
Nonprofit Strategy
Mastery

A Coaching-Based Guide to Strategic Leadership

Center for Nonprofit Coaching

cnpc.coach/your-guide-to-nonprofit-strategy/



You know the strategic plan matters. You know your organization needs one — or needs the one

it has to actually mean something. You also know that the last time you sat down to think about

your organization’s three-year direction, something urgent pulled you back into the weeds within

twenty minutes.

I have coached nonprofit leaders through strategic inflection points for sixteen years. New

executive directors inheriting someone else’s direction. Founders whose organizations outgrew

their original skills. Leaders staring at budget deficits and wondering which programs to cut

when every program serves real people.

The pattern is consistent: strategic planning does not fail because leaders lack frameworks.

Free frameworks are everywhere. It fails because the conditions of nonprofit leadership — the

operational overload, the isolation, the board dynamics, the impossible trade-offs — make

sustained strategic thinking nearly impossible.

This guide is not another strategic planning manual. You can find those at Bridgespan,

BoardSource, and a dozen consulting firms. This guide addresses the gap those resources leave

open: the human side of strategy. What it takes inside the leader to see the organization clearly,

make high-stakes decisions with incomplete information, align a board and staff around a

direction, and sustain strategic focus when every crisis pulls you back into firefighting mode.

These are leadership capacities, not planning skills. And they are exactly what coaching

develops.

If you lead a nonprofit and you recognized yourself anywhere in the paragraph above, this guide

is for you.

Cherie Silas, MCC, CEC

Executive Director, Center for Nonprofit Coaching
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There is no shortage of strategic planning resources for nonprofits. Bridgespan publishes

comprehensive toolkits. BoardSource covers the governance dimension. Consulting firms offer

step-by-step guides with downloadable templates. The National Council of Nonprofits has an

entire resource hub dedicated to the topic.

And yet: in a Stanford survey of more than 3,000 nonprofit stakeholders, 52% of organizations

exhibited weakness in strategic thinking — in mission clarity, strategy design, impact evaluation,

or the courage to make difficult calls (Meehan & Jonker, Engine of Impact, 2017).

The sector does not have a strategic planning knowledge problem. It has a strategic execution

problem — and the root cause is not frameworks. It is leadership capacity.

The Conditions That Kill Strategy

Nonprofit leaders operate under conditions that make sustained strategic thinking nearly

impossible. Consider the environment entering 2025:

Why Strategic Plans Fail: The Execution Gap

Plans fail because organizational conditions for execution are never established

Exhibit strategic weakness 52% Stanford Survey, 2017

Don't set clear expectations 25% Stanford Survey, 2017

Don't get useful feedback 33% Stanford Survey, 2017

Employees understand strategy 5% Kaplan & Norton, HBR 2005

The conditions for execution — shared understanding, clear expectations, feedback — are leadership responsibilities

3



The financial vise is tightening. 36% of nonprofits ended 2024 with an operating deficit — the

highest percentage in a decade of tracking by the Nonprofit Finance Fund (NFF 2025 State of

the Sector Survey, n=2,206). 52% have three months or fewer of cash on hand. 18% have one

month or less. These are not organizations with the luxury of six-month strategic planning

processes. These are organizations in survival mode.

Government funding is disrupted. One-third of nonprofits that serve communities lost

government funding in early 2025, according to the Urban Institute’s nationally representative

survey (n=4,000+). Among those affected, 29% had already reduced staff. Government funding

made up 42% of revenue for disrupted organizations. When your funding base shifts this fast,

your strategic plan — however carefully written — is already outdated.

Demand is rising as resources fall. 85% of nonprofits expect service demand to increase in

2025 (NFF 2025). But only 31% are actually expanding how many people they serve

(Independent Sector, 2025). The gap between what communities need and what organizations

can deliver is widening — and strategic planning is the discipline that should address it. When

the leader is consumed by operational survival, that discipline does not get done.

The leader is overwhelmed. 28% of applicants to the Center for Nonprofit Coaching cite

“strategic clarity and prioritization” as a primary coaching need. 33% are new to their executive

role or in leadership transition — meaning they inherited someone else’s strategy, or no strategy

at all. 25% cite burnout.

“I feel stuck in the cycle of not enough resources to get the funding we need, and not

enough funding to get the resources we need. I’m deeply immersed in day to day

operations so that I have little time for strategy or development.” — From a coaching

application: executive director at a small health nonprofit

That cycle — too busy to plan, too unplanned to stop being busy — is the defining strategic

challenge of the nonprofit sector. And no template solves it.

The Failure Rate Myth (And What the Real Data Shows)

You may have heard the statistic: 60–90% of strategic plans fail. It shows up in consulting firm

marketing materials, conference keynotes, and strategy blog posts.
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It is, at best, unreliable. A rigorous peer-reviewed meta-analysis by Candido and Santos (2015, 

Journal of Management & Organization) examined every study behind these failure-rate claims

and concluded that the evidence is “outdated, fragmentary, fragile, or just absent.” The 60–90%

figure is not a finding. It is an urban legend in management literature.

What the data does show is more specific and more useful:

Fewer than 5% of employees at most organizations have a basic understanding of their

company’s strategy (Kaplan & Norton, Harvard Business Review, 2005 — the creators of the

Balanced Scorecard, drawing on survey data from their consulting work). If nobody

understands the strategy, execution is not possible.

Almost a quarter of nonprofit executives and staff do not believe their organization sets

clear performance expectations (Stanford Survey, 2017). Without clear expectations, a

strategic plan is aspiration, not direction.

Nearly a third of nonprofit professionals say they do not get regular, specific feedback that

helps them improve (Stanford Survey, 2017). Without feedback loops, strategic plans

cannot self-correct.

The pattern is clear. Plans do not fail because they were poorly written. Plans fail because the

organizational conditions for execution — shared understanding, clear expectations, regular

feedback, sustained attention — were never established. And those conditions are leadership

responsibilities.

What the Guides Leave Out

Here is the gap in every free strategic planning resource the sector produces:

Bridgespan teaches you how to plan. BoardSource teaches you the board’s role in planning.

Consulting firms sell you the process. Template providers give you the document structure.

Nobody teaches you how to become the kind of leader who can drive a strategic planning

process to completion — while simultaneously running an understaffed organization, managing

a skeptical board, navigating funding uncertainty, and avoiding the burnout that consumes 33%

of your peers (Center for Effective Philanthropy, 2024).

That is not a planning skill. That is a leadership capacity. And it is the gap this ebook addresses.

• 

• 

• 
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The Coaching Connection

Strategic planning requires mental bandwidth that most nonprofit leaders do not have. They are

consumed by operational demands, firefighting, and the daily grind of keeping programs funded

and running. A coaching engagement creates something rare in the life of a nonprofit leader:

protected time for strategic thinking. Not a retreat that happens once a year. Not a planning

committee that meets monthly. A regular, recurring relationship with a trained professional

whose only job is to help you step back from operations and focus on direction.

This is not consulting. A consultant builds the plan. A coach develops the leader’s capacity to

think and lead strategically — a capacity that persists long after the engagement ends.

The rest of this guide explores five specific leadership capacities that make strategic planning

possible: the shift from operational to strategic thinking, the ability to assess your organization

honestly, the confidence to make high-stakes decisions, the skill to execute through others, and

the discipline to sustain strategic focus over time. Each chapter connects these capacities to

the coaching process that develops them — not as a sales pitch, but as a demonstration of what

the research shows works.

Reflection Exercise: The Strategic Clarity Audit

Rate yourself 1 to 5 on each of the following statements (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly

agree):

I can articulate my organization’s strategic direction in one sentence.

My board and I agree on our top three priorities.

I spend at least four hours per week on strategic — not operational — work.

I could name the one program or initiative we should stop doing.

My team knows how their daily work connects to our three-year direction.

Total your score. Below 15? You are not alone. This ebook is for you.

For developing the personal resilience and burnout prevention that underpin strategic capacity, see our companion

guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-guide/).

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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You were promoted because you were excellent at program delivery, fundraising, or direct

service. Nobody told you the job would require you to stop doing all of that.

This is the most common archetype at the Center for Nonprofit Coaching: the accidental

strategist. A third of our coaching applicants are new to their executive role or in active

leadership transition. Many were the best practitioner in the building — the program director

everyone relied on, the development officer who consistently exceeded targets, the clinical lead

who understood the mission from the inside. They got the ED title. And then they discovered

that the skills that made them great at the work are not the skills that make someone great at

leading the work.

“Our organization has experienced incredible growth over the past 5 years. We’ve

quickly outgrown our ED’s entrepreneurial skills, and we want to continue to empower

his growth as a leader that can guide the organization through a maturation phase.” —

From a coaching application: board chair at a medium-sized social enterprise

That board chair is describing the operational-to-strategic shift. The ED built something real

through personal effort and expertise. Now the organization needs something different:

someone who can direct, not do. And that shift is not a skill upgrade. It is an identity change.

What the Shift Actually Looks Like

Operational thinking is concrete and present-focused: What needs to happen today? Who needs

to be called? Which grant report is due? The work feels productive because it produces visible

results. An email gets sent. A problem gets fixed. A donor gets thanked.
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Strategic thinking is abstract and future-focused: Where should this organization be in three

years? What programs should we stop doing? How do we restructure so I am not the bottleneck

for every decision? The work feels unproductive because the results are not immediate. There is

no email to send. There is no box to check. There is only sustained thinking about direction, and

most nonprofit leaders have no protected time to do it.

In the research on strategic management, Bridges Business Consultancy found that 48% of

leaders in their survey spent less than one day per month discussing strategy (2016, 144

leaders across 38 organizations and 18 countries). That is not a failure of discipline. It is a

structural problem: the operational demands of the role consume all available attention, and

strategic thinking gets what is left over — which is usually nothing.

30% of CNPC coaching applicants cite delegation and team management as a primary need.

They know, intellectually, that they should be spending more time on strategic work. They

cannot get there because they are still doing the operational work their team should own.

“In a busy nonprofit, I can get ‘stuck in the weeds’ working on daily urgent issues, and

never leaving time for critical and strategic thinking. I’d like to develop strategies that

work for me and for our organization.” — From a coaching application: leader at a large

arts education nonprofit

Why the Shift Is Hard

Strategic Time vs. Operational Time

48%
of leaders

Spend less than 1 day/month on strategy

30% of CNPC applicants cite delegation as

a primary need — they know strategic work

matters but can’t escape operations.

28% cite strategic clarity as a coaching need

Sources: Bridges Business Consultancy 2016; CNPC intake data
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The operational-to-strategic transition is not primarily a time management problem. It is an

identity problem.

When you built the program, wrote the grants, managed the cases, or ran the events, you knew

who you were. You were the person who did the work. You could see your impact daily. Letting

go of that work means letting go of the identity that got you here — and trusting that a different

kind of contribution (thinking, directing, aligning) is equally valuable.

Most leaders resist this shift not because they do not understand it, but because of three beliefs

that feel like facts:

“Nobody can do it as well as I can.” This is sometimes true and always temporary. The leader

who cannot develop their team’s capacity is not protecting quality. They are creating a

dependency that makes the organization fragile. If you are the only person who can do a critical

task, that task is an organizational risk, not a testament to your competence.

“My team is already overloaded. I can’t ask them to take on more.” This concern is real — 74.6%

of nonprofits report current job vacancies (National Council of Nonprofits, 2023). But holding on

to operational work because the team is stretched does not solve the problem. It makes the

leader the backup for every gap, which means the organization’s strategic direction depends on

how many hours the ED can work each week. That ceiling limits everything.

“Strategic work does not feel like real work.” This is the deepest belief and the hardest to

change. In nonprofit culture, visible effort equals value. The leader who works weekends,

answers every email, and handles every crisis is celebrated. The leader who protects two hours

for strategic thinking on a Tuesday afternoon — with the door closed and the email off — feels

guilty. The culture rewards operational heroism and punishes strategic discipline.
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What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: You spend another week responding to urgent emails,

putting out fires, and telling yourself you will work on the strategic plan next month.

Next month never comes. The board asks for an update; you scramble to produce

something that looks like progress.

With a thinking partner: In a 60-minute conversation, your coach asks: “What would

change in your organization if you spent two hours per week on strategic thinking

instead of zero?” You realize the answer is not about time — it is about permission. You

have not given yourself permission to step back from operations because you equate

visible busyness with value. Together, you design a delegation plan that creates two

protected hours per week. Within a month, the strategic plan has a real timeline.

“In a busy nonprofit, I can get ‘stuck in the weeds’ working on daily urgent issues, and

never leaving time for critical and strategic thinking.” — From a nonprofit leader’s

coaching application

The Role of Coaching in the Shift

The operational-to-strategic transition requires something that no book, webinar, or planning

template can provide: supported self-examination over time. You need someone who can help

you see your patterns (Are you defaulting to operations because it feels productive? Are you

avoiding strategic conversations because they surface conflict?), challenge your assumptions

(Is it really true that nobody else can do this?), and develop new behaviors (What does it look

like to show up as a strategic leader this week, specifically?).

This is precisely what coaching does. A coach does not teach strategic planning methodology.

A coach helps you recognize the internal barriers — identity attachment, control, guilt, fear —

that keep you trapped in operational mode, and then supports you in building new habits over

time.
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“His style to listen and ask me guiding questions for deeper thought and awareness of

my goals.” — An executive at a human services organization

“Guiding questions for deeper thought” is the exact mechanism. A coach does not tell you to

delegate. A coach asks what you are holding, why you are holding it, and what would happen if

you let it go. The insight that emerges is yours — not borrowed advice, but self-generated clarity.

That is what makes it stick.

Three Starting Points

You do not need to transform your leadership style this week. You need to start the shift.

1. Run the time audit. Look at your calendar from the past two weeks. Color-code every meeting

and work block: GREEN for strategic work (planning, relationship-building, future-facing

decisions), YELLOW for management work (supervising, reviewing, approving), RED for

operational work (doing tasks yourself that someone else could handle). What percentage is

green? If it is below 20%, you are operating, not leading.

2. Identify one hand-off. Find one red-coded task that someone on your team could own with a

week of support. Not the easiest task to delegate — the one that would free the most mental

energy. Tell them why you are handing it off: not because you do not care, but because the

organization needs you thinking about direction. Then let them do it their way.

3. Protect one strategic hour. Block one hour this week — on your calendar, with the door closed

and the email off — for strategic thinking. Not meetings about strategy. Thinking. Bring the five

questions from Chapter 1’s reflection exercise. Write your answers. Notice what changes when

you give yourself permission to be unproductive.

Reflection Exercise: The Strategic Time Recapture

After running the time audit above, answer these questions:

What percentage of your time last week was green (strategic)?

If you had to create four hours of green time next week, what would you stop doing?

What is one specific task you do every week that someone else could own?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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What stops you from handing it off? Be honest: is it organizational need, or is it your identity

as the person who does the work?

If you were coaching someone else through this exact challenge, what question would you

ask them?

That last question matters. The answer you would give someone else is usually the answer you

are not giving yourself.

For a deeper dive into the coaching mindset as a leadership practice — asking instead of telling, empowering instead

of directing — see Chapter 5 of our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-

leadership-guide/).

4. 

5. 
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Every strategic plan begins with some version of the same question: Where are we now? And in

most nonprofit organizations, the answer that goes into the plan is not the answer the executive

director carries in their gut.

There is the version that goes in the board presentation: programs are growing, community

impact is strong, the annual gala exceeded expectations. And there is the version the ED thinks

about at 11 p.m.: two staff are about to leave, the largest funder is not renewing, and the

flagship program is serving fewer people each quarter but nobody wants to acknowledge it

because the program is the founder’s legacy.

Strategic planning that starts with the board presentation version produces a plan disconnected

from reality. Strategy built on the 11 p.m. version has a chance.

Why Honest Assessment Is a Leadership Problem

SWOT analysis is the most commonly taught assessment tool in nonprofit strategic planning.

Nearly every guide covers it. The framework itself is simple: name your strengths, weaknesses,

opportunities, and threats.

The difficulty is not in the framework. The difficulty is in the naming.

When a board member says “What are our weaknesses?” in a strategic planning retreat, the

room hears: What are your failures? The executive director who admits that a program is

underperforming risks losing board confidence. The development director who names a funder

relationship as fragile risks being blamed for not managing it. The operations manager who

says “Our systems cannot support this growth” risks sounding negative.

Institutional incentives reward optimism. The fundraising narrative requires it. Donor

communications demand it. Staff morale depends on it. And so the honest assessment gets

filtered through three layers of self-protection before it reaches the strategic planning table.
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The leadership capacity required here is not analytical. It is emotional. It is the willingness to

name hard truths — about programs that are not working, funding models that are not

sustainable, and organizational weaknesses that are being papered over — in a room where

honesty has social cost.

The Governance Dimension

Boards make this harder before they make it better.

Setting strategy is now a higher priority for boards than fundraising for the first time in

BoardSource’s tracking history (Leading with Intent, 2024). That is progress. But it creates a

tension: boards want to be more strategic, yet 49% of chief executives say they do not have the

right board members to establish trust with the communities their organizations serve. 56% of

nonprofit organizations exhibit weakness in board governance (Stanford Survey, 2017).

A board that wants to lead on strategy but lacks direct connection to the community the

organization serves will produce strategic plans that look good on paper and miss reality on the

ground. And the executive director often knows this but cannot say it directly.

The Board Governance Gap

56%
exhibit weakness in
board governance

49%
of CEs say they lack

the right board members

#1
Strategy now top board
priority (first time ever)

The paradox: Boards want strategic leadership but may lack the community

connection to inform it. The ED often knows this but cannot say it directly.

Sources: Stanford Survey 2017; BoardSource Leading with Intent 2024
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“I now realize that my best attributes as a leader are putting out fires and calming

storms… Over the past three years I have also found that leadership can be very lonely

and it can be difficult at times to deal with the feeling that some staff and board are

second-guessing each decision.” — From a coaching application: executive director at a

large environmental nonprofit

That leader is describing the isolation that makes honest assessment feel dangerous. If the

board is already second-guessing you, admitting an organizational weakness feels like handing

them ammunition.

What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: Your board has three factions: one wants aggressive growth,

one wants fiscal caution, one is disengaged. You present a strategic direction at the

next meeting and it gets picked apart. You leave feeling undermined and unsure

whether to push back or accommodate. The plan stalls for another quarter.

With a thinking partner: Before the board meeting, your coach asks: “What does each

board faction need to hear in order to support this direction?” You realize you have been

presenting the plan as a single option rather than framing it as the answer to a question

the board already agrees on. The coach helps you restructure the presentation around

shared values. At the meeting, you lead with the common ground. The plan passes with

one modification.

“I want to be more effective in my role as board president. I want to support our CEO,

but I also want to respect boundaries between their role and my role.” — From a

nonprofit leader’s coaching application
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The Confidence Problem

22% of applicants to the Center for Nonprofit Coaching cite confidence or imposter syndrome

as a coaching need. Leaders who doubt their own judgment are less likely to trust their honest

assessment of the organization. They second-guess what they see. They defer to board

members who may have less operational knowledge but more positional authority. They avoid

naming problems because they are not sure whether the problem is real or whether they are

simply not capable enough to solve it.

This is not a planning gap. It is a self-trust gap. And it directly undermines the quality of

strategic assessment.

A leader who cannot trust their own reading of the organization will produce a sanitized

assessment. A leader who can say “Here is what I see, here is what concerns me, and here is

what I believe we should do about it” — with confidence, not arrogance — will produce an

assessment the organization can actually build strategy on.

What a Coach Sees

A coach brings something no one inside the organization can: a perspective with no agenda.

The coach is not protecting a program, managing a funder relationship, or worrying about their

next performance review. The coach has no reason to filter what they observe.

This is not about the coach being smarter or more experienced. It is about the coach being 

unentangled. When a coach asks “What would happen if you stopped that program?” or “Is your

board aligned, or are they avoiding conflict?” or “What do you know is true about your

organization that you have not said out loud?” — these questions land differently than when they

come from a board member, a staff member, or even a peer.

“She challenged me to examine my beliefs, thoughts, and habits in ways that led to real

growth.” — An executive at a public health nonprofit
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“Examine my beliefs” is the mechanism. Honest organizational assessment requires honest

self-examination first. The leader’s beliefs about the organization — what is working, what is not,

what is possible — are shaped by years of institutional loyalty, personal investment, and

emotional attachment. A coach helps separate what the leader believes about the organization

from what the data shows about the organization. The gap between those two things is where

strategic clarity lives.

Three Assessment Practices

1. The separate-truth exercise. Before any formal strategic planning process, write two lists.

List A: “What I tell the board and funders about our organization.” List B: “What I know to be true

that I do not say in those conversations.” The gap between those lists is the raw material for

honest assessment. If the lists are identical, you are either running a remarkably transparent

organization or you are filtering without realizing it.

2. The three-question community check. Ask three people outside your organization — a client,

a partner, a funder — one question each: “What do you think we do well, and what do you think

we struggle with?” Do not defend. Do not explain. Just listen. What you hear will almost

certainly surface something that does not appear in your internal assessment.

3. The “what would we stop?” test. If your organization had to eliminate one program or service

tomorrow — which one? The answer you give immediately, before you have time to rationalize, is

usually the one your organization should be examining most closely. The fact that you know the

answer suggests the assessment has already happened. It just has not been said.

Reflection Exercise: The Uncomfortable Truth

Write down three things about your organization that you believe are true but have never said in

a board meeting or staff meeting.

For each one, answer two questions:

Why haven’t you said it?

What is the cost of continuing to not say it?

1. 

2. 
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This exercise is not about blame. It is about identifying the gap between your private

understanding of your organization and the public narrative. Strategic planning built on the

public narrative will fail. Strategic planning built on uncomfortable truths has a chance.

For developing the self-awareness and emotional intelligence that underpin honest assessment, see Chapters 2–3 of

our companion guide: Purpose-Driven Leadership (free at cnpc.coach/purpose-driven-leadership-guide/).
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An executive director at a mid-sized literacy nonprofit described the challenge this way in a

coaching application: she oversees HR, finance, facilities, procurement, and data. Her team

grew from one direct report to a staff of twelve. She is stretched across too many departments

and too many projects, and she wants an outside perspective on how to restructure.

That is a strategic decision. Not the kind that appears in a textbook as a case study, but the kind

that actually determines whether a nonprofit thrives or stalls: What do I reorganize? What do I let

go of? How do I make a structural change when the wrong call could destabilize an organization

that hundreds of people depend on?

Nonprofit leaders make these decisions constantly. And they make most of them alone.

The Weight of Mission

Strategy is fundamentally about trade-offs. Every “yes” to one direction is a “no” to another.

Every dollar allocated to a new initiative is a dollar not spent on an existing program. Every hour

of a leader’s attention directed toward growth is an hour not spent on operational quality.

Corporate leaders face trade-offs too. But nonprofit leaders carry something corporate leaders

do not: mission weight. When the trade-off involves cutting a program that serves a vulnerable

population — even when the program is financially unsustainable — the decision carries moral

gravity that shutting down a product line does not. The community that program serves is not

an abstract market segment. They are people with names who will lose a service they depend

on.

This is not a business school decision matrix. This is a leader lying awake at 2 a.m. asking: Can

I live with this choice?
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The Data on the Pressure

The financial context of 2025 makes these trade-offs sharper than ever:

84% of nonprofits with government funding expect cuts to that funding (NFF 2025)

52% have three months or fewer of cash on hand (NFF 2025)

85% expect service demand to increase (NFF 2025)

Rising demand. Shrinking resources. More decisions about what to cut, not what to pursue. And

the leader is the one who has to make the call.

The Center for Nonprofit Coaching’s intake data reveals the emotional toll: 10% of applicants

explicitly cite decision-making under pressure as a coaching need. But 28% cite strategic clarity

and prioritization, which is fundamentally about choosing between competing demands.

Combined, nearly four in ten coaching applicants are asking for help with the same underlying

challenge: I have to decide, and every option costs something.

“I am at a point in my leadership that I could benefit from a third party helping guide me

as I think strategically. I had a mentor who retired and moved and haven’t really had the

benefit of speaking with anyone external about issues impacting the company since.” —

From a coaching application: executive director at a medium-sized children’s advocacy

nonprofit

That word — “external” — matters. This leader does not lack intelligence or judgment. They lack

an outside perspective. Someone who is not embedded in the organization’s politics, not

invested in a particular outcome, not managing the same relationships the ED is managing.

Someone whose only role is to help the leader think more clearly.

The Sounding Board Problem

Across all CNPC intake applications, the most frequently expressed need — often not named as

such, but present in the language — is a sounding board. Leaders use phrases like “outside eye,”

“thinking partner,” “someone to bounce ideas off of.” They are describing the absence of a

confidential relationship where they can think out loud about high-stakes decisions without

political consequence.

• 

• 

• 
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Board members have an agenda. Staff members have a perspective limited to their role.

Funders have expectations. Peers at other organizations may be competitors for the same

grants. Spouses and friends care but lack sector context.

A coach fills this gap. Not by offering answers — a coach is not a consultant delivering

recommendations — but by asking questions that help the leader examine their own reasoning. 

What are you most afraid will happen if you choose Option A? Is that fear based on evidence or

on anxiety? What would you advise a colleague facing the same decision? Why are you not

taking your own advice?

“The framework and thoughtful coaching guided me towards decision making that

made for a stronger organization.” — A nonprofit professional

The causal chain in that testimonial is precise: coaching led to better decisions, which led to a

stronger organization. Not coaching led to a better plan. Coaching led to better decisions.

Strategic plans are made of decisions, and the quality of the plan is limited by the quality of the

decision-making.

Three Decision Traps

Nonprofit leaders fall into predictable decision traps. Recognizing them is the first step to

escaping them.

Trap 1: The postponement loop. The leader knows a decision is needed but keeps deferring it

because the timing is not right, the data is not complete, or the political conditions are not

favorable. There is always a reason to wait. Meanwhile, the cost of indecision accumulates

silently: staff uncertainty, missed opportunities, organizational drift. In most cases, the cost of a

slightly imperfect decision made now is lower than the cost of a perfect decision made six

months too late.
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Trap 2: The consensus trap. The leader seeks buy-in from every stakeholder before deciding,

interpreting resistance as a signal to slow down rather than a natural part of change. In a

nonprofit with a board, staff, funders, and community stakeholders, unanimity is not a realistic

standard. Strategic decisions require the leader to build sufficient support — not universal

agreement — and then commit. A coach can help distinguish between genuine concern that

requires attention and discomfort that is a normal response to any change.

Trap 3: The mission-guilt trap. The leader avoids a necessary strategic decision — cutting a

program, restructuring staff, declining a grant — because it feels like betraying the mission. But

sustaining an unsustainable program is not mission fidelity. It is a slow path to organizational

failure that will ultimately affect every program, not just the one in question. Coaching helps

leaders separate mission commitment from mission guilt — and find the clarity to act in the

organization’s long-term interest.

“Expert at helping me recognize and realize my own strengths and insights, helping me

gain confidence in my role and my decisions.” — A nonprofit professional

Confidence in decisions is not the same as certainty about outcomes. You will never have

enough data, enough time, or enough consensus to feel certain. Confidence means trusting your

judgment well enough to act on it — and trusting yourself to course-correct when the data

changes.

Two Decision Practices

Three Decision Traps for Nonprofit Leaders

1

Postponement Loop

Deferring decisions while costs

accumulate silently

2

Consensus Trap

Seeking unanimity instead of

sufficient support

3

Mission-Guilt Trap

Avoiding necessary cuts because

they feel like betrayal

Recognizing these patterns is the first step to escaping them
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1. The trade-off matrix. For any strategic decision you are facing or avoiding, write down four

things: (1) What you would gain by choosing Option A. (2) What you would lose. (3) What you

would gain by choosing Option B. (4) What you would lose. Then add a fifth: What is the cost of

continuing to not decide? Most leaders discover that the cost of indecision is higher than the

cost of any single option. The exercise makes that visible.

2. The “advise a colleague” reframe. When you are stuck, imagine a colleague you respect came

to you with the identical decision. What would you ask them? What would you tell them? The

advice you would give someone else is usually the advice you are not giving yourself — because

when the decision is yours, the emotional stakes cloud the judgment you would apply freely to

someone else’s situation.

Reflection Exercise: The Strategic Trade-Off Matrix

Identify three strategic decisions you are currently facing or avoiding. For each one:

What is Option A? What would you gain? What would you lose?

What is Option B? What would you gain? What would you lose?

What is the cost of continuing to not decide — measured in staff morale, organizational

direction, missed opportunities, or financial impact?

Who would you talk to about this decision if you could speak with complete confidentiality?

If the answer to Question 4 is “nobody,” that isolation is itself a strategic risk. The hardest

decisions are the ones leaders should never make alone.

For a deeper exploration of decision-making confidence under uncertainty, see Chapter 4 of our companion guide:

Purpose-Driven Leadership. For financial decision frameworks and resource allocation tools, see our Mastering

Nonprofit Finances guide. Both are free at cnpc.coach/resources.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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The strategic plan was finished in October. The board approved it unanimously. There was a

moment of genuine optimism: finally, a clear direction. By February, the plan is in a binder on a

shelf. Nobody references it in meetings. The quarterly review that was supposed to happen in

January never got scheduled. The executive director is back to full-time firefighting, and the

strategic priorities have become background noise.

This is not a fictional scenario. It is the defining experience of nonprofit strategic planning. And

it does not happen because the plan was bad.

The Execution Graveyard

The gap between strategic plan and strategic execution is the graveyard of nonprofit ambition. It

is where well-intentioned direction goes to die — not from a single catastrophic failure, but from

a thousand small deferrals. This week is too busy. Next month will be better. The grant report is

due. A staff member resigned. A board member raised a concern that requires a whole new

conversation.

The conditions are real. But the pattern beneath them is a leadership pattern, not an

organizational one. Execution fails for three reasons, and all three are leadership-capacity

problems:

1. The leader cannot delegate. 30% of applicants to the Center for Nonprofit Coaching cite

delegation and team management as a primary coaching need. They are the operational

bottleneck: every decision flows through them, every problem lands on their desk, and there is

no organizational capacity to execute a strategic plan because the leader has not built that

capacity in others. The plan requires sustained effort across multiple people. If one person is

doing all the work, the plan cannot move.
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2. The leader cannot hold the team accountable. Accountability in a nonprofit is complicated by

mission-driven culture. Holding a passionate, underpaid staff member accountable for a missed

strategic milestone feels punitive, not productive. So the conversation does not happen. The

milestone slips. The next one slips too. Within two quarters, the strategic plan has become

aspirational fiction. The leader knows accountability is needed but does not have the skills — or

the emotional stamina — to have the hard conversations.

3. The leader gets pulled back into operations. This is the Chapter 2 problem in its chronic

form. The leader made the operational-to-strategic shift long enough to produce a plan. Then

the next crisis arrived, and the shift reversed. Strategic work requires sustained attention over

months and years. Operational crises are immediate and compelling. Without a structural

mechanism that keeps the leader in strategic mode — not willpower, but structure — operations

will always win.

The Staffing Dimension

You cannot execute a three-year strategic plan when your team is unstable.

59% of departing nonprofit staff cite “too much work or too little support” as a reason for

leaving (Candid, 2024). 54% cite limited career growth. 52% cite an unsupportive direct

supervisor. 50% cite low compensation.

Why Nonprofit Staff Leave
Top reasons for departure (Candid, 2024)

Too much work / too little support 59%

Limited career growth 54%

Unsupportive supervisor 52%

Low compensation 50%

67% of nonprofit employees say they are looking for new jobs within the next year
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These are not independent problems. They cascade: understaffing creates overwork, overwork

leads to burnout, burnout drives departures, departures create more understaffing. The leader is

caught in a retention spiral that consumes the organizational capacity needed for strategic

execution.

67% of nonprofit employees say they are looking for new jobs within the next year (Candid,

2024). If two-thirds of your staff may leave, your strategic plan is operating on borrowed time.

And in 2025, the staffing pressure has intensified. 29% of nonprofits disrupted by government

funding cuts have already reduced staff (Urban Institute, 2025). Strategic execution with fewer

people requires delegation, prioritization, and trust in the team that remains — all leadership

capacities that do not develop on their own.

“I have said ‘yes’ to doing the grunt work to keep the Association afloat, at the expense

of pursuing visionary work. As one past Board member commented on our draft

strategic plan, we can’t keep acting like an underdog organization.” — From a coaching

application: executive director at a medium-sized scientific association

That board member’s comment is the diagnosis in one sentence: the organization has a

strategic plan, but the leader’s behavior has not changed. The plan says “growth.” The leader’s

calendar says “grunt work.” Until the leader changes their behavior, the plan is aspirational.
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What Happens When a Leader Has a Thinking Partner

Without a thinking partner: Your organization doubled in three years. You are still doing

the same operational work you did when it was just you and a part-time assistant, plus

managing twelve people, plus reporting to a board that expects you to be a CEO now.

You are exhausted and wondering if you are the wrong person for the job.

With a thinking partner: Your coach asks: “What parts of your current role would you

never choose if you were designing the job from scratch?” You list seven things. Your

coach asks: “Who on your team could own each of those?” You realize you have been

holding on to operational work because letting go feels like losing control — and losing

control feels like failing the mission. Over three sessions, you build a delegation plan

and practice the conversations. Your team steps up. You start thinking about the next

three years instead of the next three days.

“Our growth is starting to outpace our internal capacity and systems. Our tiny budget

has meant that I’ve worn all the hats, often without compensation.” — From a nonprofit

leader’s coaching application

What Coaching Changes About Execution

Delegation, accountability, and sustained strategic focus are not knowledge gaps. Every leader

knows they should delegate. Every leader knows the strategic plan needs regular attention. The

barrier is not information. It is behavior.

The behaviors that block execution are deeply personal: identity (“I am the one who does the

work”), control (“Nobody can do it as well as I can”), guilt (“My team is already overloaded”), and

avoidance (“The accountability conversation will be uncomfortable”). These are not problems

you solve by reading a book about delegation. They are patterns you change through supported

self-examination over time.

Coaching provides two things that directly address execution failure:
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Pattern recognition. A coach observes the same leader across multiple sessions and notices

patterns the leader cannot see from inside their daily routine. “You committed to delegating X

last session. What happened?” “You have deferred this conversation three times. What are you

avoiding?” These observations are not judgments. They are mirrors. And they are the

mechanism that turns good intentions into changed behavior.

Recurring accountability. A coaching engagement at the Center for Nonprofit Coaching involves

six sessions over three to six months. Every two to four weeks, the leader sits with someone

whose only job is to ask: What did you commit to? What did you do? What got in the way? This

is exactly the cadence that strategic execution requires — not annual retreats or quarterly board

presentations, but regular, honest check-ins that keep the plan alive.

“She really guided me in the right direction on things that I couldn’t seem to get past or

conquer.” — An executive director at an animal welfare nonprofit

“Could not get past or conquer” describes execution barriers perfectly. Not knowledge barriers.

Not resource barriers. Behavioral barriers that required a different kind of support to overcome.

“Assisting me to structure activities to correspond to identified goals.” — A nonprofit

executive

That is strategic execution in one sentence: structuring activities to correspond to goals. The

plan sets the goals. Coaching helps the leader build the daily structures that connect activity to

direction.

Three Execution Practices

1. The bottleneck audit. Look at your organization’s top three strategic priorities. For each one,

answer: Who is responsible for moving it forward? If the answer is “me” for more than one

priority, you are the bottleneck. For each priority where you are the owner, identify one task

within it that someone else could lead — not the whole priority, just one task. Hand it off this

week. Not next quarter. This week.
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2. The monthly strategy check-in. Block 90 minutes on your calendar once a month. Not a

board meeting. Not a staff meeting. A solo check-in with your strategic plan. Three questions:

(1) What progress was made on each priority this month? (2) What blocked progress? (3) What

am I personally doing next month to unblock it? Write the answers. If you do this twelve times,

your strategic plan will be alive in a way that annual retreats never produce.

3. The accountability partner. Find one person — a coach, a peer ED, a trusted board member —

and commit to a monthly conversation about strategic progress. Not operational updates. Not

crisis debriefs. A focused conversation about whether the strategic plan is moving and what you

personally need to do differently. The act of saying it out loud to another person changes the

dynamic. You are no longer managing the plan in your head. You are accountable to someone

for its execution.

Reflection Exercise: The Execution Bottleneck Finder

Think about your current strategic priorities (or the priorities you wish you had). For each one:

Who is responsible for moving it forward? Write a name.

If the answer to #1 is your own name for more than one priority, that is the first problem to

solve.

For each priority you personally own: What is one task within it that someone else could

handle?

What stops you from handing it off? Name the specific fear or belief.

If you were coaching someone else through this challenge, what question would you ask

them?

The pattern that emerges from this exercise is the pattern a coach would help you work through

— not once, but across multiple sessions, with accountability for follow-through.

For developing delegation and team leadership skills, see Chapter 5 of our companion guide: Purpose-Driven

Leadership. For budget execution and financial accountability frameworks, see our Mastering Nonprofit Finances 

guide. Both are free at cnpc.coach/resources.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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You have just read about five leadership capacities that determine whether strategic planning

succeeds or fails: the shift from operational to strategic thinking, the ability to assess your

organization honestly, the confidence to make high-stakes decisions, the skill to execute

through others, and the discipline to sustain strategic focus when everything conspires to pull

you back into the weeds.

If you recognized yourself in even one chapter, this guide has done its job. But recognition is not

change.

Five Actions for This Week

You do not need to overhaul your approach to strategy this month. You need to do one thing

differently this week in each of the five areas:

Strategic thinking: Block one hour on your calendar this week for strategic thinking — not

meetings about strategy, but solo thinking time with the door closed and email off. Bring the five

questions from Chapter 1’s reflection exercise. Write your answers.

Organizational assessment: Write down one thing about your organization that you believe is

true but have never said in a board meeting. Ask yourself why.

Decision-making: Identify one strategic decision you have been postponing. Set a deadline for

making it. Write the deadline on your calendar. Not a deadline for “gathering more information.”

A deadline for deciding.

Execution: Find one operational task you do every week that someone else could own. Hand it

off this week. Tell them why: not because you do not care, but because the organization needs

you thinking about direction.
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Accountability: Tell one person — a colleague, a board member, a friend — about one specific

strategic commitment you are making. Ask them to check in with you in two weeks. The act of

saying it out loud changes the dynamic.

These are small. That is the point. Sustainable change starts with actions small enough to

actually execute this week — not ambitious overhauls that collapse under the weight of your

schedule.

Why External Support Accelerates Strategic Development

Every chapter in this guide included a reflection exercise you can do alone. You can develop

strategic clarity, decision-making confidence, and execution skills through self-directed effort.

Many leaders do.

But the research on coaching is clear about the difference external support makes:

A meta-analysis of 39 randomized controlled trials — the gold standard of research design —

found that coaching produces a moderate, statistically significant positive effect across

leadership and personal outcomes (de Haan et al., Academy of Management Learning &

Education, 2023, n=2,528). This is the most rigorous evidence base for coaching effectiveness

published to date.

The effects are largest where they matter most for strategy: goal attainment showed the

strongest coaching effect (g=1.29) in a separate meta-analysis of workplace coaching studies

(Frontiers in Psychology, 2023). Self-efficacy and behavioral outcomes — the capacity to act on

what you know — also showed significant improvement. These are not personality traits. They

are leadership capacities that change through structured support.

For leaders navigating organizational change — which is what strategic planning

implementation is — coaching serves as a “buffer” against the negative consequences of

change, with subordinates of coached managers showing decreased turnover and increased

engagement (Huflejt-Lukasik et al., Frontiers in Psychology, 2022; Grant, Journal of Change

Management, 2013).
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Beyond the meta-analyses, the landmark ROI studies remain compelling: the most rigorous

single-company coaching ROI study found 529% return on investment, rising to 788% when

improved retention was included (MetrixGlobal Associates, 2001 — Fortune 500 case study, 43

participants). A survey of 100 Fortune 1000 executives found an average 5.7x return per

executive coached (Manchester Inc., 2001). And 96% of coached leaders said they would repeat

the process (ICF/PricewaterhouseCoopers Global Coaching Client Study, 2009).

These numbers come from corporate settings, but the case is arguably stronger in the nonprofit

sector. Nonprofit leaders face tighter resources, higher emotional demands, thinner support

systems, and more complex stakeholder relationships. The gap that coaching fills is wider.

How Coaching Supports Strategic Leadership Specifically

The connection between coaching and strategic capacity is not abstract. It maps directly to the

five chapters you just read:

The Evidence for Executive Coaching ROI

529%
ROI

MetrixGlobal 2001

Fortune 500 study

5.7x
Return

Manchester Inc. 2001

100 executives

7x
Median ROI

ICF/PwC 2009

Global study

96%
Would repeat

ICF/PwC 2009

Coached leaders
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Strategic Capacity What Coaching Provides

Operational-to-strategic

shift (Ch. 2)

A regular appointment that forces the leader out of operations and into

strategic thinking. Protected time that the leader cannot create alone.

Honest organizational

assessment (Ch. 3)

An unentangled perspective with no organizational agenda. Questions

nobody inside will ask.

High-stakes decision-

making (Ch. 4)

A confidential sounding board for trade-off decisions. Pattern

recognition for decision traps.

Execution and delegation

(Ch. 5)

Recurring accountability for strategic commitments. Support for the

behavioral change delegation requires.

Sustained strategic focus A structural mechanism — sessions every 2–4 weeks — that keeps

strategy on the leader’s agenda when operational crises pull them

back.

How the Coaching Process Works

If you have never worked with a coach, the process may feel unfamiliar. Here is what it looks like

at the Center for Nonprofit Coaching:

Step 1: Preparation and Application

You submit a brief application at cnpc.coach/apply. It takes about five minutes. You describe

your role, your organization, and what you are hoping to address. This is not a test — there is no

wrong answer. It helps us understand your situation so we can match you with the right coach.

Step 2: Coach Matching

Within a few business days, you receive a shortlist of ICF-credentialed coaches who match your

needs. You review their profiles, select your preferred options, and schedule an introductory call.

This is your choice — if the fit is not right, you choose someone else.
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“Met me where I was at with goals and objectives, open to pivoting depending on the

needs in a particular moment.” — A professional in the climate and energy sector

Step 3: Targeted Coaching

You work with your coach for six sessions, typically over three to six months. The sessions

focus on the specific challenges you bring — strategic clarity, decision-making, board dynamics,

delegation, execution — not a generic curriculum. Your coach uses guided inquiry: asking

questions that help you examine your thinking, surface your assumptions, and develop your own

solutions.

This is not consulting (telling you what to do) or training (teaching you content). It is a

structured process of supported self-development that builds lasting capacity.

Step 4: Holistic Monitoring

Throughout the engagement, progress is monitored. There is a midway check-in and an end-of-

engagement survey. If the coaching relationship is not working, you can request a different

coach at any point. The goal is not to lock you in. It is to make sure you are getting value.

Pricing

One of the most common barriers to coaching is cost. Market-rate executive coaching typically

runs $2,500 to $12,000 for a comparable engagement. A strategic planning consultant charges

$15,000 to $60,000 or more. At the Center for Nonprofit Coaching, pricing is structured by

organization size:

Small org (<$250K/

yr)

Medium org (<$500K/

yr)

Large org (>$500K/

yr)

Individual coaching (6

sessions)

$300 $400 $600

Team coaching (6 sessions) $500 $700 $1,100
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This is 85% or more below market rate. It is possible because our coaches are experienced ICF-

certified professionals who volunteer their time to serve the nonprofit sector. They are not

beginners building hours. Most hold PCC or MCC credentials and bring years of dedicated

coaching experience.

For a small nonprofit that cannot afford a strategy consultant but whose leader needs support

through a strategic planning process, a $300 coaching engagement is a realistic investment —

not a luxury.

Who This Is For

The Center for Nonprofit Coaching serves leaders at 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations,

government agencies, and analogous mission-driven organizations. If you lead a nonprofit and

you are navigating any of the challenges described in this guide — stuck in operational mode,

avoiding hard conversations about organizational direction, making strategic decisions alone,

struggling to move from plan to execution — you are exactly who this program was built for.

“Providing professional coaching for non-profits at reduced costs makes an important

service much more accessible.” — An executive at a community action agency

“I feel more grounded, effective, and better equipped to contribute to my organization.”

— The director of an environmental nonprofit

CNPC Coaching vs. Market Rate

Market rate coaching $2,500 – $12,000

Strategy consultant $15,000 – $60,000+

CNPC individual $300 – $600

CNPC team $500 – $1,100

85%+ below market rate — ICF-credentialed volunteer coaches
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Your Strategic Leadership Development Plan

Before you close this guide, take ten minutes and write down three things:

Where you are right now. Look back at the Strategic Clarity Audit from Chapter 1. What is

your score? Which of the five areas is your biggest gap?

What you want to change. Of the five strategic leadership capacities covered in this guide,

which one — if you developed it over the next six months — would make the biggest

difference in your organization’s strategic health?

What your next concrete step is. Not your next five steps. One step. This week. It might be

one of the exercises from this guide. It might be a conversation with your board chair. It

might be an application at cnpc.coach/apply.

Continue Your Development

This guide focused on the leadership capacities that make strategic planning possible — the

human side of strategy. For the personal leadership skills that underpin strategic effectiveness,

and for the financial and technological dimensions of organizational strategy, we have three

companion guides:

Purpose-Driven Leadership — self-awareness, emotional intelligence, decision-making,

team leadership, resilience

Mastering Nonprofit Finances — budgeting, fundraising, financial sustainability

Mastering Digital Transformation — technology adoption, data strategy, digital culture

Each is available at cnpc.coach/resources.

1. 

2. 

3. 

• 

• 

• 
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Apply for Coaching

If this guide resonated, coaching is the natural next step. Not because we said so — but

because five chapters of reflection exercises showed you the gap between where you are and

where your organization needs you to be, and you already know whether you can close that gap

alone.

The application takes five minutes: cnpc.coach/apply

The Center for Nonprofit Coaching has served nonprofit leaders since 2010. We are a 501(c)(3)

ourselves. We hold the Candid 2026 Gold Seal of Transparency. Our coaches volunteer their

professional time because they believe in the sector you serve.

You do not have to figure out strategy alone.
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You do not have to carry it alone.
The application takes five minutes.

Our coaches volunteer their professional time

because they believe in the sector you serve.

cnpc.coach/apply

Center for Nonprofit Coaching

PO Box 1278, Red Oak, TX 75154

+1 (855) 755-CNPC

cnpc.coach 
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