
Someone recently asked me how I made decisions as an executive
director of a regional nonprofit. I worked with a 22 member board that
had diverse representation covering 14 counties in ND. Some of our
board members traveled 4 hours round trip to attend our board meetings.
I felt obligated to have all of my facts in place prior to presenting any
proposal to the board that would have an effect on our organization. I
understood that the board had a fiduciary responsibility to make good
decisions based on good data. Our board had an Executive Committee
that met monthly to talk about what was going on with committees, task
groups, and where we were going with the nonprofit. The President and I
always had a trusting relationship, so we were able to openly have
discussions on customer service issues and other matters. Our personnel
policies had a process that required the President be alerted directly if a
disgruntled individual wanted to file a complaint. In turn, the President
met with me as soon as possible to discuss the complaint and possible
resolution. People just want to be heard and if they do not feel that they
have been heard, they will find another way to be heard. The decision
making formula works in those instances as well. When working with
volunteers, having good volunteer policies in place will provide backup
for difficult decisions that are required to protect your nonprofit’s good
name in the community.
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Nancy's Nonprofit Notes
Effective Decision Making



You realize that you need to investigate a matter and make a decision... 

Get the facts, always search for facts because decisions need to be made based on facts.

What are the possibilities, brainstorm A, B, or C?

Show trends if you can, outside factors and internal factors.

What will be the desired outcome or consequence with A, B, or C?

Get a major decision formally approved by presenting facts to support the decision.

Was the outcome what you expected? Is there something to be learned from making this decision
going forward?  

For financial decision making, I depended heavily on historic data, identifying internal and external
trends, and projecting out into the future. It was not difficult to see that certain costs would put us out of
business in a few years if we did not have a plan to diversify programs and funding, so we developed a
comprehensive strategic plan with internal and external stakeholder input. The intentional changes that
we made increased our capacity to stabilize our funding indefinitely and also expand our programs.

Consider where you are today and where you want to be in 5 years. Once you get a visual picture of
where you want to be, many of the decisions that you make fall into place.

Consider how the external environment is impacting your funding. What can you count on and look at
how much of your operating budget is at risk because of the impact of Covid 19. Are there new ways of
doing things that would stabilize your programs and funding?

Think about the things that keep you awake at night. Is it time to make some decisions? Problems don’t
seem to go away and without being addressed. Putting off decision making, many times makes the
problem grow into a major issue.

This process works. I always did my homework so that I could justify decisions with facts and policy.
Once your have your facts, and you have researched your policies, you may need to work with others to
arrive at the best decision with their support.

Step 1: Identify the problem, or the need to make a decision.

Step 2: Gather relevant information.

Step 3: Identify the alternatives and the pro’s and con’s of each alternative.

Step 4: Weigh the evidence... 

Step 5: Choose among alternatives.

Step 6: Take action.

Step 7: Review your decision & its consequences.


