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Disclaimer 

This book details the author's personal experiences with and 
opinions about nonprofit leadership and board governance. The 
author is not a licensed psychologist or an attorney. 
 
The author and publisher are providing this book and its contents 
on an “as is” basis and make no representations or warranties of 
any kind with respect to this book or its contents. The author and 
publisher disclaim all such representations and warranties, 
including for example warranties of merchantability and advice for 
a particular purpose. In addition, the author and publisher do not 
represent or warrant that the information accessible via this book 
is accurate, complete or current.  
 
The statements made about products and services have not been 
evaluated by the U.S. government. Please consult with your own 
legal, accounting, medical, or other licensed professional 
regarding the suggestions and recommendations made in this book. 
 
Except as specifically stated in this book, neither the author or 
publisher, nor any authors, contributors, or other representatives 
will be liable for damages arising out of or in connection with the 
use of this book. This is a comprehensive limitation of liability that 
applies to all damages of any kind, including (without limitation) 
compensatory; direct, indirect or consequential damages; loss of 
data, income or profit; loss of or damage to property and claims of 
third parties. 
 
You understand that this book is not intended as a substitute for 
consultation with a licensed medical, legal or accounting 
professional. Before you begin any change your lifestyle in any 
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way, you will consult a licensed professional to ensure that you are 
doing what’s best for your situation.  
 
This book provides content related to nonprofit executive 
leadership, philanthropy and board governance topics. As such, 
use of this book implies your acceptance of this disclaimer. 
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Introduction 

Do you have a plan to achieve your nonprofit organization’s true 
potential? Whether you are the current CEO, key member of the 
executive leadership team, board chair, or aspiring to be the CEO 
or the future board leader, I want to provide you with a guide to 
help your nonprofit organization be all it can be for those you serve.  

I also want you to believe in its possibility, believe you have the 
necessary roadmap to get there. I also want you to enjoy the 
journey. Leading your organization to new levels of success can 
be challenging and hard work, but I thoroughly enjoyed helping 
the many organizations I led during my executive leadership career. 
You will too. 

Everyone you are involved with, from staff to board members to 
volunteers and donors, wants to be part of a winning organization. 
When you successfully lead them to your organization’s true 
potential, everyone will be excited and very proud to be associated 
with you and your organization.  

This book is the result of my forty years of executive leadership 
experience both as the president and CEO, board chair, managing 
director of a corporate consulting firm, and founder/chair and CEO 
of my nationwide consulting and coaching firm for nonprofit 
leaders for the past twenty years.  

Similar to many of you, I faced difficult challenges often thought 
by many to be impossible to overcome. I don’t know about you but 
I have always loved a challenge and never met one I wasn’t able 
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to overcome. One of the keys to success is inspiring others to 
commit to working with you and helping the organization achieve 
its true potential. No one achieves success alone.  

This book is about the five key factors every nonprofit CEO and 
board member needs to know in order to successfully lead your 
organization to achieve its true potential.  

I have had the pleasure to work with hundreds of wonderful 
nonprofit CEOs and outstanding board leaders over the past twenty 
years to help them achieve great success. It has been my true 
pleasure to work with so many incredible nonprofit leaders and 
board members. It has been a true calling and pleasure; most 
importantly, it is an honor to call most of them close friends.  

My goal is to provide you with a proven roadmap to help you 
achieve your organization’s true potential. There are five key 
factors to address: 

• An inspirational and measurable vision statement 
• Transformational leadership competencies 
• An engaged, motivated, and trained nonprofit board 
• Building your positive brand identity  
• Creating a successful culture of philanthropy  

Every successful organization has a CEO who is a visionary 
thinker and can clearly articulate the future direction or vision of 
their organization, set standards of excellence, inspire passion, 
foster commitment, set measurable goals, and ensure the entire 
organization is strategically aligned to achieve this vision.  



What Every Nonprofit CEO Needs to Know 

3 

The importance of having contemporary leadership competencies 
is of paramount importance. While being passionate about your 
organization’s mission remains important, leadership 
competencies of today include being a visionary thinker, 
relationship builder, possess a high level of emotional intelligence, 
brand builder, collaborator, and clearly demonstrate an 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

As important as effective leadership is, having a strong, engaged, 
and motivated board is vital for success. In spite of the millions of 
talented and committed men and women who serve on the 1.5 
million nonprofit organizations in our country, few are well trained 
in nonprofit board governance best practices. It is no one’s fault , 
but it must be addressed. The CEO and board leadership must 
address this lack of effective training and be willing to “invest” in 
your boards success.  

When the organization has a highly competent CEO and an 
engaged, motivated, and trained board, there is no goal that cannot 
be achieved. The ultimate beneficiaries are those you serve in your 
community.  

A relatively new development in the nonprofit sector is the 
importance of developing the organization’s positive brand 
identity or public image. Brand identity was formerly only 
important to the for-profit sector (e.g., Apple, Amazon, General 
Motors, etc.). Now to be successful it is very important to “tout 
your organization’s achievements and successes at every possible 
opportunity.” Far too often, I hear from clients that “we are the best 
kept secret in town.” My advice is simple: “tout your horn” and let 
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those you have served tell their story about the positive impact 
your organization has had on them.  

Finally, as in any business, regardless of your organization’s tax 
status, you are going to need the financial resources to invest in 
your organization. Having raised millions and millions of dollars 
as CEO and board chair, I know firsthand the many challenges 
involved in cultivating and soliciting new donors and raising 
dollars. I think you and your board members will be relieved to 
know that you, as the CEO, can be extremely successful without 
your board members “wanting to stick pins in their eyes rather than 
ask anyone for money.” They won’t need to. Just make sure every 
board member is committed to helping cultivate a few donors 
annually.  

Throughout this book, I have identified a series of questions for 
you to reflect on and answer. It is my hope this book will help 
everyone who is a nonprofit CEO and board member. I also hope 
those who aspire to become a nonprofit leader will enjoy reading 
this book and develop the self-confidence needed to successfully 
lead your organization to its true potential.  
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Chapter One: 
An Inspirational and Measurable  

Vision Statement 

“Successful leaders know that nothing drives an organization like 
an attractive, worthwhile, achievable vision for the future.” 

—Burt Nanus  

Crafting a compelling vision statement in organizational 
management can be a challenging endeavor. While the mission 
statement defines the purpose of an organization, the vision 
statement also presents a strategic hurdle. Drawing from my 
extensive experience collaborating with CEOs and board members 
of nonprofit entities, it is evident that an inspiring vision is crucial 
for unlocking the full potential of nonprofit organizations. 

The absence of a compelling vision often hinders organizations 
from achieving their true potential. Daily operational demands can 
consume individuals, making it difficult to look beyond immediate 
concerns. While important, aiming for survival may not suffice to 
motivate stakeholders toward progress. It is essential for boards to 
envision and articulate a future that propels the organization 
toward success.  

The question “What is your vision?” assumes paramount 
importance, signifying a leader’s role in charting a new trajectory 
for the organization. Despite the operational hurdles nonprofit 
leaders navigate, the onus lies on them to delineate a vision and 
devise a strategic roadmap to actualize it. 
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Historically, boards dictated the vision with management tasked to 
execute the prescribed plan. However, contemporary leadership 
necessitates a collaborative approach between leaders and boards 
in envisioning the organization’s future. Today’s leaders must 
exhibit the audacity to conceive and communicate their aspirations, 
steering the organization toward growth proactively. 

Questions: 

• What constitutes your organization’s envisioned future? 
• Is your organization’s vision ripe for rejuvenation? 
• Have you outlined a personal vision for your entity? 
• Are your objectives quantifiable? 
• Do you harbor unwavering conviction in your vision 

presently? 
− Is your vision universally understood within the 

organization? 

Visionary Leadership, a wonderful book authored by Burt Nanus, 
emphasizes the significance of a compelling vision for 
organizational success. A vision serves as a beacon, guiding the 
organization toward a future that surpasses the present in various 
aspects. Nanus highlights a well-crafted vision is not just a 
destination but a driving force that propels an organization toward 
excellence and long-term prosperity. 

According to Nanus, successful leaders understand the pivotal role 
of a clear, feasible, and appealing vision in energizing an 
organization. This vision acts as a powerful catalyst, aligning 
efforts toward a common goal and fostering a sense of purpose 
among stakeholders. By sharing a vision that is both captivating 
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and achievable, leaders can ignite enthusiasm, foster dedication, 
and propel the organization toward success. 

A robust vision should embody standards of excellence, ignite 
passion, foster commitment, demonstrate ambition, and 
communicate clearly to all involved. Crucially, a vision must be 
quantifiable to gauge progress effectively. The ability to measure 
advancements toward the vision is essential for tracking success 
and ensuring alignment with the intended path of growth and 
achievement.  

Your organization’s vision serves as a beacon, rallying staff, 
donors, and volunteers, and guiding pivotal decisions. By defining 
the organization’s essence and long-term objectives, it establishes 
a compelling reason for its existence and the desired impact.  

Key Benefits of an Inspirational Vision Statement: 

• Inspiration and Unity: A well-crafted vision statement 
sparks enthusiasm and dedication within the team, board 
members, and volunteers, fostering a shared sense of 
purpose and propelling them toward a collective vision. 

• Community Engagement: By articulating the 
organization’s core values and ambitions, it resonates with 
the broader community, drawing in potential supporters, 
contributors, and collaborators who align with the mission.  

• Inspires and Motivates: By igniting passion and 
commitment, it fosters a shared sense of purpose among 
staff, board members, and volunteers, propelling them 
toward a common goal. 
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• Attracts Support: Communicating values and aspirations to 
the wider community, it draws in potential donors, 
volunteers, and partners who resonate with the cause. 

• Guides Decision-Making: Serving as a yardstick for 
decision evaluation, it guarantees choices are in harmony 
with the organization’s long-term objectives and desired 
future. 

• Creates Alignment: By providing a clear direction, it 
ensures all stakeholders are on the same page, working 
toward a unified vision.  

• Differentiates the Organization: A unique and inspiring 
vision statement helps the nonprofit stand out from the 
crowd, highlighting its specific mission and the impact it 
aims to create.  

• Defines Success: A well-crafted vision statement goes 
beyond mere words; it paints a vivid picture of success. By 
outlining clear benchmarks, the organization can track 
progress and evaluate its impact with precision. This clarity 
is essential for effective measurement and strategic growth.  

Let’s delve into your organization’s future vision, emphasizing 
credibility, ambition, inspiring enthusiasm, and consistent 
measurable success. 

Evaluating other organizations’ visions against criteria such as 
credibility, realism, ambition, and inspiration is crucial. Do they 
offer regular progress updates to meet these benchmarks? 
Reflecting on past experiences, a succinct vision statement plays a 
vital role in fostering alignment and comprehension within the 
team. Aligning each team member’s objectives with the 
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overarching vision and setting transparent success metrics are 
pivotal for ensuring organizational success.  

Fifteen years ago, I encountered a client with a lengthy three 
paragraph vision statement, leaving me skeptical about its 
memorability. Upon questioning the president of the organization, 
the origin was attributed to a board committee’s efforts. He told 
me he was going to leave it as is. Not a single person in the entire 
organization knew the vision statement.  

In another instance, an organization aimed for every child to be 
healthy without specifying measurement or differentiation 
strategies. Questions lingered on the scope of impact and 
alignment of individual goals with the overarching vision. 

Prior to dedicating my life two decades ago to helping nonprofit 
organizational leaders and board members help reach their true 
potential, I spent twenty-five years successfully leading 
healthcare organizations. I was recruited to become the president 
and chief executive of a medical center and inherited from the 
previous administration the following vision statement: “To 
become the best community hospital in New Jersey.” I asked 
myself, What does this mean? How was anyone going to measure 
the hospital’s success? There were over eighty community 
hospitals in the state, what criteria would be used to judge 
whether the organization had succeeded in reaching this vision? 
Though this vision might have been appropriate at a pep rally for 
the staff, it did not have any long-term value for the organization. 

During a board retreat I facilitated, we created a new vision: to 
become one of the top one hundred teaching hospitals in the 
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country. Whereas the old vision of becoming the best community 
hospital in New Jersey lacked a way to measure our success, our 
new vision had specific criteria to meet.  

To be considered by a national hospital benchmarking firm as a 
top one hundred hospital, we needed to meet criteria that involved 
both financial and expense standards, quality improvement 
criteria (such as mortality and morbidity ratios), and balance sheet 
performance measures. Within a few years, the medical center was 
recognized by the organization that rated in the top one hundred 
hospitals as one of the most improved hospitals in the country. 

You might ask what is the best way to develop your organization’s 
vision for the future and realize your organization’s potential? 
Developing your organization’s vision for the future and 
unlocking its full potential is a multifaceted process with no 
definitive answer. However, many successful organizations have 
followed a structured approach: 

• Engage an experienced strategic retreat facilitator and 
establish a steering committee to brainstorm various vision 
statement options for board consideration. 

• Ensure committee members, including board and executive 
leaders, are forward-thinking individuals. 

• Encourage each committee member to articulate their 
vision for the organization, capturing these visions on a flip 
chart for group evaluation. 

• Evaluate each vision by assessing its alignment with 
stakeholder support, mission enhancement, inspirational 
qualities, and feasibility for the executive team and board. 
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• Establish measurable goals to track progress toward 
realizing the vision regularly. 

• Aim for a concise vision statement, ideally under ten words, 
which sets your organization apart within the mission-
driven sector. 

Convene an executive leadership and board planning retreat to 
review and refine the proposed vision statement collectively. 
Expect meticulous editing to ensure the statement resonates 
effectively, potentially refining language nuances for broader 
acceptance. Ultimately, crafting a succinct and impactful vision 
statement is pivotal for steering your organization toward its 
envisioned future.  

Now that you have reached a consensus on the future direction of 
your organization, you need to develop measurable goals or key 
performance indicators (KPI) to monitor your success in 
achieving your vision. Without concrete measures of success, how 
will you know if you are achieving your vision? 

When setting goals to measure success in achieving your vision, 
it’s crucial to strike a balance. Here are some recommendations to 
keep you on track: 

• Aim for a minimum of two and a maximum of four 
measurable goals. Too many goals can dilute focus and 
hinder progress. 

• Regular quarterly reviews with the board are essential. 
Provide updates on the progress toward your vision. 

• Use a color-coded system for each strategic goal: 
− Green light: Achieving and making good progress 
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− Yellow light: Achieving, but below expected levels 
− Red dot: Not achieving the goal 

This visual representation will facilitate discussions on 
overcoming obstacles and enhancing goal achievement. Keep the 
dialogue open to drive success. A few examples of measurable 
goals for your nonprofit organization: 

• Revenue growth 
• New donors and dollars 
• Employee satisfaction 
• Client satisfaction 
• Positive brand awareness 
• Community social impact 

Now that you have created your inspirational vision and 
measurable goals to monitor your progress toward its achievement, 
you are truly on your way to reaching your organization’s true 
potential. Congratulations.  
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