
When I think back on the first year that I was in the role of Executive
Director of a regional nonprofit, it is a wonder that I survived! I was new
to the nonprofit world, with the exception of being an operational
volunteer. It was also a wonder that my family put up with me working
such long hours.

As a newly hired executive of a nonprofit, one has to welcome challenge,
land on your feet, and run with it. The board provides oversight and
boundaries, but the executive director has the responsibility to lead
operations, to reach desired outcomes, to support governance, and to
protect the image of the organization. I remember thinking about how
much I believed in the organization and the positive impact that it had
on my life growing up. Commitment was not a problem.

Lessons Learned

Commitment to mission. Think about all of the time that you spend in a
day or week demonstrating your commitment to your organization’s
mission, vision, and the people that you serve. Nonprofit executive
director’s sometimes have trouble with Work – Life Balance. 
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Nancy's Nonprofit Notes
Make Time to Breathe



It is difficult to close the door at 5 pm on a Friday and leave that door closed until Monday morning. My
anxiety used to grow around 4 pm on Sunday evenings, when I should have been enjoying my time with
my family. After decades of working for a nonprofit, I advise you to leave the work at the door when
leaving your office. Take it up again at the same place when you return to work in the morning. Friday
afternoons are a good time to plan for the upcoming week and delegate everything that you possibly can.
Remember, 15 minutes of planning can save you up to 3 hours of work. (Covey) Allow yourself time away
from the problem solving, operating plan and creative thinking that many times can be time consuming
and hard work. Mentally leave it at the door when you leave your workplace on Friday. Your family and
friends will appreciate it!

Wind down and take time to reflect.  

Life moves so quickly in the nonprofit world. We plan ahead as far as we possibly can. We research and
track data to do all that we can to predict the future, all the while that we are carrying out annual plans.
Fund raising, marketing, client services, governance, volunteer management, property management, risk
management, staffing and building relationships, all take time.  Take time to think about your year. I
used to put together an end of year report that consisted of no more than a page or two to highlight our
accomplishments during the year. It felt good to put it in writing and share it with staff and the board of
directors. I also held a positive inquiry meeting with staff and volunteers to give me input on the
Administrative Guidelines that highlighted our success, and operational changes that I would initiate to
meet challenges for the upcoming year. It was all good and it helped everyone on the team feel good
about our accomplishments. This end of year benchmark was a great way to initiate positive change with
the support of operational staff and volunteers. Recommendations for change that were shared during the
past year were also considered.

Nonprofits that have written business plans in place have a good start to reaching their desired
outcomes. Once everything is in place, nonprofit leadership can delegate and strive to have Work – Life
Balance.

Remember, no one will tell you to slow down and smell the coffee, to go home at 5 pm to have dinner
with your family, or to stop working on the weekends. It is a personal choice that you will need to make.

Work-Life Balance is a good thing.
 


