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What is Financial Leadership in a Nonprofit?

Financial Leadership = Guiding your organization to 

maximum mission impact while ensuring financial 

sustainability

► This leadership generally exists beyond just the 

Treasurer and the Board and includes staff as lead 

guides

o Boards often require education and insight into 

an org’s unique business model components, needs 

and risks



Why the Business Model Matters

Nonprofit business models can be divided into 
categories associated with the primary revenue type, 
including:

► Individual donors

► Government funding

► Foundation/institutional funding

► Membership income

► Earned income

Each business model holds its own characteristics, risks, 
capital needs, infrastructure requirements, etc. which 
makes Board-level knowledge of the business model 
imperative



Supporting Board-Level Financial Leadership 

& Decision-making

► Train early and often, with a focus on the business 
model

► Be intentional around the financial information 
shared and how it is presented 

• Maintain the right level of detail, focus and framing

• Incorporate staff perspectives in interpreting and 
telling the story behind the numbers

► Don’t automatically defer to your Board-level 
“financial expert” and work towards building 
broader understanding
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Assessing the Risk Landscape

Minimal Expected Impact: 
Maintain Current Operations

Either no changes to 

revenue/programs OR minor 
funding decreases from some, but 

not all, revenue sources

• Programs are sustained or 

moderately reduced

• Focus on minimizing 
controllable expenses that do 

not significantly impact mission 
activities

Significant Areas at Risk: 
Business Model Recalibration

Moderate to significant funding 

decreases from one or multiple 
revenue streams or other significant 

changes

• One or more programs may 

wind down with focus shifting to 
delivery of core services

• Staffing and/or infrastructure 

may be significantly reduced

Existential Redefinition: 
Rightsizing or Alternative 

Operating Model

Significant funding decreases from 

primary revenue sources or other 
existential threats

• Programs and/or core services 
are unable to be maintained at 

current levels

• Dramatic restructuring which 
might include moving to fiscal 

sponsorship, consolidation, or 
sunsetting
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Muchos años después, frente al pelotón de fusilamiento, el 

coronel Aureliano Buendía había de recordar aquella tarde 
remota en que su padre lo llevó a conocer el hielo. 
Macondo era entonces una aldea de veinte casas de barro 

y cañabrava construidas a la orilla de un río de aguas 
diáfanas que se precipitaban por un lecho de piedras 

pulidas, blancas y enormes como huevos prehistóricos. El 
mundo era tan reciente, que muchas cosas carecían de 
nombre, y para mencionarlas había que señalarlas con el 

dedo. Todos los años, por el mes de marzo, una familia de 
gitanos desarrapados plantaba su carpa cerca de la aldea, 

y con un grande alboroto de pitos y timbales daban a 
conocer los nuevos inventos. 

BOARD MEETING AGENDA

Mission moment

Consent agenda

Cien años de soledad

Committee reports

Event planning

Closure





1. Meet people where they are.

“Experts are not fully aware of about 
70% of their own decisions and mental 

analysis of tasks and so are unable to 

explain them fully even when they intend 
to support training… or the work.”

Clark, Richard & Feldon, David & Van Merrienboer, Jeroen J. G. & Yates, Kenneth & 

Early, Sean. (2008). Cognitive task analysis. 

Prior knowledge drives 

future knowledge.

What someone knows will 

determine what they can 

learn, remember, and 

use.

Tip Know where your people are in their finance knowledge.

Invest in nonprofit finance learning. 
Adopt a beginner’s mind to identify the 70%.



2. Focus their attention on what matters.
Tip

When we direct people 

where to look, we reduce 

cognitive overload and 

improve comprehension 

and retention.



3. Give them a chance to make meaning from the 

numbers.

Stories create 

meaning. They 

allow us to 

understand the 

world and 

ourselves better. 

Myths and stories 
Values and beliefs 

(Overhead vs. core admin expense, Fair 
pay, etc.)

Business Model
• Implications of the numbers

• Income- and expense-related 
scenarios

Understanding
They understand the numbers

Tip Use storytelling to explore 3 

layers of 
your org’s finances



4. Make it social.

Adults learn best when 

they can engage with 

others—sharing 

experiences and 

solving real problems 

together—because it 

deepens understanding 

and builds confidence.

Pair Small group

Full group

✓ Scenarios

✓ Storytelling
✓ Strategic 

questions

Tip



5. Tap into their emotions.

Money.
Money!

Emotions create 

habits. Not repetition. 

Not frequency. Not 

fairy dust. Emotions.

BJ Fogg, author of Tiny Habits: 

The Small Changes That Change 

Everything

Tip
Talk about board members’ money stories.

Anchor in why something matters.
Help each person know their role.

We all have a money story around 

which we have an emotional 

connection.
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Resources and Wrap Up



Stay Connected on the Forum



Your Next Important Step:

Support OUR knowledge sharing 

community with a donation that 

reflects the value of this session.

To donate click the link in the webinar chat box or scan the QR code below.
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