look at in envy? It is worried about turning brown.

What hope is there for the rest of us if the big guys are freaking out? Even in the 

best of times, we worry the bottom will fall out. In the worst of times, we worry the bottom 

will lower. 

The cult of scarcity— that there isn’t enough, will never be enough, and we must fight, sacrifice 

and live in chronic uncertainty — is hurting the industry overall and straining individual 

organization’s ability to create the change we seek in the world.

We tell our clients that they can achieve anything, that there is opportunity all around them, 

that their lives can be better. At the same time, we worry we won’t be able to achieve what 

we need, won’t have enough, and that nothing will get better. 

Modeling fear creates more fear. CEOs and development staff are afraid of losing funding, 

program directors are afraid of failing programs, donors are afraid of wasting their money, 

boards are afraid of being ineffective. All this fear keeps us stuck in the scarcity mindset. 

Decisions are made on minimizing risk instead of maximizing impact.

Instead of embracing the idea that we as nonprofit leaders and staff must suffer so others can 

thrive, we need to embody the idea of being a model for the change we seek in the world. 

Adopt a model of sufficiency: there is enough for everyone. Coming from a place of strength, 

growth and opportunity creates more of that. The biggest indicator of your ability to grow 

your influence, income and impact: your belief that it is possible.
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How can you switch to a growth mindset?

Move away from the “haves” mentality. If you assume there are haves, then there are have 

nots and that creates a power dynamic where there are winners and losers. Instead, see 

everyone from donors to those you serve as equal partners with assets to share. Everyone 

has gifts and assets to bring to the table. 

See fundraising as an investment in creating a more just, equitable and caring 
world, not a from a place of weakness, need and apology.

Modeling sufficiency means that there is enough out there for everyone, and that includes 

board members. Your work is too critical to leave to in the hands of those who aren’t able to 

lead. 

Your thoughts create your language that creates your external reality. A fixed mindset says, 

“Things are bad and will always be bad and we need to deal with that.” Even off-handed 

comments that are meant as jokes or to lighten some tension can hurt the mindset. “Oh, like 

that will ever happen!” “When will we find the time for that?” “We don’t have enough.” 

These are scarcity comments. Change them to: “I am not sure how that will happen, and I 

know we can find a way,” “There’s time for what is important,” and, “We can use more.” 

Even if you don’t quite believe it at first, the more you change your thoughts and language, 

you will begin to see evidence of growth around you.

Stop tolerating inactive or ineffective board members because you are afraid 
you can’t find new ones. 

Watch what you say because language matters. 
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Recently I gave a training at a Y in Chicago. The training space was new, bright and 

comfortable. One of the participants commented, “I guess they have money.” Seeing a 

well-appointed space can be seen as too fancy (scarcity mentality) or a credit to those who 

use the space (growth mentality). The first time I saw Big Brothers and Big Sisters of Eastern 

Missouri’s new offices, President and CEO Becky James-Hatter said some had questioned 

the “niceness” of the space. She said, “Our kids and staff deserve the best.” Beyond the 

physical space investment means paying staff, paying outside consultants instead of asking 

for free work, and investing in infrastructure. 

Being busy doesn’t mean being productive. View hours as you would money: an asset to be 

valued. Allow for rest, recovery and reflection as they are essential parts of progress and 

success.

Instead, connect with like-minded donors. Marketing and fundraising are hard because we 

try to convince people to care because we don’t want to lose that possible gift. “If they could 

only hear our story, they would give.” This thought undermines donor’s needs and passions. 

See donors or potential donors for their full humanity and their true philanthropic passions. If 

it is a connection, great. If not, they will be ok and so will your organization. Laura Rossman, 

development consultant, taught me, “Bless and release.” If it is not a fit, wish them well and 

move on. 

Scarcity mindset takes away from your ability to increase your impact. You have important 

work to do, and it starts with believing that the resources are there for you to do it. 

Move your values from struggle and hardship to worth and investment. 

Value outcomes not hustle, grind and hours. 

Stop convincing and chasing donors. 



What gets measured, 
gets done

11.

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

A friend and I have GIF conversations. We find a topic and start shooting GIFs back and 

forth, trying to up each other’s creativity. The other day, he said, “I am winning.” 

“What are you winning?” I asked. 

“The GIF wars,” he said. 

I replied: “Oh, that’s a thing you are tracking! I had no idea.”
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He replied: “What gets measured, gets done.” 

I had to laugh because this is a very famous line originated by management consultant W. 

Edwards Deming and repeated by everyone from business author Tom Peters to the one who 

needs no description before her name, Oprah. 

It seems in GIF wars and life, what gets measured, gets done. And the quote gets 

repeated because it is true. 

One of the best ways to measure your work so you can get stuff done is Key Performance 

Indicators. These are daily, weekly or monthly activities that you track to hold you or your 

team accountable. These were game changers for me and for my clients. My business started 

to thrive after I implemented these, and my clients’ marketing and fundraising efforts did too.

Marketing and fundraising is a long game. The work you do today may take years to 

see results. And, the every day work, the immediate, is always there in front of you. Emails to 

read, deadlines to meet, meetings to attend. You forget the tasks that move you toward your 

future because you are trying to get through today. 

The trick is to balance the present and the future. Get what you need to get done 

today while planting those seeds for the future. When you get that balance, then the future 

is flowing toward you. You are creating a proactive environment where what you need and 

want is coming to you, instead of scrambling or stressed because there’s always a wolf at 

the door. 

Key performance indicators can keep you growing your marketing and fundraising efforts. 

Define the activities you need to do weekly to meet those big goals. 
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Daily, consistent, devoted action will get you farther than you think. You may 

tend to stop and start, stop and start. You get a marketing effort going, then the big gala 

looms and all the marketing is tabled. Then after the gala, you restart. All the restarting keeps 

you from getting any traction in the marketplace. 

You can set KPIs for anything you want to track, depending on your goals. It is important 

to remember KPIs are activities you need other people to help you complete, 

like email list subscribers, new donor meetings or Facebook followers. You can’t do those 

activities alone. Key Performance Activities are like KPIs except they are just 

about you, like weekly blog posts, phone calls or emails. Those are things that are not 

dependent on others to get done.

KPIs and KPAs both need goal numbers. How many new email subscribers do you need 

each week? How many did you actually get?

When I have a speaking engagement, I ask for email signups. I put those emails in my 

database right away because I want to hit my KPI goal for new email subscribers. It keeps 

me on track and focused on growth. 

• number of new donors

• number of potential donor meetings

• social media followers

• email list subscribers

• dollars raised

• in-kind contributions donated

Here are examples of a KPIs you can track:
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• email newsletters sent

• blog posts

• social media posts

• phone calls made

Here are examples of a KPAs you can track:

I work with clients on accountability: staying consistent to their marketing and fundraising 

efforts so they can create better futures. KPIs are the best way I know to manage this.

I also have something I call KFIs: Key Fulfillment Indicators. These are activities 

that keep me energy-rich, like monthly massages, exercise, daily mediation, and of course, 

monthly karaoke outings. Self-care is important and if I am not taking care of myself how can 

I take care of my family, my business and of course, all of you.

What do you want to grow? Start tracking it and watch it grow.



When you’ve had enough, 
here’s how to make 

change happen

12.
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I hate the dentist. 

I dread any kind of dental work beyond routine cleaning. I will put it off for months, and then 

something will happen, and I will say, “ENOUGH! Time to go to the dentist!”

What makes me do something I am dreading? What makes me live with the discomfort or 

pain and then be ready to go ahead with treatment?

At some point, a benefit will outweigh my fears. This benefit can either be to avoid a loss, like 

losing a tooth, or to have a gain, like beautiful teeth. Either one is a motivator for change.

This is how change happens: We have concerns or fears that keep us stuck, then we will 

attach to a benefit and, when the benefits outweigh the concerns, you will move forward. If 

you can determine ONE BENEFIT, then you will push past the concerns or fears and move 

forward. 

BENEFITS AND CONCERNS

Concerns

Benef ts
The constant line are concerns,  
the upline is benefts.  
When BENEFITS outweighs CONCERNS,  
you will move forward. 
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I was on a coaching call with a group in upstate New York who told me they had a board that 

was not engaged. First, we talked about the staff stepping into greater leadership and asking 

for more from the board. Then, we talked about the board’s desire to change. They didn’t 

have one. They were complacent to the current situations. Staff saw the need for change, but 

the board was pretty happy with status quo.

Change for change’s sake is not going to be productive because there is no 

reason to push through those fears. Here’s how to create the real change you 

seek.

Our brains are hard-wired for fear. It is part of our biology developed when the world was a 

much more dangerous place. Now, our brains react to being chased by a bear in the same 

way as launching a capital campaign: RUN! This is scary! Our brains let the fear guide us 

and we stay stuck. If your organization is in a fixed mindset and operating out of ‘“What if? 

What if? What if?” then change will be difficult to achieve. If there is a clear benefit that can 

propel you past those “What ifs” to “What next?” then change can happen. 

The key is that tipping point…that moment of clarity that shifts your thinking from “maybe, 

someday” to “let’s do it right now.” Once you hit that tipping point, the change can happen. 

The concerns will always be there and need managing, but they will not keep you from 

taking steps forward. 

That moment of clarity, the tipping point is when we say “ENOUGH” to the fear around us. 

It can be about a relationship, a job, your body, any situation where you are thinking and 

not doing. It can be an organization not having enough donors, tolerating a disengaged 

board or not feeling worthy of investment. Then you say, “ENOUGH!” and then can see a 

new way forward. 

Understand fear

Find the tipping point.

Say “enough!”
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If you want change in your organization: a bigger donor base, a new website, a more 

engaged board…. what BENEFIT is that to those who make the decisions? Allow them to find 

their own benefit, and then change is possible.

When the pain of my tooth was too much to manage, I said, ENOUGH! and scheduled that 

surgery. 

Find the benefit



Why immersive 
experiences do more than 

weeks of meetings
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I just got back from an incredible three-day experience called Performance Academy. It was 

put together by my business coach to hone my and her other clients’ presentation skills. We 

each wrote, rehearsed and filmed three different speeches.

40



41

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

Even though I missed an amazing Mardi Gras celebration, I spent dedicated time growing in 

mastery of my speaking skills. We all worked hard to up our game. It was like drama camp 

except each one of us was putting on our own one-person show. We supported each other, 

gave thoughtful and productive feedback and pushed each other to stretch our talents. 

Because of how much I have gotten out of these immersive experiences, I now use this tool 

for my work in trainings, retreats and workshops. Here’s why they work and why you should 

consider blocking off large chunks of time to get projects done.

When you decide to host a retreat or workshop, set the stage for success by asking participants 

to minimize distractions. No phones, no laptops (more on that later) and no other work. Our 

brains are really bad at multitasking, so when you ask your brain to do more than one thing 

at once, like attend a meeting and then answer emails on our laptop, your brain isn’t really 

doing two things at once, it is jumping from one task to another, and each time, your brain 

needs to reset. Those delays cause delays in your thinking and productivity. Blocking out time 

and committing to focus on one topic will get more done in less time than trying to juggle 

several things at once.

In the past, when I wrote communications plans, it took about two to three months from initial 

meeting to completion, depending on the response time of the client. Immersive experiences 

remove all of the back and forth of meetings, reports, meetings. Because you spend time 

remembering what you did last meeting, then firing up the thinking for the current meeting, 

and then oh wait, someone has to go to another meeting or take a call. All the back and forth 

eats up time and if you are paying a consultant hourly, adds to the cost. Now we can create 

an organizational plan in two days and a campaign plan in one day by eliminating all the 

back and forth and writing the plan in real time.

Immersive experiences allow you to do something that is increasingly hard

to do: FOCUS. 

You get stuff done faster. 
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Even as little as a half day immersive experience, you can break down barriers and 

move through difficult sticking points in your organization. Setting the stage for productive 

communication is key and then allowing the time and space to have those conversations. An 

immersive experience is like a journey: participants should leave a different person than they 

came. 

Instead of having a meeting and giving direction, immersive experiences allow for much richer 

learning by using practice, role play and masterminds to truly learn and retain something 

new. A fundraising training that is an hour will feel transactional because all there is time for 

is giving information. An immersive experience allows for learning, objections, and barriers, 

and practice so participants can truly go out and use the skill.

Studies show that you can take better notes and create better products, putting pen to paper. 

Longhand slows your brain and allows you to process and select relevant information. It also 

stops the temptation of checking email or Facebook. 

Reframe the narrative that you are too busy to block out that much time, or you can’t get your 

board in a room for that long. Immersive experiences save time in the long run and produce 

better outcomes. Invest in the time up front to save time later and get a better outcome in the 

end.

Connections are created and barriers break down. 

You have time to practice and play. 

About that laptop: leave it in your bag. 

When participants are allowed to share stories, listen to others and solve challenges together, 

then they feel like a team. Being a board member is often hard because you are in a room 

four or six times a year for an hour and a half with people you don’t know. You don’t know 

who they are, how they make decisions or what their expertise is. When this happens, then 

a board member, especially a new one, will hang back and learn the lay of the land before

You can build group cohesion and establish more trusting relationships

going forward. 



How can you stay
connected in the social 

distancing area?
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I am a raging extrovert. I love to be out. I joke that I am constantly running a low-grade cabin 

fever. Staying in isn’t my first choice. And right now, it is the only choice. And at first that felt 

pretty horrible. I got defiant, then sad, then angry. All the stages of grief. Then I got on with 

it. Just like my mom taught me. 
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In July 2006 a big storm came through and knocked down trees and power lines. This storm 

was nowhere near the magnitude of a world-wide pandemic, but at the time, no electricity 

in the heat of the summer, with two kids, two dogs and a 75-gallon saltwater aquarium 

seemed pretty daunting. I was overwhelmed with the rapid loss of food and the rapid growth 

of the laundry pile. Not to mention cancelled summer camps and two rowdy kids to manage 

all day. I hoped every day the power would be restored and was dejected when it wasn’t. I 

turned to my mom. She said, “Just accept that the power is not coming on and live your life 

like that.” Instead of wishing every day for conditions to change, I took my mom’s advice 

and found a new approach. My sister was out of town and my niece was house-sitting. Jon 

and I moved in too—kids, dogs and laundry, until power was restored.

Once I accepted that this was how it was, I was able to see the solutions around 

me and tap into those resources. 

So last week, I was in the denial/sadness/anger routine when I got an email from my dear 

friend Nina Needleman, who suggested I host a webinar to help nonprofits manage their 

messaging during this time. BAM! How can I be nervous when I am in service? Get off your 

ass and help people, Dersch! Reframe the situation to serve you better and see the good.

This concept may be hard to grasp but here it is. 

Everything is happening FOR US, not TO US. 

Hard times make us who we are as people, allow for rapid change and expansion, and 

further our evolution and the evolution of the planet. For every lack of connection and social 

distance we make physically, we are making new connections in other ways. For as isolated 

as you can feel, and believe me, I feel it, we are connected to each other globally. Never 

before have the actions of one affected another on a world-wide scale. This allows all of us 

to see how truly connected we all are. 
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I am taking all my trainings virtual…something I had thought of doing and now I am. 

The crisis caused me to take a chance and deliver my content in a new way. And I 

actually like it! Consider how this situation is pushing you to stretch skills and find creative 

solutions.

I asked other nonprofits consultants in a Facebook group to join me in a virtual support 

call. I will be making new connections with like-minded people from all over the country. 

Probably wouldn’t have connected like this if not for the corona crisis. If you can, connect 

with others so you remember you are not in this alone.

I am learning to stay still and live within limits, something I have traditionally fought. 

There will be some rough times because I move around so much to avoid feeling some 

feelings that will no doubt now be coming up. What an amazing opportunity to deepen 

my self-understanding and learn greater self-mastery. 

I get to help people from all over the U. S. retool their messaging. This allows me to share 

my experience (I have been doing this for almost 30 years…I have seen some stuff!). It 

makes me happy to be a part of productive, solution-focused conversations. 

I have a list of organizing and household projects that will finally get done. 

Time to work ON the business and do stuff I don’t ever get time to do. 

Here’s how the quarantine is helping me.
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What really helps me get or stay calm and connected are two simple tools I’d like to share. 

I wake up every morning and the first thing I think is: GRATITUDE. Gratitude for another 

day, for a bed to allow peaceful rest, a supportive partner next to me, for the flushing 

toilet (and toilet paper!), for running water. So many gifts. When I focus on what I have, 

I am so much happier. Even in this crazy time, I have so much to be grateful for. I am not 

perfect. I get lost in what I can’t do (watch hockey) or can’t have (dinner out with friends) 

instead of what I can do and what I have. The gratitude exercise helps me remember 

how much I do have.

I do body scans. This is a simple one-minute meditation that allows me to focus on my 

breath and connects me to my body and the higher universal power at the same time. 

I can do this anywhere, even at stoplights. Here’s how: Close your eyes or lower your 

gaze. Take a breath in for four counts, hold it for four counts, then breathe out for four 

counts. Do this three times. Become aware of your body and your breath. You don’t have 

to remember to take a breath, your body does it for you. It knows to keep breathing. 

Tap into that knowing—the trust you have in knowing another breath is coming. Then 

become conscious of your feet, feel the energy around them. Then move that energy up 

to your lower legs, upper legs, and torso. Bring attention to your stomach and relax it. 

Soften your shoulders, back, arms and hands, then relax your face. Take a deep breath 

using the four-count technique and notice your whole body present, then take one more 

breath and open your eyes or raise your gaze. 



How to keep it together 
when the world is 

falling apart
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The nights are the hardest for me. 

47

My days are full and busy with work and kids. I have plenty to do and even a social schedule 

(Zoom happy hour anyone?). I stay grounded and grateful. I stay in the present. 
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At night, my mental demons come out to play. My mind starts spinning and I 

struggle to make it stop. I feel out of control. 

I am sure you feel the same. I talk to people or read their social media status. Nonprofits 

are terrified and fear they will have to cut staff and programs. Friends on Facebook fear not 

having food or going into depression from being alone. The demons of control are spinning 

a dark tale.

We want certainty, we want control. 

The only certainty we have, is that we have no control over anything. We are collectively, as 

a global community, been thrust into the unknown. And in a world where we are constantly 

trying to be in control...that is terrifying. 

When you feel like things are out of control, you lose your connection to two things: your 

power and your purpose.

The good news is those things don’t go away, no matter what is happening around you. 

What is your power? What are your gifts? Your strengths? What are the assets around 

you?

What is your purpose? What are you here to accomplish? What do you have to offer?

When we connect with those, then you can use those to help yourself and help others. 

Your power. Your purpose. They are always there for you.



49

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

Here’s my ONE QUESTION for you to ponder.

WHAT WOULD A WIN LOOK LIKE FOR YOU? When the crisis has subsided, what 

would a win look like for you, for your organization, for your community.

What’s a win look like? Raising funds without a big gala? Keeping programs and staff? 

Connecting more deeply with donors? Finally shedding your fears and playing big? Realizing 

the effectiveness of virtual trainings or gatherings to connect your stakeholders? Proving to 

yourself and your board that you can fundraise at any time?

Everything we know is being stripped bare. In crisis, there is opportunity. If we go back to 

status quo, we’ve missed the opportunity…an opportunity to create the more just, equitable 

and connected world we work toward every day. An opportunity to shift our culture to one 

that values community and society over self.

What I know for sure is the only thing we can control is ourselves. Our energy, our outlook, 

our response. I hope the idea of connecting to your power and purpose helps you focus on 

changing the mental narrative from one of fear into one of hope, change and opportunity. 

I am not perfect at this. As I said, I struggle to retain my power and purpose sometimes, but I 

keep practicing, every day, because my mental narrative is the one thing I can control.



Are you allowed to 
thrive when others are 

struggling?
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A dear friend, Mike Kennedy, is an infectious disease doctor in Detroit. The picture he paints 

of his life fighting COVID-19 is heartbreaking.

“It’s 2 am and I am just getting home from a long week of being on call at a hospital I’ve 

been pulled to this past week as my 48-year-old colleague is hospitalized in the ICU with 

COVID-19. Thankfully he is not on the ventilator. Three other infectious disease physicians in 

my practice are also ill with fevers and suspected COVID infection.



51

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

Before I left the hospital tonight, one of them is being admitted to the hospital as he now 

needs oxygen and there were already 14 new patient consults on the list (at 1:30 am).” He 

is working long shifts with little sleep. His patients are dying alone as family and friends are 

not allowed to visit.” 

When I read this post, I had just finished a three-day virtual retreat based on creating a 

business plan for our changing landscape, my 90-day jump start plan ready to move into 

action. 

Then I saw Mike’s post. How can I feel so excited to help and serve when people are hurting 

and dying? How can a feel optimistic that we are creating a better world, one that values 

community and connection, when so many are in pain?

Maybe you are feeling that way, too. You are not allowed to survive or even grow and 

thrive during this crisis. Especially those of us in nonprofit world because our empathy meter 

is always set to “blast.” How can you share stories, connect with donors, ask for funds when 

so much is needed in other places? 

The concept of “comparative suffering” means we can’t feel bad or sad about our 

situation, or even feel good, when others feel bad. An example: You feel like you can’t 

complain that you are working from home with kids when your friend lost her job. This 

assumes scarcity of empathy, as if empathy were a pie, and taking a slice meant others 

had less. The opposite is true…your ability to give yourself empathy is key to growing 

empathy for others. We don’t have to rank or rate our pain. When we give ourselves 

compassion and grace, we build our empathy muscle and can give more to others. 

Our society lives in polarities. Situations are good or bad, black or white, left or right (is 

that a song lyric?). Our culture assumes we can be one thing or another but not both and 

we must define what side we are on. What if we could embrace neutrality? Things don’t 

need to be one thing or the other, they can just be. You can feel good about successes 
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Crisis brings opportunity. It is the natural law that change propels us forward. We throw 

off our fears and take new risks. Crisis forces our evolution. I have taken all my trainings 

virtual and developed new courses on leadership and influence. My business coach 

did her three-day retreat virtually for the first time. People are pivoting their businesses 

to meet new needs and are stepping up to lead, help and serve in bold ways. Your 

organization can also use this time as an opportunity to step into greater leadership. 

When I developed my 90-day plan, I asked myself: who do I want to be at the end of 

June? How can I step into the greatest and best version of myself? How can I serve at the 

highest level? If I had chosen this “safe at home” life, why would I want that and what could 

I accomplish?

I wrote myself a letter dated June 28, 2020. In the letter, I set goals for how I want to respond, 

and wrote to myself as if they had happened. I wrote about the person I had become, the 

fears I had moved through, and that I was proud of myself for using this time to grow into 

greater mastery and expand the definition of who I am and what I can do. I wrote about how 

well I handled the isolation and how connected I felt to everyone in my life. 

How can you or your nonprofit be a leader? How can you create community and connection 

for those you serve and those that support you? How can you look for the opportunity in 

this disruption? The truth is, you are allowed to thrive in any circumstance, because when 

your organization does more, we all benefit. When your light shines, you light up others. I 

encourage you to make a 90-day action plan, and as individuals and as an organization, 

write a letter for 90 days from now. Let that be your guide as you move through these months. 

Because who you are on the other side of this will make all the difference.

and joys AND also the sadness and pain. We don’t have pick a team. I am holding 

space for the opportunities and joy I see around me, and the pain I also witness, like I 

did in my friend. There is space for a full continuum of expression around this crisis.



Why being too positive 
is just as harmful as 
being too negative
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In the Age of Corona (my name for this crisis), or in any crisis, 

the polarity of people’s views get exaggerated.

If you are prone to negative thoughts, they just get darker. If you are prone to positive 

thoughts, you will work to maintain that viewpoint, no matter what is going on around you. 

Both ways of thinking can be harmful to you. 
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Now I am sure it is easy to understand how negative thinking works against you. If you are 

thinking negative thoughts, “This is going to turn out awful!” “I am going to hate working on 

this project!” “I will never find a partner who loves me!” Then probably it will turn out awful, 

you will hate working on that project and have a hard time finding a suitable mate. 

But positive thinking? Isn’t that good for you? Positive thinking makes me think of Stuart 

Smalley from Saturday Night Live (“Stuart is a caring nurturer, and is not a licensed therapist 

but is a member of several 12-step programs.”) self-talking in the mirror, “I am good enough, 

smart enough and dog gone it, people like me!”

When you or others say, “You’ll get over it,” “Failure is not an option,” “It could be worse,” 

or when you see others portray lives of perfect positivity and think that should be you, it can 

be harmful. 

Why? Just as with toxic negativity, it takes away from the full spectrum of human experience. 

You can do this to yourself as much as anyone else. Brushing off your feelings with a “Just get 

over it,” or minimizing negative experiences. 

In our culture, we tend to see things as good or bad, black or white, left or right. What if we 

adopted neutrality? Things don’t have to be good or bad, they can just be. 

You can have both regret and loss at the absence of sports or restaurants AND happiness 

at new family time. You can love not having to run all day and miss the quiet of your house 

because the kids are home from school.

Why toxic positivity is harmful



55

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION

Adopting neutrality means you can accept a full range of expression in yourself and in 

others. It also means sometimes staying in some negative feelings when you want to get out 

or holding space for a friend’s feelings when you want to say something to make them feel 

better or make the negative feelings go away. 

The more grace and acceptance you give yourself, the more you can give to others. When 

you are in conversations with coworkers, board members, donors, volunteers…anyone you 

come in contact with, give them the gift of your neutrality. Let them feel seen as they are. 

“Things sound really tough and I am here for you.” “Failure is part of growth,” “It is ok to feel 

bad sometimes.” 

Adopt neutral messaging in nonprofit marketing

Your nonprofit messaging can adopt neutrality. You can share the gifts (we are working 

more efficiently than ever!) and the struggles (extra time working, additional costs). In crisis 

there is opportunity and you can share both. There’s authenticity in neutrality because you 

don’t have to paint things bleaker than they are or make it rosier than it is, you can tell the 

complexity of the truth of yourself and your organization and witness it in others too. You 

can meet donors where they are at (I know this is a difficult and scary time) and also ask for 

support (and I am reaching out because your help is so needed right now.) 

Neutrality and why it is helpful for you and others
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Can you imagine donors flocking to your nonprofit instead of you scrambling to find them? To 

end the stress of constantly finding new donors while keeping the ones you have? Maryanne 

Dersch specializes in helping nonprofit organizations increase their influence and connect 

with new donors so they can raise more money without feeling rejected, ineffective or pushy.

She has spent almost thirty years working in the nonprofit world helping organizations 

understand and articulate their value so they can ask for and receive what they want, need 

and deserve. 

She is author of Courageous Communication: How Codependence Is Making Your Nonprofit 

Brand Boring and What to Do About It and founder of Superstar Fundraising Academy. She 

is leading a movement to change “nonprofit” to “human investment company” to accurately 

reflect the contributions of the sector. She’s known for her love of ultrahigh heels, extra-large 

Diet Cokes, and short karaoke rotations.

Get Maryanne’s other e-books, 

Stop Trying to Make People Care and 16 other powerful lessons to excite, engage and 

fundraise for your nonprofit…courageously

Stop Asking for Money and 21 other powerful lessons to master fundraising…courageously

Go to maryannedersch.com for your free copy!

If you enjoyed this book, connect with Maryanne on social media

About Maryanne Dersch

http://maryannedersch.com
https://www.facebook.com/courageouscommunication/
https://twitter.com/maryannedersch
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJ-yHxKpN84qFKVXeINch_w?view_as=subscriber
https://www.linkedin.com/in/maryannedersch/
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Maryanne speaks, trains and coaches 

nonprofit boards and staff on leadership, 

fundraising and marketing. She offers 

online courses, virtual training and onsite 

training.

Superstar Fundraising system will have 

donors flocking to your nonprofit like fans 

flock to superstars. 

Up Level Your Leadership teaches 

board members to embrace your mission, 

lead with confidence and create action 

and implement systems of accountability 

so your board can create the change you 

seek.

Up Level Your Influence teaches CEO’s, 

executive directors and senior leadership 

how to grow in their influence so they can 

lead more effectively and implement the 

changes they seek.

Fearless Fundraising teaches anyone in 

an organization how to move through fears 

around asking for money so they can ask 

for and receive what they want and need.

To book Maryanne to speak at your event, 

bookings@maryannedersch.com

To contact Maryanne about courses,

trainings or coaching, 

training@maryannedersch.com

COURAGEOUS COMMUNICATION
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