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? 
 

 In an era of exponential change, does your management team 
have the skills and competencies to thrive? How can they make 
better strategic and operational decisions? 

 Is your leadership team all that it could be? What core 
adjustments would get them to full potential? 

 Look at other nonprofits: Does your team rank with the best?  

One leader in isolation does not lead an organization to success. The senior management team working 
together is essential to navigating in these increasingly complex and challenging times and can positively 
affect the bottom line. Conversely, an ineffective team can impact morale, staff confidence, and 
consume precious organizational resources. 

Dewey & Kaye set out to examine how senior teams in nonprofit organizations were faring. This report is 
the result of our surveying and interviewing 104 nonprofit executives and senior leaders who lead or are 
part of their leadership team. 

Eight-eight percent of the survey participants agreed or strongly agreed with this statement: “Successful 
organizations are led not just by an Executive Director or CEO but include a high performing and 
cohesive team of senior leaders.”  

In this report, we are defining “Healthy and Effective Leadership Teams” as having all of the following 
characteristics:  

• Share purpose, goals, and values with agreed upon measures of success and a shared plan of 
action. 

• Understand the big picture, the specific roles and decision-making authority of each member, 
and how one member’s work affects other members and the organization as a whole. 

• Work collaboratively as a unit with a high degree of trust and respect. 
• Create effective communication processes that facilitate problem-solving, decision-making and 

conflict resolution. 
• All team members have high levels of technical, functional, and interpersonal skills. 

This report builds upon previous work that Dewey & Kaye has done on nonprofit leadership 
competencies and development, as well as our continuing work with assessing organizational capacity 
and financial health, assisting nonprofits in succession planning and team development, and our work in 
Executive Search and transition management. This report incorporates the lessons learned in working 
with hundreds of nonprofit clients as well as data and comments from surveys and interviews conducted 
as part of this research. Along with key findings and recommended “remedies,” we provide a self-
diagnostic tool that nonprofit organizations can use as a first step in building healthier and more effective 
leadership teams.  

The findings do represent the challenges faced by many of the teams who participated in our research 
but are not all inclusive of what it takes to make a team successful. 
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The most common challenges faced by 
nonprofit leadership teams: 

 

 

1. Lack of a Big Picture Perspective. CEOs defined their greatest challenges with 
senior leadership teams as finding or growing team members with a holistic organizational 
perspective rather than a narrower program or functional perspective. Specifically they describe 
the need for all team members to move easily from advocating for the needs of their program or 
functional area to finding solutions or creating strategies that best serve the whole organization. 
 

2. Lack of a Shared Direction, Priorities, Goals, and/or Values. A direct 
correlation existed between organizations that rated their team’s overall effectiveness as low 
and those that rated “common focus, direction, and values” as low. This leads us to conclude 
that clear and shared strategic direction, priorities, goals, and values are the foundation for 
building an effective and high functioning leadership team. 
 

3. Individuals are not held accountable and poor performance is tolerated. 
Research participants described individuals who lack appropriate capabilities and skills, or have 
negative attitudes, that adversely impact the whole team in areas such as morale, trust, conflict 
and, most obviously, effectiveness. Leaders and teams who tolerate a poor performer or do not 
hold all team members to a consistently high standard were rated as less effective overall.  
 

4. Business acumen and other needed competencies are missing. Comments on the 
survey and especially in the interviews indicate that competencies needed by all team members 
include business acumen, critical thinking skills, strategic agility, an ability to adapt to rapid 
change and a high degree of emotional intelligence. Individuals who make up the leadership 
team who do not understand the business model of the organization or who do not have  the 
ability to balance the organization’s mission and programs (what the organization does) with 
the business of the organization (how it does what it does in a sustainable way) negatively affect 
the organization’s progress and waste resources. 
 

5. Ineffective communication and team meetings. Creating effective communication 
processes (up, down and sideways) is a self-described challenge faced by many teams. 
Ineffective leadership team meetings and not enough time to brainstorm or simply discuss 
strategic issues were also cited as common team challenges. 
 

6. Personality and style differences of team members are not valued. 
Personality and style differences are a problem for many teams and this is the lowest rated of 
the 10 key issues in our survey. To support this, many research studies have shown that if this 
diversity is valued and used, it can lead to better decisions and teams that are more effective.  
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Brief Overview of Methodology and Data Gathered 
 

Over the period of two months, we asked people to respond to a public survey on the effectiveness of 
their teams and provide comments on their biggest team challenges. We also conducted interviews with 
22 CEOs. Of the 91 survey respondents, 58% identified themselves as the Executive Director or CEO of 
the organization and the other 42% were members of the senior leadership team.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Size of Team 

3 or less 
4 to 5 
6 to 9 

10 or more 

26 
36 
18 
10 

Size of Organization 

Under 1 million 
1 to 5 million 

5 to 10 million 
10 million and above 

23 
42 
9 
16 

Overall Effectiveness of Your Team 

Very Effective    7.0 
6.0 
5.0 
4.0 
3.0 
2.0 

Very Ineffective   1.0  

11 
30 
30 
11 
4 
3 
2 

Average rating 5.1 on a scale of 7.0 
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The Survey Questions 

5.81 

5.51 

5.15 

5.58 

4.74 

5.49 

5.4 

5.74 

5.4 

6.03 

5.3 

4.57 

5.41 

4.08 

4.81 

4.76 

5.11 

4.81 

The members of our team trust each other. 

We have a clear organizational strategy, priorities, and goals. 

The team has defined the values, competencies, and skills  
needed by senior leaders. 

All team members are clear about their roles, responsibilities  
and expectations as individuals. 

We do not have personality clashes within the team. 

When making decisions or solving problems that impact the  
whole organization, all team members are able to see the “big  

picture” and not just their functional or programmatic area. 

The team can deal constructively with conflict (conflict is  
neither avoided nor destructive). 

Different personal styles and perspectives of team members  
are understood and valued. 

Power and knowledge are dispersed throughout the team and  
do not rest with one or two individuals. 

Level of agreement for your team? Scale 1-7 (strong agreement) 

Team members Executives 
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FINDING 

#1 

Lack of a Big Picture Perspective. CEOs defined their 
greatest challenges with senior leadership teams as 
finding or growing team members with a holistic 
organizational perspective rather than a narrower 
program or functional perspective. Specifically they 
describe the need for all team members to move easily 
from advocating for the needs of their program or 
functional area to finding solutions or creating 
strategies that best serve the whole organization. 

The best leadership teams include members who have a big picture understanding of the organization 
and a broad leadership perspective that is concerned with more than their own program or function’s 
work and resources. Members of these effective teams work across boundaries, outside their own “silos,” 
and with others across the organization.  

A recent study, Boundary Spanning Behaviors, from the Center for Creative Leadership reported that “92 
percent of senior executives believed that the ability to collaborate across boundaries became more 
important as they moved from middle- to senior-level management. It appears that with each increase in 
level, there are more boundaries to span, a greater emphasis on cross-enterprise coordination and 
increased focus on bridging the organization with the external environment. This creates problems for 
both the organization and the manager when he or she fails to make the shift in mindset.” 

The “big picture perspective” may sometimes be lacking in nonprofit leaders as many of them have 
moved through a narrow and specialized career path. For 
example, many Human Services organizations hire social 
workers into their organizations who advance along a 
path from Case Manager to Supervisor, frequently ending 
up in senior positions such as a Program Officer. Without 
experience, or a degree or training in other aspects of 
managing a nonprofit (such as finance, development or 
operations), many of these dedicated staff can only see or 
understand their smaller part of the overall organization.  

Not being able to see the big picture or span the boundaries affects the team’s ability to solve problems 
or make decisions and frequently requires the CEO to get involved. As an example, an organization was 
seeking to add a new fee-generating education program that would allow it to phase out another 
program that had been consistently losing revenue. The Director of Educational Programming strongly 
opposed such a move because of the strain it would cause on her already busy education staff. The 
Director of Human Resources proposed a solution that would involve the use of interns to bridge the gap 
between programs. When the Director of Education refused to consider the intern solution, both 
Directors found it necessary to involve the organization’s CEO to make the decision.  

 

“My biggest challenge is keeping the 
focus on the goals of the 
organization and the success in the 
community rather than on the 
individuals involved - the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts." 
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Remedies 
 

To create alignment and commitment across boundaries, leaders need to work together across 
differences that traditionally divide them. In many nonprofits one such activity is creating the annual 
budget, which can often be viewed as dividing the $$$ pie. Another activity that often highlights 
differences and requires big picture viewpoints is creating a strategic plan or priorities. Planning activities 
often require choosing which programs must go, change, or grow and which trends or environmental 
conditions will require the organization to adapt. Here are a few ways to help break down boundaries and 
grow the big picture perspective of the team. 

1. Make preparing the budget a group activity. Leaders can take a first crack on their departmental 
budgets as an individual activity, but then should come together as a group to discuss, refine, 
and negotiate the final budget that will be presented to the Board. The CEO, or an outside 
facilitator, must use this opportunity as a teachable moment to explain the ramifications of 
certain budget decisions. Using “what if” scenarios and asking team members to prepare 
another department’s budget are other ways to instill a new perspective. 

2. Although creating a full-blown strategic plan involving the Board is usually done every three 
years, an annual revisiting of the plan and creation of short-term action plans can be an excellent 
opportunity for group discussion and alignment. In a recent online publication, management 
consultant Fred Nickols said, “The first thing to know about strategic planning is that its greatest 
value is to be found in the process, not in the plan. That’s right; most of the value of strategic 
planning stems from the thinking, discussion, debate, analyses, insights, common 
understandings and commitments to action made during the process, not their documentation 
in the form of a written plan. This is not to say that there is no value in the plan itself but the 
value of the plan is far less than that obtained from the process.” In all of the strategic planning 
work we do with clients, Dewey & Kaye consultants are always aware of this opportunity to 
instill the “big picture” of the organization into staff and board leaders.  

3. Talent Development involves an organization’s ability to continuously attract, develop, and 
retain people with the capabilities needed for current and future organizational success. Jim 
Collins in Good to Great talked about the importance of getting the right people on your bus (in 
this case your team), getting them into the right seats and, perhaps most importantly, getting 
them off the bus as soon as it is clear they are not a fit. For the purposes of building big picture 
leadership, we suggest that when you have the opportunity to hire or promote a new person to 
your leadership team, you screen for people who innately see the big picture and who possess 
business acumen, critical thinking skills, and other leadership competencies identified in this 
report. Our Executive Search and Leadership Development consultants can also help you to 
build a competency model or create a set of interview questions that will help you to recruit and 
screen candidates for the competencies your team needs. 

4. Finally, many cities and town have a community leadership development organization that 
develops and connects community, business, and civic leaders. Through retreats, seminars, 
service projects, discussion groups and community tours, participants typically explore critical 
community issues, examine themselves as leaders, and build relationships of trust and mutual 
understanding with others. This may be a way to develop the larger perspective in an individual. 
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FINDING 

#2 

Lack of a Shared Direction, Priorities, Goals, 
and/or Values. A direct correlation existed between 
organizations that rated their team’s overall effec-
tiveness as low and those that rated “common focus, 
direction, and values” as low. This leads us to 
conclude that clear and shared strategic direction, 
priorities, goals, and values are the foundation for 
building an effective and high functioning 
leadership team. 

A healthy and effective team requires a clearly stated purpose and direction: not just an understanding of 
what needs to be done in the short term, but also an understanding of the overall focus of the team. 
Shared goals and objectives leads to commitments and accountability. Members of effective teams share 
a sense of common purpose. They are clear about the team’s “work” and its importance to the 
organization’s success. They can describe what the team intends to achieve and have developed 
mutually agreed upon and challenging but realistic goals that clearly relate to the team’s vision. 
Strategies for achieving goals are clear. Organizations with a clear and agreed upon mission, a strategic 
direction with measurable and realistic goals, and action plans that clearly spell out who is responsible for 
what activities report higher overall team effectiveness. In addition, those organizations who clearly 
define -- and hold people accountable -- to certain values or behaviors also report higher levels of team 
effectiveness.   

It must be pointed out that consensus on strategy, expectations, etc. is not enough. The ability for all 
members of the team to be able to use the same language in describing the mission and the strategies is 
equally important. Low-performing teams may be stuck in a mire of conflicting opinions and ambiguous 
interpretation of even the most fundamental concepts. This “shared vocabulary” is particularly important 
when the goal is ambiguously worded. For example, all team members may be able to agree that a goal 
is to “deliver consistently high quality customer service”; but each person individually may define words 
like “high quality” or “consistent” or even “customer” differently. This clarity is even more needed when 
talking about something like organizational values. Using clear definitions, measurable and specific 
goals, and describing values in terms of exhibited behaviors will help in creating a shared vocabulary. 

When teams don’t commit to a clear plan of action with measurable goals and a time-line, peer-to-peer 
accountability suffers greatly. Even the most focused and driven individuals will hesitate to call their 
peers on counterproductive actions and behaviors if they believe those actions and behaviors were never 
agreed upon in the first place. 
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Remedies  

 

1. Highly effective teams are consistently found to be characterized by a clear sense of direction, a 
deep sense of shared vision and purpose, and a clear understanding of the actions and outcomes 
that must be produced by the team in order to accomplish its purpose. A strategic plan is the typical 
way nonprofits define their direction, priorities, and vision. We believe that the best strategic and 
action plans are created jointly with board and staff leadership. However, even when the Board is 
unable or unwilling to undertake a strategic planning process, the leadership team can create an 
informal plan to guide its actions and solidify agreements on goals.   

2. Our 20 years of strategic planning facilitation have proven that strategies and plans that lead to 
shared goals and objectives must include measurable goals and milestones. Nonprofits should have 
dashboards or key performance measures (or metrics) that everyone can understand and follow. Key 
performance metrics are quantifiable measurements, agreed to beforehand, that reflect the critical 
success factors of an organization. They will differ depending on the organization. What you need 
are not just goals but also metrics that are Specific, Measurable, Actionable, Relevant, and Timely –- 
SMART metrics.  
• "Specific" in that your metrics are targeted to the area you are measuring. For example, if you 

are measuring customer satisfaction, a good metric would be direct feedback from customers 
on how they feel about your service or product. A poorer metric would be the number of 
returned products or number customer complaints. While direct "internal" measure, they are 
indirect measures of customer satisfaction and, as such, can be misleading and produce 
unwanted surprises later on.  

• "Measurable" in that you can collect data that is accurate and complete.  
• "Actionable" in that the metrics are easy to understand, and it is clear when you chart your 

performance over time which direction is "good" and which direction is "bad," so that you know 
when to take action.  

• "Relevant" simply means don't measure things that are not important. A common downfall of 
organizations and teams is to measure everything, which produces many meaningless 
measures.  

• "Timely" metrics are those for which you can get the data when you need it.  
 

3. Metrics should be simple. If they require a lot of explanation and definition, then collecting data and 
translating that data into actions becomes more difficult. Easy-to-understand metrics are easier to 
sell, and have a stronger impact on the process and the people who use it. Dewey & Kaye works with 
organizations in creating metric-driven strategic and business plans that are executable and 
understood by all. 
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FINDING 

#3 

Individuals are not held accountable and poor 
performance is tolerated. Research participants 
described individuals who lack appropriate 
capabilities and skills, or have negative attitudes, 
that adversely impact the whole team in areas such as 
morale, trust, conflict and, most obviously, 
effectiveness. Leaders and teams who tolerate a poor 
performer or do not hold all team members to a 
consistently high standard were rated as less 
effective overall. 

There are many reasons that people who lack appropriate skills and competencies end up on a Senior 
Leadership Team. The CEO may have inherited a long-time employee with poor skills. The employee was 
perhaps very capable when the organization was smaller or less complex but the organization has outgrown 
the employee’s capacity. Alternatively, it simply may be a problem of conflict avoidance. The CEO who hired 
or promoted the employee may feel responsible for a poor hiring decision, or for not being able to develop 
the employee to the needed level, and thus “avoids” dealing with the issue. The employee may be well 
regarded by certain “politically” connected stakeholders such as funders or board members who work to 
protect the employee’s position. 

The employee who is not up to the challenges either of the senior leadership position or to the complexity 
and magnitude of the organization they are supposed to be leading can have a devastating effect on the rest 
of the team. The overall bar is lowered when other team members begin to ask, “why should I work so hard 
when low performance is tolerated?”  

A bad apple, at least at work, can spoil the whole barrel. Moreover, there is research to prove it. Will Felps, a 
professor at Rotterdam School of Management in the Netherlands, designed an experiment to see what 
happens when a bad performer joins a team. Felps divided people into small groups and gave them a task. 
One member of the group would be an actor, acting like a jerk, a slacker or a depressive. The results:  Within 
45 minutes, the rest of the group started behaving like the bad apple. In 
an interview on This American Life with Felps, the conclusion was, 
“Research has shown that the best predictor of how any team performs 
is not how great the best person on a team or the average of the group is 
like. It comes down to what your worst team member is like.” Teams 
with the worst person at the bottom performed the poorest. 

Finally, consider the impact of one or two low performers on your ability 
to recruit high performers into the organization. The best want to work 
with the best. In fact, just one weak link can dramatically influence an 
otherwise strong team — ultimately leading to turnover among the best 
performers. As author John Maxwell points out, “When good people find 
themselves working with people who are not carrying their share of the 
load, dissatisfaction creeps in. Pretty soon, the productivity of the really 
good people begins to fall off too. They lose motivation for excellence or 
they just get worn out from carrying someone else’s share of the work.” 

“One of the leadership 
team member’s behaviors 
is extremely frustrating to 
the rest of the team, 
including me. Her time 
management is awful and 
this ends up impacting and 
frustrating the rest of the 
team on a regular basis. .. 
her disorganization early in 
the week caused three of us 
to work all weekend to get 
the grant in on time." 
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Remedies 
 

 

Bringing the capabilities of the all members of the team into balance with present realities and future 
aspirations is a complex challenge for any leader, however experienced. However, this must be done for 
the good of the team and the organization.  

1. Let’s start with Jim Collins’ findings in Good to Great, specifically, “Those who build great 
organizations make sure they have the right people on the bus, the wrong people off the bus, and 
the right people in the key seats before they figure out where to drive the bus.” In my view, this 
translates into the following actions: 
• Determine the characteristics of the “right” people on your senior leadership team. Build a 

model of the skills, competencies, behaviors, and values to which all key team members will be 
held accountable. Lay out clear performance management expectations and consequences of 
failing to achieve or make progress on these goals. Not sure where to start? Contact Dewey & 
Kaye for help in defining your Leadership Team Competency Model.  

• Provide developmental opportunities for leaders but make sure these developmental activities 
focus on the right areas. Consider implementing a 360-degree review for each member of your 
team. Also known as multi-rater feedback, 360-degree feedback is feedback that comes from all 
around an employee. Subordinates, peers, and supervisors provide feedback in an anonymous 
manner on skills, competencies, and behaviors. It also includes a self-assessment and, in some 
cases, feedback from external sources such as customers and suppliers or other interested 
stakeholders. The person receiving the feedback often uses the results to better focus training 
and development efforts. There is a great deal of controversy as to whether 360-degree 
feedback should be used exclusively for development purposes, or should be used for appraisal 
purposes as well. Dewey & Kaye recommends using an objective outside facilitator to conduct 
the survey, analyze the results, and write a balanced report. Contact us for more information on 
our 360-degree review process.  

• Get the wrong people off the senior leadership team. As soon as you have recognized that you 
have the wrong person and developmental efforts are not working, you must take the necessary 
steps to get the person off the team, and in some instances out of the organization. Collins 
describes this process as correcting a people selection mistake and advises that you need to be 
“rigorous in the decision, but not ruthless in the implementation.” Help people exit with dignity 
and grace so that, later, the majority of people who have left have positive feelings about your 
organization. 
 

2. The Team Leader, typically the Executive Director or CEO, must have a unique set of their own 
competencies and talents to lead the team and hold people accountable. These competencies 
include the ability to confront direct reports and “Managerial Courage”, which are defined as: 
• Deals with problem direct reports firmly and in a timely manner. 
• Regularly reviews performance and holds timely discussions to let people know where they 

stand. 
• Faces up to people problems on any person or situation quickly and directly; is not afraid to take 

negative action when necessary. 
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FINDING 

#4 

Business acumen and other needed competencies are 
missing. Individuals who make up the leadership team 
who do not understand the business model of the 
organization or who do not have  the ability to 
balance the organization’s mission and programs (what 
the organization does) with the business of the 
organization (how it does what it does in a 
sustainable way) negatively affect the organization’s 
progress and waste resources. 

In a previous study, Nonprofit Leadership Development: A Model for Identifying and Growing Leaders 
Within the Nonprofit Sector, we outlined a list of competencies needed to successfully lead an 
organization. Many of the CEOs we interviewed referenced some of these same competencies -- 
strategic agility, adapting to rapid change, and excellent interpersonal skills -- as needed in their senior 
leaders. Just as importantly, they discussed the need for all leaders, regardless of functional or 
programmatic responsibilities, to have critical thinking skills and business acumen. Many CEOs and team 
members reported these competencies were significantly lacking in their leadership team. 

Business Acumen can be defined as the knowledge and ability to make profitable business decisions. A 
more specific nonprofit definition is “a keen understanding of what it takes for an organization to make 
or raise money in order to fulfill its mission.” It combines financial literacy (the ability to interpret 
financial statements) with business literacy (how strategic decisions impact the bottom line).  

Similarly Critical Thinking has been defined by the philosophy professors Joe Lau and Jonathan Chen as 
the ability to think clearly and rationally, and includes the ability to engage in reflective and independent 
thinking. Someone with critical thinking skills is able to do the following:  

• understand the logical connections between ideas  
• identify, construct and evaluate arguments  
• detect inconsistencies and common mistakes in reasoning  
• solve problems systematically  
• identify the relevance and importance of ideas  

Critical thinking is not solely a matter of accumulating information; a person with a good memory who 
knows many facts is not necessarily good at critical thinking. A critical thinker is able to deduce 
consequences from the information at hand, to make use of information to solve problems, and to seek 
relevant sources of information to become informed.   

Business acumen and critical thinking are essential in leadership teams. In a nonprofit, it is vital to be able 
to balance an understanding of the business (how the organization operates and makes money) with a 
deep understanding of the mission and programs (what the organization does). This balanced 
perspective can be lacking in both functional and programmatic leaders. As an example, the CFO who is 
adamantly against using the large amount of money in the reserve fund to serve more clients is just as 
ineffective as the Chief Program Officer who accepts serious cost overruns in the name of mission.  
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Remedies 

 

As we stated previously, talent development involves an organization’s ability to continuously attract, 
develop, and retain people with the capabilities needed for current and future organizational success. 
Selecting and hiring people who have the right competencies is often the fastest way to build your team. 
However, it is not always a practical or affordable option for a nonprofit.  
 
Growing or building your team will take longer and require more work but will pay off in the end. Before 
we outline developmental strategies for growing individuals on your team, a few cautions are in order:  

• It is not realistic, or necessary, to expect that 100% of your leadership team will be rated highly 
competent (5 on a 5 point scale) on all the competencies mentioned here or identified in your 
competency model. Depending on your team size, structure, and composition, a few key 
members who are highly skilled will be enough to tip the rest of the team and lead the way. On 
the other side of this equation, you cannot afford to have a senior leader with decision-making 
power or who is involved in setting the organization’s strategic direction rated a 1 or even a 2 on 
the same 5-point scale. Figure out what is the best and most realistic mix for your team. 

• There is some debate over how easily you can instill certain competencies (critical thinking, 
strategic thinking, learning agility) into someone who does not innately possess them. 
Tolerating a key team member who just does not grasp these competencies and can’t develop 
them will send you right back to Finding #3 in this study.  
 

1. Business schools often use case studies to both train students in critical thinking exercises, as well as 
to gauge understanding of complex business concepts. A similar approach can be used when 
screening candidates for these key skills. Use the interview process as an opportunity to gauge a 
prospective employee’s assessment of a real or hypothetical scenario that your organization might 
face. This same process can be used to determine if someone should be promoted to the senior 
leader level. Be aware that case studies and scenarios don’t necessarily have a right answer; yet they 
are extremely valuable for watching a critical mind at work. 

2. Growing business acumen may mean that you must involve leaders in the organization’s financial 
results. Often this means that leaders’ performance, and thus their decisions and actions, are linked 
to financial performance. This may include both administrative and program focused team 
members. Refer to the remedies in Finding #1 for information on involving leaders in budgeting and 
strategic planning.  

3. Another idea for growing these skills in your senior leadership team is to make time for discussions 
about issues facing not just your organization, but also your sector, all of the nonprofit world, the 
business world in general, or all the country or society. Some organizations we work with assign 
readings to the team and then in a group discuss learnings and how to apply to them to the 
organization. Books like Good to Great, Forces for Good, or articles from the Stanford Innovation 
Review, Nonprofit Quarterly, or Harvard Business Review are all good places to start. 

4. Get your team out there. Have them join or attend professional associations, briefings, networking 
events, etc. 

5. Developing a culture that values business acumen promotes the understanding that it is not enough 
to ask, "How do we cut costs?" or to say, "We need to raise more money." Digging deeper, 
employees with higher levels of business acumen will ask questions that take into consideration the 
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far-reaching impact of potential decisions and demonstrate a greater ability to make the 
connections between financial performance and mission impact. 
 
Here are some key questions that indicate the type of business knowledge that can be helpful in 
making strategic decisions and identifying issues. Use these as discussion points with your senior 
leadership team.  

• What is our cost per unit? Has that cost changed substantially in the past several years?  If so, why? 
• Does our pricing cover our costs for service delivery?   
• What is our estimated monthly cash flow for the next six months? Are there any significant 

fluctuations that we need to plan for? 
• How many months of operating reserves do we have?  Will that be sufficient if we encounter a 

funding gap? 
• What is our ratio of cash and current assets to current liabilities? Are we comfortable that we can 

honor our obligations? 
• How diversified are our revenue sources? What are the risks inherent in our funding structure? 
• How much does fundraising cost us per dollar raised? 
• What is the nature of our competitive landscape?  What is our competitive advantage? 
• Is our business model sustainable? Does our infrastructure adequately support mission-driven 

programs? 
• What do our competitors and contractors say are our weaknesses and strengths? 
• Where are we exposed so that if anything went wrong, it could be catastrophic to our future? 
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FINDING 

#5 

Ineffective communication and team meetings. Creating 
effective communication processes (up, down and 
sideways) is a self-described challenge faced by many 
teams. Ineffective leadership team meetings and not 
enough time to brainstorm or simply discuss strategic 
issues were also cited as common team challenges. 

 

The first communication challenge that leadership teams face is often what, how, and how much 
information to communicate within the confines of the team itself. Does everyone need to know 
everything that goes on in another department? Do they need to know it advance of a decision being 
made or is it OK to just inform after the fact? How much information should the CEO share with the team 
and in what form? 

The comments received as part of our survey and typical of what we find when doing organizational or 
cultural assessments with clients or even employee satisfaction surveys. Most of the comments indicate 
that team members don’t like to feel out of the loop and often believe that not enough information is 
being shared with them. However, some team members and CEOs also report that they spend large 
amounts of time communicating with each other and that sharing more information only results in 
wasted time and decreased effectiveness.  

Similarly, communication decisions that affect the leadership 
team are what, how, how much, and when to communicate 
information to other staff throughout the organization. Again, 
too much or too little information presented results in different 
problems for the organization. 

The final communication issue frequently reported in our 
research is the effectiveness of regularly scheduled team 
meetings. These meetings sometimes suffer from an overly 
rigid agenda or process that ends up having each team member give merely an update or report on their 
functional area. This type of meeting rarely allows for a discussion of more strategic issues, 
brainstorming, or problem-solving activities. On the other hand, completely unstructured team meetings 
can result in lack of focus, wasted time and having one person dominate the discussion to the frustration 
of all who attend. 

 

 

The biggest challenge my 
team faces is lack of timely 
and effective 
communications both   
laterally and vertically 
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Internal Communications: We just don’t have enough room in this report for lengthy 
recommendations on improving internal and team communications. In addition, we believe that much 
depends on an organizations’ size, culture, number of locations, and leadership abilities. The only way we 
know of to thoroughly assess your communication’s issues and create customized remedies is to do an 
organizational assessment, communications audit or employee survey. We do suggest that all new 
messages that need to be communicated begin with a basic communication plan that answers these five 
questions:   

1. What key messages do you want/need to convey? 
2. To what employees do you want to convey the key messages (e.g., senior leaders, managers and 

supervisors, direct service workers, all staff, etc.)? 
3. What is the best approach to reach each employee group, including who should convey the 

message? (Tip: Research from employee satisfaction surveys suggest that the best person to 
communicate the message, specifically if the communication relates to change within the 
organization, is the employee’s supervisor.) 

4. How will you communicate the message (in person, email, newsletter, staff meeting, etc.)? 
5. How will you know if you are reaching these employees or not? 

 

Meeting Effectiveness: While every organization faces different challenges in senior 
leadership team meetings, the most commonly reported challenges fit into one of four areas. The table 
below identifies the issues and provides some general guidance for resolving them. 

 

ISSUE ASK 

Wasted time; holding regular 
meetings when there is nothing 
to discuss. 

Should we or should we not meet? While weekly, monthly or 
regular meeting can be used to ensure that everyone is regularly 
communicating, they can be painful (and a big waste of time) if 
there is nothing new to share. If there is little to be accomplished by 
holding the regularly scheduled meeting, consider sharing 
information in another form such as an email or brief conference 
call. However, if you find your group only meets during a crisis, or 
avoids meeting altogether, you have another type of problem to 
deal with.  

Meetings just report out 
activities with little time for 
discussion, brainstorming, or 
strategic planning. 

What type of meeting? Not all senior team meeting should include 
the same agenda. Some meetings are held to disseminate 
information or report progress, others to build consensus, and still 
others are a chance to discuss, brainstorm, or create plans. Decide 
the type of meeting you need and clearly communicate the purpose 

Remedies 
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and desired outcomes to all in advance. 

Meetings go off track or people 
go on tangents and monopolize 
the conversation. 

What is the specific agenda? Almost all meetings, even those for 
discussion and brainstorming, need an agenda. The agenda should 
indicate time allotted for each item. The agenda distributed in 
advance allows people time to focus their thoughts and understand 
desired outcomes. Make sure that you honor the end time stated in 
the agenda 

We make decisions or reach 
agreement but no one follows 
through. 

What actions must be taken as a result of this meeting? Five 
minutes before the allotted end time of the meeting, the leader 
should summarize the decisions that have been made. Review 
actions that must be taken before the group meets again, who will 
be responsible, what will happen, and by when. If people fail to 
follow through on agreements, the leader or the group as a whole 
needs to hold them accountable.  

 
 

To learn more about our organizational, cultural and communications assessments, contact Leslie 
Bonner at Dewey & Kaye. 
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FINDING 

#6 

Personality and style differences of team members 
are not valued. Personality and style differences 
are a problem for many teams and this is the lowest 
rated of the 10 key issues in our survey. To 
support this, many research studies have shown that 
if this diversity is valued and used, it can lead 
to better decisions and teams that are more 
effective. 

Personality differences and behavioral styles are often a challenge to teams when it comes to dealing 
with conflict, making decisions, the pace of change, or problem solving styles. However, we know from 
previous research that these differences in perspectives can also lead to better decisions and greater 
innovation. Diversity of behavioral styles or personalities results in: 

• More innovative solutions to problems 
• Greater creativity 
• A healthy level of conflict that leads to better decision making 
• More effective teams when judged over time 

 
A consequence of the diversity of styles on a team is often more interpersonal conflict as reported in our 
research. However, teams that do not have diversity of perspectives are also more prone to a condition 
called “groupthink” which is characterized by a norm for consensus which often means the group does 
not have a realistic appraisal of alternatives. Groupthink can 
result in: 

• Poor information gathering 
• Selective information processing 
• Development of few alternatives 
• Failure to consider risk fully 
• Failure to reevaluate decision and alternatives 
• Failure to develop contingency plans 
• Failure to execute plans (if the group is more 

interested in creating new plans or programs rather 
than following through or maintaining current plans 
or programs) 
 

To summarize: Groups with high similarity will reach quicker 
decisions, but are more likely to make errors due to 
inadequate representation of all viewpoints and may suffer 
from a groupthink mentality. Groups with many different 
styles will reach decisions more slowly (and painfully) but will 
reach better and often more innovative decisions because 
more viewpoints are covered. 

One member of the leadership 
team thinks in very cut and dried 
terms, while the other member 
thinks more in "shades of grey" - 
for example, person one will be 
quick to make a decision and view 
things very cut and dry, while 
person two will have multiple 
considerations/thoughts before 
making a final decision. While this 
diversity in thought can sometimes 
be an issue, more often than not, 
the compromise that typically 
results brings healthy balance to 
the leadership team and the 
organization.” 
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Remedies 

 

 

 

 
Personality plays a critical role in team building relationships, disagreement, friction, conflict, and 
ultimately, performance. There are many tools available to teams that will help individual members 
understand their own personality style or behaviors, learn about the differing styles of other team 
members, and most importantly, understand the need to adapt and modify their styles and behaviors 
when communicating with others.  

At Dewey & Kaye, we frequently use the DiSC Profile and occasionally the Myers Briggs Type Indicator 
(MBTI) in our work with teams. Each of these tools requires that individual team members complete a 
profile or inventory online. We facilitate a follow up workshop with the entire team. During the 
workshop, we share and discuss individual profiles and the team’s overall group profile. Typically, the 
goals of this activity include:  

• Understand and acknowledge the unique contributions of all members of the organizational 
team  

• Increase the effectiveness of problem solving and decision making by helping individuals to 
understand different work preferences  

• Provide a framework to build and maintain balanced teams that value differences 
• Create a foundation for managing team strengths and allocating resources more efficiently  
• Identify effective methods to resolve conflict with differing work styles 

A DiSC or MBTI team workshop, combined with our Team Diagnostic Instrument, is a great way for your 
team to achieve harmony and develop a nonjudgmental way to confront each other over matters 
involving differing styles and perspectives. During the workshop, teams learn to value the diversity of 
viewpoints and strengths.  

A new tool from the DiSC line also allows us to take any two individuals and provide an evaluation of how 
they are similar and different. This comparison and contrast provides tips for more effective 
communication and conflict resolution and has been used with great success in resolving conflict and 
communication challenges between two team members.  
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The steps you need to take to diagnose and 
begin building a healthier and more 
effective team. 

 

1. Using the Dewey & Kaye Nonprofit Senior Leadership Team Diagnostic on the 
following page, have each individual team member complete the assessment.  

2. Compile and analyze the results, creating the average for each question. 
3. Review and discuss the lowest rated areas and look at the remedies we have outlined in 

this report. 
4. Working with the team, agree on an action plan for addressing the areas you have 

prioritized. 

 

  Consider hiring Dewey & Kaye to conduct an expanded version of this diagnostic with 
your team. Allowing the team to complete this survey online, anonymously, and with the 
ability to include detailed comments will result in better-focused results. We can also work 
with your team in a facilitated discussion to identify priorities and an action plan for 
addressing those priorities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Dewey & Kaye 
Nonprofit Senior Leadership Team Diagnostic 

 Rating Scale:  
We exemplify this trait to a large degree or most of the time — there is not much room for improvement = 5 

We more often exemplify this trait, but we also have room for improvement = 4 
We show some evidence of this trait, but our record is spotty = 3 

There is little evidence that we exemplify this trait or only on rare occasions = 2 
We operate almost entirely contrary to this trait = 1 

Team Trait Rating 
1. Team members have a big-picture perspective of the organization and are not focused purely on their 

program or functional area. 
 

2. Team members demonstrate behaviors that span the organization’s departmental and program 
boundaries. 

 

3. Team members can move easily from advocating for the needs of their program or functional area to 
finding solutions or creating strategies that best serve the whole organization. 

 

4. The team understands what it needs to accomplish and has the resources needed to be successful.  

5. Power and knowledge are dispersed throughout the team and do not rest with one or two individuals.  

6. We have a shared understanding of the organization’s strategic direction, priorities and goals.  

7. We share an agreed upon and understood set of values that all team members uphold.  

8. We have a set of key organizational performance measures that all understand and follow.  

9. The team can deal constructively with conflict (conflict is neither avoided nor destructive).  

10. Members of our leadership team discuss and debate in search of the best answer.  

11. All team members are clear about their roles, responsibilities, and expectations as individuals.  

12. The team has defined the competencies and skills needed by senior leadership.  

13. All team members are held accountable to a consistently high standard.  

14. Poor performing team members are provided developmental coaching. If they cannot develop the needed 
attributes, they are removed from the team. 

 

15. New team members are hired with the competencies, skills, attributes and values needed for the 
organization now and in the future.  

 

16. All team members have a reasonable degree of business acumen, critical thinking skills, and strategic 
agility, an ability to adapt to rapid change and a high degree of emotional intelligence. 

 

17. All team members have a reasonable degree of emotional intelligence.  

18. All team members have a reasonable ability to adapt to rapid change.  

19. Team members have the ability to balance the organization’s mission and programs with the business of 
the organization. 

 

20. We have effectively defined what, how, and how much information to communicate within the confines 
of the team itself. 

 

21. Conversations within the team are very effective in producing committed action.  

22. Senior Leadership team meetings are effective and used appropriately.  

23. Different personal styles and perspectives of team members are understood and valued.  

24. The team can deal constructively with conflict (conflict is neither avoided nor destructive).  

25. We do not have personality clashes within the team.  

26. The members of our team trust each other.  

Copyright Dewey & Kaye, a McCrory & McDowell Company 
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Since 1990, we have been providing consulting assistance to nonprofits, foundations, associations and government 
agencies, enabling them to carry out their missions in the face of formidable challenges. Dewey & Kaye combines 
considerable expertise in nonprofit consulting with the financial acuity of our parent company, McCrory & McDowell, to 
offer high quality and a full range of organizational development and strategy services to organizations.  

For more information on our services, please visit our website at www.deweykaye.com or call 412.434.1335.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our highly qualified staff is available for training, seminars, presentations, and other 
speaking engagements. 
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