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Quick Self-Test: How does your Organization Rate?


      


To take this free quick self-test, go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.npresources.com" ��npresources.com�. Click on Sustainability





                  February, 2006


What is a 21st Century Nonprofit?


	    


Nonprofits made tremendous strides in the 20th century, and faced significant challenges. The landscape of the nonprofit sector has been fundamentally reshaped by decades of federal and state policy changes, budget cuts and privatization. During the same time, nonprofits saw additional challenges from information technology, evaluation and data reporting, marketing and pressures to leverage and collaborate. 





So what is different about a 21st century nonprofit?  You will find a range of answers from different nonprofit leaders.  Here are some of my thoughts.





I believe that, by and large, nonprofits do good work, and don’t need to be “fixed.”  Often, however, nonprofits are pressured by changes in the external environment and stressed by their own developmental challenges. Many nonprofits could expand their capacity, especially with additional resources and technical assistance.  





Moving forward in the 21st century, nonprofits will probably find continuing challenges. There will be continuing opportunities and pressures to leverage, and with new resources and partners. Ongoing external pressures will require nonprofits to collaborate more strategically, to impact and improve community services and the service delivery system.  Hopefully, nonprofits will move more to the center of our communities, leading, convening and guiding dialogue about civil society. Public policy will become increasingly important, and nonprofits will need to take the lead on key issues to ensure that the sector is better represented in local and state decision-making, and better funded.  Building diversity will be central to all aspects of work. 





It will be good if nonprofits can build more streamlined, practical program evaluation systems. That will require both advocacy to change government funder data reporting requirements, and sector support for capacity building around evaluation.  Can nonprofits build evaluation capacity, and work to have funders coordinate more on data, evaluation and reporting? The sector may need to advocate for more realistic requirements as well as support for capacity building to meet those requirements. There will need to be more funding for evaluation and operations. To build effectiveness, nonprofits, funders and government entities will change.





After decades of discussing the importance of clients, consumers and customers, nonprofits may be able to better integrate customers into planning and evaluation. Strategic partnerships will increase: with other nonprofits, grantmakers, community groups, business and government.  Nonprofits will continue to seek to diversify funding by increasing donor income. And they will utilize technology much more often for communications, in order to reduce meeting and travel time and costs. Making progress in these areas will build nonprofit sustainability.





21st century foundations will become increasingly strategic in grantmaking, seeking to leverage resources. People will talk more about investment, and the return on investment. Government funders will be pressured to streamline their data and reporting requirements, to coordinate more between governmental agencies, and partner with nonprofits to be increasingly effective. 





We will shape that 21st century future together – by the priorities we set with public policy, community building, collaboration, leveraging, funding, programs and other factors.
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The Impact of Federal and State Budget Cuts





The ongoing cuts in the federal budget, along with policy shifts, have reduced funding for many health and human services programs. Arts programs have been cut, too. Competition is more fierce than ever.  There are a few guidelines for managing your nonprofit during these turbulent times:  





Analyze program outcomes, and how well programs meet mission and money benchmarks. Know which programs you must underwrite, and by how much. Decide when you need to make changes.


As difficult as it might be, work to build your cash reserves.


Diversify your base of revenue, especially with donor income (an article on “Donor Data Mining” is in the next newsletter).


Use pubic policy tools to affect state and local responses to federal changes; work with others to build local and state funding for critical areas.





The solutions to policy changes and funding cuts are complex. Just working to raise more money or improve programs will not ensure stability. And, public policy and advocacy work alone will not guarantee steady funding. A complex mix of tools are needed to respond to these difficult challenges, often found by working together with other nonprofits.








From Assessment to Sustainability





Assessment can be good when it is used well.  But many of us have horror stories about how organizations were saddled with separate “closed” databases, new reporting requirements, or too much paperwork and few resources to fund the many evaluation requirements. Assessment (or evaluation) needs to be judicious, carefully planned and practical – in other words, a little can go a long way.  And, it can be extremely helpful when used well.





What is the difference between evaluation and assessment? Professional evaluators have written papers on the subject, and there are interesting discussions on different websites. However, I use the word evaluation most often when referring to program evaluation, and assessment when referring to broader, organization-wide review.





Organizations need to have a few benchmarks they can use to measure progress in a number of key areas: board, planning, program, organizational systems, fund raising, finance, marketing, policy, information technology and a few other areas.  By using simple tools to track how board members, staff,  volunteers and other stakeholders feel about the areas closest to them, the organization can get an important 3-dimensional snapshot of the organization as its stakeholders see it.  Strategies are then developed to maintain strong areas and build strength in areas that are week. And, like a digital snapshot in good hands with the right tools, the picture improves with work in the right areas.








Assessment Focused Strategic Planning





One exciting way to design strategic planning is to frame the pre-planning work around an assessment of your organization, and a set of strategies that build sustainability. It can focus the preparation work and the discussion, and create a highly interactive dialogue. Watch for an article in the next newsletter.











Notes





Additional information and resources on planning, evaluation, fundraising and sustainability can be located on Anne’s website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.npresources.com" ��npresources.com�.








Anne has been a consultant to nonprofit organizations for over 20 years, and has worked with hundreds of nonprofits, associations, interagency networks, foundations and government organizations.  








For more information about her work, check out her website: npresources.com








You may subscribe to this newsletter by going to npresources.com, and clicking the “Subscribe to Newsletter” button on the Home Page.








You may unsubscribe to this newsletter by sending an email to: � HYPERLINK "mailto:aegan@npresources.com" ��aegan@npresources.com�








You may take the free short Sustainability Trial Survey that provides an introduction to the Sustainability Program and helpful feedback about your organization by going to npresources.com and “Sustainability.”
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