The Executive Director’'s Guide to Thriving As A Nonprofit Leader / © 2010 Jossey-Bass. All Rights Reserved.



The Executive Director’'s Guide to Thriving As A Nonprofit Leader / © 2010 Jossey-Bass. All Rights Reserved.



The Executive Director’'s Guide to Thriving As A Nonprofit Leader / © 2010 Jossey-Bass. All Rights Reserved.



The Executive Director’s Guide to Thriving As A Nonprofit Leader / © 2010 Jossey-Bass. All Rights Reserved.

As a change agent, an Executive Director is responsible for

« Monitoring trends in the nonprofit sector and keeping the organiza-
tion responsive to changing comrnunity needs, shifting revenue sources,
emerging competition, and ever-increasing public scrutiny.

* Boldly moving the organization in a new direction with programs and
resources if community trends dictate a change.

« Providing the skills needed to lead, manage, and support the organiza-
tion at any point in its life cycle.

+ Managing internal change processes by working with stakeholders to set
goals and outcomes, create plans, and make the change happen.

* Persuading and motivating others to accept change as part of the daily
routine in the organization, while also acknowledging people’s natural
resistance to change.

+ Taking risks to try new ideas and take new approaches to achieving the

mission.

As a relationship builder, an Executive Director is responsible for

+ Communicating successfully with internal stakeholders—staff, volun-
teers, and Board.

+ Managing staff and volunteers in a manner that fosters a healthy culture
to ensure that everyone’s role on the team is valued and recognized.

» Providing an open and transparent organizational culture that appreci-
ates and respects differences.

+ Supporting and at times leading the Board of Directors to ensure it adds
value to the organization.

+ Carrying on the wisdom of the organization’s Founder while implementing
bold new ideas.

As a community creator, the Executive Director is responsible for
+ Creating a visible organization with broad stakeholder support.

« Communicating with external stakeholders to ensure continuing
interest and involvement in the mission.
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+ Building partnerships that further the mission through cooperative
efforts and strategic relationships.

As a resource wizard, an Executive Director is responsible for
* Recruiting, mentoring, and recognizing people who will raise funds that
allow the organization to thrive,
+ Communicating and building relationships with funders and donors to
gain interest in the mission and support for it.
* Building a strong resource portfolio that secures the organization with
funding during economic downturns and other financial lean times.

+ Stewarding and managing funds received so well that the organization’s
trustworthiness is unquestionable,

The list of responsibilities in the exhibit may seem daunting to anyone who
has not experienced the job of an Executive Director. The list is long, particularly
when you think about the specific tasks needed for each responsibility. Remember,
though, that not all responsibilities have highest priority on any given day.

In some smaller organizations that have no paid staff, the Executive Director
may struggle to accomplish any of the indicated responsibilities because of the
need to handle routine tasks normally performed by others in larger organiza-
tions. In this case, an ED needs to remember the core responsibilities as listed
here, and work diligently to delegate as much of the other work as possible to
volunteers. As an example, one Executive Director who was the only employee
in her nonprofit was struggling to keep donors informed of the innovations tak-
ing place in programs. Her role as “community creator” was hampered by poor
external communication systems. She enlisted two volunteers who had a back-
ground in marketing communications, and they redesigned the Web site, opened
a Facebook page, set up the nonprofit on Twitter, and agreed to update and man-
age these communication tools so the ED could do other tasks.

Being a successful Executive Director is a learned role—no one starts out in
the position as the “perfect ED.” In fact, successful Executive Directors are always
improving themselves and taking time to build and strengthen the skills most
needed to fulfill their responsibilities and lead their nonprofit to greater success.
Remember this if you find yourself doubting your capabilities or feeling inadequate.

Understanding This Big Job
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The very big job of an Executive Director requires an ongoing process of learn-
ing and development. We discuss this further in Chapter Two and throughout
the book.

It is also important to realize that, most often, the job is not about you. For
instance, an ED working at 150 percent and still struggling to juggle all the
responsibilities of the position is probably doing an excellent job-—but simply
has too much to do, or the organizational systems are not in place to support
the position. This is actually true for most Executive Directors, and too many
choose to find some fault with themselves for their inadequacy. Understand that
you are not inadequate, the position is just enormous. Much of Chapter Three
will give you ideas of balancing this very big job you have undertaken. Other
action steps you can take:

* Remind yourself that the job is not about you.

» Talk with other EDs
and that each of you is extraordinary for being an Executive Director.

help each other remember the challenges of this position

» Identify ways others in the organization (Board, staff, volunteers) can
support you.

* Evaluate what organizational systems and processes need updating to help
you be effective.

Remember that you have been given the job of serving as caretaker for your
organization——to be truly effective, the people within the organization must also
take care of you, and the infrastructure must be there to support you.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A LEADER
AND A MANAGER?

These days people constantly speak and write about leadership and management
styles. How often have you heard someone described as “a great leader but a
weak manager” or “a great manager of people but not a very good leader”? What
do those comments mean? The lines between the definitions of manager and
leader have blurred to the point that people often use the words interchangeably.
But being a successful manager and being a great leader are two very different
roles—and both are required of Executive Directors on a daily basis if they are to
fulfill the broader role of caretaker for the organization.
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Exhibit 1.2
Sample Task List

TASKS FOR WEEK OF —

Leader

Manager

Held vision meeting with Board

Meeting with collaboration peers

Spoke at Rotary Club luncheon

Meeting with volunteers for input
on programs

Designed new public relations
strategy

Conducted staff recognition event

Interviewed candidates for Finance
Manager

Reviewed monthly financial data
Set quarterly benchmarks with
managers

Reviewed last quarter’s benchmarks
and addressed successes and
improvements

Disciplinary meeting with staff
member

Called 3 major donors to thank them

Reviewed monthly newsletter draft

Called and discussed 2 clients’
complaints

Renewed annual liability insurance

Examples of these tasks would be answering general questions from the public
about programs, handling staff or volunteer general concerns about programs,
saying daily thank-yous to staff and volunteers, and doing routine facilities tasks.
This particular Executive Director decided her work was balanced appropriately
for herself and the organization. However, she also realized she did the exercise
during a relatively quiet time for the nonprofit and decided to re-do the exercise
in a few months when the nonprofit was in its busiest quarter of the year.

WHEN SHOULD AN EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR LEAD,
MANAGE, OR SUPPORT OTHERS?

Executive Directors gemerally understand they have the roles of leading and
managing in the nonprofit. Supporting others to allow them to lead is sometimes
more challenging. There seems to be an unwritten rule that new Executive Directors
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To discern when to lead, manage, or support, think about your role as ED as
outlined in Exhibit 1.3.

The lists in the exhibit are not exhaustive and will of course be different
for each Executive Director. The main point is that no one person, not even
you, can single-handedly juggle all the required activities effectively. Your pri-
mary responsibility to your nonprofit is leadership, and that leadership must
include the wisdom to know when to become a manager and a supporter.
You must know when to seek out and ask for help and when to take time
to develop support that will ensure success for you, your nonprofit, and the
community you serve. The following story from the field illustrates this point.

STORY FROM THE FIELD

After graduating from college with a degree in sociology (and a desire to
save the world!), Susan applied for her first Executive Director’s job at a fam-
ily heaith community ciinic. In the interview, she was told that the ten staff
people worked together as a collective with equai rights and equal pay, and
they only gave anyone the title of Executive Director because their federal
contracts mandated it. Bravely, she accepted the position and quickly became
immersed in issues of authority, decision making, communication, and control.

Susan understood that the clinic needed a manager who could achieve the
level of efficiency required by federal contracts. On a much more vague level
she understood that the clinic needed a leader who had a vision and could
inspire its independent-minded and passionate pecple.

Susan began her work at the clinic believing that as an Executive Director,
she was in charge of everything, responsible for everything and everyone,
had little room for mistakes, and could not allow others in the organization
to provide feadership or management.

The toughest lesson for Susan was recognizing that leadership sometimes
includes supporting others while they take on this role. Because this was a
collective of equals, Susan had to learn that effectiveness as a manager and
a leader depended on her willingness to be a supporter—to let other staff
people take the lead with their ideas and take responsibility for them. it was
frightening at first, especially when she found herself clashing with a few
of these capable people. However, when the clinic’s Nurse Practitioner came
back from a conference with new information on clinic best practices, Susan
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The big job of being an Executive Director has its challenges with the over-
all role of caretaker and the numerous responsibilities assigned to it. However,
the rewards you receive often far outweigh these challenges. Under your care, the
nonprofit’s programs, staff, Board, and community can thrive. Your own growth
as a leader, manager, and supporter can also be viewed as a huge reward on both
a personal and professional level.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS

In this chapter, we provide information to help you understand the magnitude
and complexities of the Executive Director position. In summary, here are a few
tips for success.

« It is important to remember that the Executive Director’s role is to be the
caretaker of the organization. Everything you do as ED should fulfill this role.

+ The very big job of Executive Director takes great confidence, plus a clear
understanding that this job is not about you-—be dedicated and passionate,
but also be objective about the fact that the organization is separate from you.

+ Keep focused on your leadership and managerial activities, especially being
a leader. Prioritize your days and weeks to keep leadership tasks at the
forefront.

« Know who the other leaders in your organization are and support them in
implementing their ideas while holding them responsible.

+ Feel free to ask for help when you need it. Being a successtul Executive Director
requires you to lead, manage, and support others inside and outside the
organization. But you should fulfill these roles with advice and assistance
from others.
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