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I'm in the process of writing a long article entitled: Why Organizations Go Off Course. The article details
a series of lessons I learned while growing the Oregon League of Conservation Voters (OLCV),1
buttressed by my observations of dozens of other organizations in Oregon and across the country.
This series offers a counterpoint to the lessons in another series: Why Organizations Thrive.
Why Organizations Go Off Course Lesson Twelve is: Step out of the Comfort Zone.
This lesson is mostly about fundraising because it’s the context where it most often comes up.
But it’s not only about fundraising.
Regularly, when I’m working with nonprofit boards, and occasionally with staff, I’m struck by the
following disconnect. On the one hand, they profess great passion for the organization’s mission and its
importance to the community. On the other hand, they routinely say they aren’t prepared to do
something for the organization because it makes them “uncomfortable.”
Now if the discomfort is ethical or legal, then of course, it’s a sign you shouldn’t do something.
But almost always the discomfort they express is: “It makes me uncomfortable to bother my friends
about this by asking them to do X.” Usually X is a request for a donation or their volunteer time.
Important mission. But not worth “bothering” anyone.
Organizations that fail to create a culture where its leaders get past this disconnect are more likely to go
off course. They may putter along doing some work, but they are unlikely to thrive.
Why this disconnect between belief in the cause and unwillingness to be uncomfortable?
What are the consequences of this disconnect?
And how can a nonprofit overcome it?
Why the disconnect?
The level of discomfort people expect to feel when talking to a friend or acquaintance about supporting
an organization is based on two cultural taboos:
•
1

A taboo against talking about money

I served as OLCV’s Executive Director from 1997-2009. During that time, we grew from a permanent staff of 1.5
to 11, and a budget of around $200,000 to more than $1 million.

•

A taboo against pressuring people

It’s not that people aren’t sincere about their belief in the cause. It’s that taboos are strong, especially
when combined with fear of the unknown.
Both taboos are cultural. Young children don’t have them. They’re constantly asking their parents for
money. And have no qualms about using pressure tactics.
Our parents and others teach us not to talk about money or use pressure tactics and most of us (though
not all) absorb those lessons by the time we are adults. For example, we learn that it’s rude to ask
someone how much money they make. Or to be viewed by others as someone who is “pushy.”
What are the consequences of the disconnect
You may be thinking, so what?
Almost always, the consequence is the organization winds up off course – on a lower trajectory with less
ability to accomplish its mission.
A focus on doing what’s comfortable is a recipe for complacency, inaction, and inertia. If your
organization is seeking change (whether of global or local scope), change is rarely created by those who
feel comfortable.
At a practical levels, organizations that fail to get outside their comfort zone draw in fewer resources
(both money and volunteer time).
Many people may be aware of and even like the organization from afar, but few wind up in a
relationship with the organization in ways that make a difference.
Foundation grants may give the appearance of organizational health for a while.
But the long run prospects are rarely good.
How do you overcome this disconnect?
There is no silver bullet you can produce that instantly will make this disconnect go away. But there are
some strategies that work over time. Here are four you may wish to try.
1.

Name the taboo.

Often times, the first step towards getting past a fear of being uncomfortable is to name the taboo
behind it. Talk about it. Recognize it for being the cultural artifact that it is. A cultural taboo that is
learned can be unlearned.
With regard to the concern about being perceived as pushy, do an exercise where you name all the
more positive synonyms for pushy (e.g. assertive, dynamic, persistent, strong-willed). These are
characteristics of strong leaders who are most likely to generate followers to a cause.
2.

Recognize the difference between imagined discomfort and actual discomfort.

Many times the discomfort people expect to experience dwarfs the actual discomfort they will feel
when doing it.

Indeed, for the vast majority of board and staff who I’ve worked with as fundraisers, their expectation of
discomfort turns into the opposite: a positive experience both for the asker and donor. The asker feels
validated. The donor is happy to invest in an organization that will accomplish things in the community
the donor values.
“Try it, you may like it” isn’t just a phrase for parents trying to get their kids to taste something new.
3.

Find a cheerleader.

Cheerleading works. Find someone who’s “been there, done that” and who can talk about their fears of
doing something uncomfortable and how when they tried it the experience was positive. Nothing is
more likely to get board members willing to fundraise than hearing one of their peers talk about how
they overcame their own reticence and now recognize that effective fundraising can be a powerful way
to strengthen relationships.
If nobody within your own organization fits the bill, find someone else in the community. In any
community there are organizations thriving. Get to know them and who is driving them forward. Ask
them to provide a pep talk about what’s possible.
4.

Keep the cause front and center.

Sometimes organizational meetings are so stuck in the weeds of finances, programs, and action plans
that those involved can become disconnected from what motivated them to get involved in the first
place.
They’re unwilling to be uncomfortable in part because they’ve lost passion for the mission. If you fear
this is happening, set aside 10 minutes at every board meeting for a round-robin where everyone shares
one thought about why they are passionate about the work being done. This may seem like a waste of
10 minutes, but when I’ve used this technique it makes a palpable difference in the quality of the
remaining meeting time.
When it comes time to get out of the comfort zone, remind people about their passion for the cause.
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