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By	Matthew	Schulz,	editor

Leadership can make or break an organisation.

Poor leadership can destroy your income, your reputation and your 
mission. Stories of failures of leadership abound in the media and 
have reached a crescendo in recent royal commissions into banking 
and institutional child abuse.

Not-for-profits	aren’t	immune	to	failures	of	leadership,	with	some	
caught up in these inquiries. And you don’t have to cast your mind 
far to think of other examples. Great leadership, on the other hand, 
can bring people together, increase your organisation’s positive 
impact, and change the world, or at least your corner of it.

Not-for-profits	are	arguably	even	more	reliant	than	corporates	–	
given	their	limited	resources	–	on	leaders	who	are	creative,	decisive	
and ethically sound. There are many other qualities some would say 
are non-negotiable when it comes to strong leadership. 

Are great leaders, then, born or made? What leadership qualities 
are inherent, and what can be cultivated? Most importantly, how 
can they be cultivated? This bumper edition of Community Directors 
Intelligence is all about leadership insights you can act on. 

We present international research and analysis about “shared 
leadership”, an examination of effective strategic leadership, the 
views of leaders in ethical practice, on-the-ground commentary 
from community workers, our own philosophical musings, and a 
whole	lot	more	–	all	of	it	aimed	at	helping	to	make	you	a	better	
leader.

In this issue

Community Directors Intelligence

An enterprise of:

How to make 
a leader
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Good leadership requires a good culture. Caesar’s approach worked for  
a while, but of course, then came the betrayal ...

Alexander conquered the 
known world in his twenties. 
Caesar conquered Gaul. 
Frederick the Great won 
the Seven Years War. That’s 
leadership!
Well, it’d better not be, because most of those 
examples were hereditary monarchs and all had 
armies, advantages that aren’t available to the 
run-of-the-mill	not-for-profit	director.	We	have	
to assemble our followers the hard way. And let’s 
face	it,	followers	are	the	difficult	bit.	

There’s a Brecht poem that goes roughly like this:
The young Alexander conquered India.
All alone? 
Caesar defeated the Gauls. 
What, he didn’t even have a cook with him? 
Frederick the 2nd won the Seven Years War. 

Him and which army? 

Leaders have to have followers. And once you’ve 
got them, the problem is getting them to do 
what	you	want.	Running	a	not-for-profit	can	be	
just	about	as	difficult	a	job	as	conquering	the	
world, but you’ve got to do it without conscription, 

sergeant-majors, or courts-martial. You have to 
persuade people. 

As	people	are	infinitely	variable,	it’s	hard	to	lay	
down hard and fast rules on how you do this. The 
trouble with good leadership, in fact, is that the 
easiest	way	to	define	it	is	by	looking	at	total	stuff-
ups and saying “Don’t do that”.

In Queensland, for example, a large and leading 
NFP	has	just	gone	down	in	flames,	harming	many	
people and scattering recriminations far and 
wide. Community support charity FSG Australia, 
with nearly a thousand employees and a turnover 
of more than $70 million, has just gone into 
voluntary liquidation after running multi-million-
dollar losses for several years.  The CEO Vicki 
Batten	–	who	was	obviously	under	a	lot	of	stress	
–	blamed	toxic	employees,	and	employees	and	
ex-employees reportedly went online to complain 
about poor management. Both are probably at 
least partly right, but that’s not the point.  

If you have a thousand employees, they can’t 
all be Nelson Mandela. Your management is 
supposed to be able to deal with a certain level 
of toxicity and still carry the mission on; and your 
management is supposed to be kept up to its 
game on this by the board. If the culture is one 
of fear and bullying, the board’s at fault. If the 
financial	projections	don’t	work	out,	it	was	the	
directors who approved the budget. 

The problem with good 
leadership

Opinion                    :

By Chris Borthwick, Thinker-in-Residence

https://www.sunshinecoastdaily.com.au/news/fsg-australia-ceo-vicki-batten-slams-employees-in-/3450959/
https://www.sunshinecoastdaily.com.au/news/fsg-australia-ceo-vicki-batten-slams-employees-in-/3450959/
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If an organisation fails to clean house after 
being laid into by the Royal Commission 
into Child Sexual Abuse, then it’s going to be 
shunned by funders, and the Commission’s 
comment on FSG’s management was

"We	find	that	[the	CEO’s]	belief	that	no-one	
at FSG would harm a child is of concern 
given that FSG cares for vulnerable children. 
Agencies responsible for overseeing FSG are 
encouraged	to	consider	[the	CEO’s]	evidence	
before the Royal Commission". 

The Commission couldn’t have made its views 
on top management, and its views on what 
the consequences should be, any clearer.  
Nonetheless, the CEO stayed on. 

Hiring the CEO, monitoring the CEO, and, if 
necessary, parting with the CEO, are the heart 
of any board’s work, and they are just about 
the only tasks that can’t be delegated. If the 
workers	are	unruly	and	unsatisfied,	the	CEO	is	
at fault.  If the CEO is at fault, the board is at 
fault, and it should be prepared to admit it. 
The FSG board has as yet made no comment 
on the collapse. 

Before the D-Day invasion, Eisenhower, 
the Allied commander, wrote a note to be 
brought out only if the whole enterprise failed 
horribly. It ended: “The troops did all that 
bravery and devotion to duty could do. If 
any blame or fault attaches to the attempt 
it is mine alone.” That, if anything, is what 
leadership means. The buck stops with the 
board.

Leadership resources

Community Directors Intelligence  
past editions (PDF downloads)

Hot seat edition: The role of the chair

Maximise impact: What’s your end game?

Effective leadership: Dealing with board 
behaviour 

Web resources
Take Control: Our leadership web page  
(see also page 24)

Help sheet: The role of the CEO

Help sheet: The qualities of good leadership

Tools and resources: Resources for boards

 
Training and support
Tailored training options at ICDA 

For NFP CEOs: Leaders mentor program

 
Books 

Get on a Board (Even better - Become the 
Chair) Advancing Diversity & Women in 
Australia

Surviving and Thriving as a Safe, Effective Board 
Member

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/files/ICDA/newsletters/Board_Builder_July2017_RoleOfTheChair.pdf?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/files/ICDA/newsletters/BOARDBUILDER-Endgame2015.pdf?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/files/ICDA/newsletters/BOARDBUILDER-Board-Behaviour.pdf?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/files/ICDA/newsletters/BOARDBUILDER-Board-Behaviour.pdf?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/take-control/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=1377&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=1356&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/courses/?articleId=3239&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5022&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5022&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5022&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/marketplace/marketplace_article.jsp?articleId=899&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/marketplace/marketplace_article.jsp?articleId=899&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/diploma?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=CDI&utm_campaign=newsletter
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For all of the talk about the 
importance of leadership, 
relatively few resources are 
applied to its support and 
development. Rather, the 
bulk	of	investment	flows	into	
building and maintaining the 
infrastructure of management 
and control.
The scale of this investment in regulation and 
surveillance is easy to underestimate. For 
example, government regulation is just the tip of 
an iceberg of which private sector compliance 
programs make up the larger part. As such, 
some	of	the	most	prolific	rule-makers	in	the	land	
sit at the nation’s board tables. Fearful of their 
own liability and hungry for certainty, company 
directors feed (and are fed on by) a narrowly 
conceived culture of compliance. 

Of equal concern is the way in which 
organisations are led to disguise their real 

preferences by applying comforting (but 
misleading) labels to their programs. The 
fact that a management program has the 
word “leadership” in its title does not make it 
a leadership program. Yet programs of this 
kind abound. This observation is not meant to 
suggest that there is no longer a need for strong 
management programs. In fact, the opposite is 
true. However, if organisations are ever to realise 
their full potential, the technical competence of 
managers needs to be reinforced by the art of 
leadership.

That we do not do so, in any extensive or 
meaningful way, is due to a number of factors 
not least of which is, as noted above, the fear 
of personal liability amongst people in positions 
of power and authority.  In some respects their 
fear is well founded. Society has recoiled against 
an earlier period in history when people running 
public and private sector organisations seemed 
to be beyond the reach of accountability, no 
matter how terrible the consequences of failures 
in governance. 

Unfortunately, society’s response has been largely 
unidirectional; placing the majority of its eggs in 
the “regulation and surveillance” basket. 

Vision and courage,  
the twin foundations  
of leadership

Analysis     ô

By Simon Longstaff, executive director, The Ethics Centre
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This has stimulated a vicious cycle in which those 
subject to these controls have replicated the 
approach, across the system as a whole.  

However, there are two deeper issues to consider. 
First, it may be that society has lost faith in the 
power of good leadership to shape events for 
the better. That is, rather than rely on the qualities 
of people, society has thought to “engineer 
out” their frailties by creating a system that is 
so	finely	regulated	as	to	prevent	any	person	
from choosing to do what is wrong. Rather, 
if all comply with the technical demands of 
the system, it is assumed, “bad things” will not 
happen.

While this kind of thinking is understandable, 
borrowing as it does from utopian/dystopian 
fantasies (depending on your world view) of risk-
free and perfect certainty, it stands in contrast 
to what we know of reality. Furthermore, the 
model	of	the	“finely-regulated	system”	contains	
within it the seeds of its own failure.  Rather 
than eliminating risk, such a system increases 
systemic risk (risk to the system as a whole) 
by reducing the capacity of any single actor to 
make good decisions when the system is sub-
optimal in its performance.

The best analogy that I can think of for this risk is 
that of putting a person into a full-body plaster 
cast as a way of ensuring that they maintain 
a straight and steady posture. To the casual 
observer, this will seem to be a model of stability. 
However, unseen within the bounds of the cast, 
the person’s body will be changing; muscles 
wasting away to nothing for want of use and 
bones losing their load-bearing capacity. The 
more perfect the performance of the plaster cast, 
the more the degradation within. 

Should the plaster cast fail, the body within will be 
doomed to collapse. Of course, everyone knows 
that this true, even those who design, build and 
maintain the plaster cast. Their response is to 
patch,	reinforce	and	refine	the	plaster	cast.

However, there may be a second factor that 
limits our investment in leadership. Apart from 
not trusting the variable human dimension to 
leadership, it may also be that we no longer 
really understand what leadership involves and 
requires. It is this issue that will be addressed in 
the remainder of this article.

The most potent enemy of ethical leadership is 
unthinking custom and practice.

Defining leadership
There	are	many	definitions	of	leadership	from	
which	to	choose.	The	one	that	I	find	most	
compelling forms part of the doctrine of the 
Australian	Defence	Force.	The	ADF	defines	
leadership	as,	“The	exercise	of	influence	in	order	
to bring about the willing consent of others in the 
ethical pursuit of missions”.

“The most potent enemy 
of ethical leadership is 
unthinking custom and 

practice.”

The ADF’s definition of leadership incorporates 
ethics, and Air Vice-Marshal Tracy Smart AM, 
the force’s top medic, has taken this to heart 
in tackling the health of troops. She told the 
Star Observer in a 2015 interview a little about 
her leadership style as it related to her own 
sexuality as a lesbian: “I think defence people 
are far more interested in the type of leader 
that you are, and the environment that you 
create in your command. If you have that right, 
then inclusive and respectful behaviour simply 
become ‘business as usual’ and expected”. 
Picture: Australian Defence Force

http://www.starobserver.com.au/news/national-news/even-higher-ranking-for-australias-most-senior-lesbian-defence-force-officer-warrior-doc/143774
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I	like	this	definition	for	a	couple	of	reasons.	First,	
there	is	the	emphasis	on	influence	and	consent.	
There is nothing here about the exercise of power 
or insistence upon compliance. Second, it is 
striking that the military conceive of leadership 
as an ethical practice. That is, they do not aim 
to treat the ethical dimension as something that 
is to be “bolted on” to leadership, as an “extra” 
(optional or otherwise). Rather, ethics is an 
integral (and integrated) part of leadership. The 
reason for this is not hard to discern. There is a 
telling maxim in military affairs, “no plan survives 
first	contact	with	the	enemy.”	The	profession	of	
arms intersects with a world of rapid change, 
unpredictability and lethal consequences. If you 
do not manage risk, then the consequences 
are not merely some dent to the “bottom line” 
but quite possibly death or injury. Such hard 
facts concentrate the mind. The military have 
learned	that	this	is	why	leadership,	as	defined	
above, really matters. When all of the carefully 
constructed systems and structures have broken 
down, the only thing that may stand between 
success and failure will be those human factors 
embedded in the quality of leadership.

Of course, it must be noted that the world of 
the military is one of extraordinary contexts and 
demands, in many a world apart from ordinary 
world of civilian life. Yet, for all of the very real 
differences, we should not ignore a core lesson, 
that the most effective way in which to manage 
risk is to invest in ethical leadership.

But what does such leadership involve? What 
does it require of those who would lead? And are 
there any core lessons for leaders? In my opinion, 
good leadership is built on twin foundations: 
strategic vision and moral courage.

Strategic vision 
There are three elements to strategic vision:

1. The ability simultaneously to “see” a situation 
at multiple levels. There is the “satellite” level that 
reveals	the	larger	picture	within	which	specific	
issues are located. There is the “submarine” level 
that	reveals	how	specific	issues	are	affected	
by “undercurrents” that shape the operating 
environment. Finally, a leader with strategic 
vision sees things in the moment, being entirely 
“present”	to	those	dealing	with	specific	issues	or	
an evolving situation. As one might recognise, it 
takes a particular “presence of mind” to operate 
simultaneously at all three levels. Yet this is 
something that leaders can be trained to do.

2. The ability to employ a kind of empathetic 
“moral imagination” that places a leader in the 
shoes of key participants including, supporters, 
allies and foes. The capacity to “read oneself” 
into a situation, to see events as others might 
see them and to understand the implications of 
these perspectives, is of considerable advantage 
to leaders. An important function of a leader is 
to bring such insight to bear on a situation as to 
enable and encourage others to proceed down 
paths that would otherwise remain obscured or 
closed to them.

3. Being able to simultaneously “see” a situation 
at multiple levels and employ “moral imagination” 
gives rise to a third ability: the ability to 
perceive	(or	sometimes	to	create)	“inflection	
points”.	Inflection	points	are	best	understood	
as	presenting	opportunities	to	redefine	the	
conditions under which success might be 
achieved.	Those	who	perceive	or	create	inflection	
points	are	not	bound	by	a	fixed	description	of	
a particular situation. Instead, they are more 
likely	to	see	apparently	fixed	points	as	variables	
that	can	be	reconfigured	to	provide	new	
opportunities. Strategic vision allows leaders to 
see new possibilities not apparent to others.

Moral courage
The other foundation for leadership, moral 
courage, is made necessary by the fact that 
many individuals and organisations prefer the 
comfort of the familiar, even if “the familiar” is 
outmoded and dangerous. 

Dr Simon Longstaff says good leaders may 
need to cope with unpopularity to challenge 
“unthinking” actions.
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Those who would lead must be prepared to 
challenge patterns of unthinking custom and 
practice	that	typically	define	the	environment	in	
which they work.

In most cases, if you ask people to explain 
their conduct, the typical response will be that 
“everybody does it this way” or that it is “just the 
way we do things around here”. That is, people 
will be either unwilling or unable to link what 
they do to a clearly articulated and understood 
framework of purpose, values and principles. 
Usually this tendency will be relatively harmless 
in its effects. However, in some cases, unthinking 
custom and practice will expose an organisation 
to risk if not ruin. And when all of the damage is 
done and people are asked to explain why they 
engaged in such ruinous conduct they will say, 
truthfully, that they did not see the risk at the time. 
Instead, what they saw will have been a world 
viewed through a limited lens, the lens of “the 
familiar”.

It is against this background that one of the 
defining	roles	of	a	leader	is	to	engage	in	and	
foster acts of “constructive subversion”.

Constructive subversion undermines unthinking 
custom and practice by questioning the basis 
for perceiving the world through the eyes of and 
of acting according to “the familiar”. Such acts of 
subversion are not destructive because the task 
of a good leader is to help each organisation to 
become more like the thing it says that it wants to 
be. That is, leaders are not supposed to impose 
upon an organisation a personal or idiosyncratic 
view of what it should be. Instead, their task is to 
serve	a	defining	purpose	within	a	governance	
framework with core values and principles at its 
heart.

To do any of this, not least to question the often 
long-established precedents of unthinking 
custom and practice is to invite the disapproval 
of those with an investment in the status quo. 
Whatever the organisational structure, there is 
likely to be a majority who protect “the familiar” 
and who will resist those who seek to probe and 
expose its limitations. That is why leaders need to 
draw so heavily on a reserve of moral courage.

This is not to suggest that people should be 
reckless in their style of leadership. Good 
leaders are not required to throw themselves 
onto the “funeral pyre of integrity” whenever the 
opportunity arises.  Effective leaders understand 
that there is more to be achieved than a few 
beautiful sparks arising from the embers of their 
career. While there will be times when a stand 
must be made as a matter of principle, leaders 

will draw on their capacity for strategic vision by 
sensing, by seeing how and when to prosecute a 
particular course of action. Thus moral courage, 
like all virtues, requires a leader to discern the 
“golden mean” that exists between the twin 
poles of rash and foolhardy action and the 
procrastination of the coward.

Becoming a leader
Earlier, I proposed a distinction between the 
techniques of management and the art of 
leadership. I noted that both capacities are 
valuable	–	even	essential	–	arenas	for	human	
development, but suggested that our society 
does a poor job of investing in leadership.  
Instead, we seem to be inclined to “re-
label” management programs with the word 
“leadership”, and pretend that the issue is being 
addressed.

A sure sign of a mislabeled program will be 
that it is structured around exercises that take 
place within a formal learning environment. 
Having spent over two decades working with 
and developing leaders, I am convinced that 
the art of leadership only emerges as a result of 
experiential learning. Learning of this kind tests 
and	refines	a	person’s	leadership	capacity	within	
a crucible of “embodied experience”. Understood 
in these terms, authentic leadership programs 
work over an extended period of time, exposing 
their participants to a range of experiences 
that challenge them physically, intellectually, 
emotionally and spiritually. Ideally, participants 
meet each challenge and, in doing so, come 

“Thus moral courage, 
like all virtues, requires 

a leader to discern 
the 'golden mean' that 

exists between the 
twin poles of rash and 
foolhardy action and 
the procrastination of 

the coward.”
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to recognise their own latent capacity to lead 
when called upon to do so. The process of 
self-validation that comes about within a well-
structured program is essential. A notional leader 
can have all of the technical skills in the world yet 
lack the self-belief necessary to risk taking up a 
leadership challenge.

This article is not the place to outline the kind of 
“curriculum” that is better suited to the task of 
developing effective leaders. However there is 
nothing especially mysterious about the process. 
Indeed, the only real mystery in developing 
and implementing programs that build 
effective leaders is that so few organisations 
invest adequately in the task. Instead, most 
organisations adopt the comforting myth that 
leaders can be made “on the cheap” and in a 
matter of weeks, largely spent within a training 
room.

Becoming a leader, regardless of one’s formal 
role in an organisation, requires time and 
practice, ideally accompanied by a small, 
supportive group of others making the same 
journey. Along the way, good leaders pick up 
some essential skills, including an ethical literacy 
that can be used to explain and inspire across 
varied audiences.

To conclude
The most potent enemy of ethical leadership 
is unthinking custom and practice. It is this that 
leads otherwise good persons to participate in 
or to tolerate evil deeds. Thus, an ethical leader 
will always seek to look beyond conventional 
morality in favour of the application of an ethical 
framework	that	is	based	on	personal	reflection	
and is authentically held as the basis for living a 
responsible life.

Ethical leaders are actively engaged in 
acts of “constructive subversion”, subverting 

unthinking custom and practice in order to build 
organisations and communities that increasingly 
become more like the thing that they say they 
ought	to	be	as	flourishing	human	communities.

To lead in these terms is to court unpopularity, 
often from all quarters where the majority will 
prefer simple certainties and a quiet life based 
around comfortable habits. Thus the need for 
leaders to possess an unusually high degree of 
moral courage, as must be drawn on when even 
the leader may be plagued by genuine doubt 
about how best to proceed.

Under this model, the requirement for leaders is 
essentially personal in character:

• a well-formed (and informed) conscience

• a well-formed (and informed) intuition (there 
should be no tolerance of those who are 
too	lazy	or	complacent	to	work	towards	the	
refinement	of	their	intuition)

• the virtues of moral courage and humility

• respect for the intrinsic dignity of others

• a capacity for discernment (including strategic 
vision and empathy)

These are the attributes that inspire others to 
follow,	willingly–even	to	a	point	of	personal	
sacrifice.	This	is	what	lies	at	the	heart	of	ethical	
leadership … the art of doing.

Dr Longstaff AO is a member of the Our 
Community board, has been Executive Director at 
The Ethics Centre for 27 years, is a Fellow of CPA 
Australia was appointed an Honorary Professor at 
the Australian National University at the National 
Centre for Indigenous Studies in 2016. This article 
was	first	published	by	The	Ethics	Centre	in	2014.	

MORE INFO
Read more from The Ethics Centre

http://www.ethics.org.au/on-ethics/blog
https://ourcommunity.com.au/secure/event/event_sign_up.form?conferenceId=288&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Most	not-for-profit	leaders	
aim	to	set	–	and	expect	the	
people in their organisations 
to	practise	–	high	standards	
of ethical behaviour that will 
protect their organisations’ 
reputations and maintain the 
trust of members, clients and 
stakeholders.
But	experts	in	the	field	of	human	behaviour	and	
management say humans are irrational and 
tribal, and getting them to behave in a particular 
way isn’t always easy.

The	Ethics	Alliance	–	a	group	of	like-minded	
businesses who’ve pledged to do better when 
it	comes	to	ethics	–	recently	hosted	an	event	
aimed at exploring these issues, and Community 
Directors Intelligence went along to learn more. 

‘Embedding Values and Principles’ brought 
together a psychologist, a behavioural scientist 
and a top public servant in a session hosted by 
The Ethics Centre’s Dr Simon Longstaff.

Without ethics you cannot lead
The Ethic Centre’s executive director, Simon 
Longstaff, told Community Directors Intelligence 
that leadership and ethics are in lockstep. He 
has also written a more detailed examination 
of ethics and leadership in this edition, but 
summarised these thoughts at the event.

WATCH NOW: Experts reveal the best way to 
embed ethics in your organisation.

Dr Simon Longstaff, Bri Williams, Dr Bob Murray and Dr Don Munro consider the tricky business of  
putting ethics into practice at a recent event hosted by The Ethics Alliance in three states.

If ethics is so obvious,  
why is it so hard?

Leading by example  B

By	Matthew	Schulz,	journalist,	Our	Community

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rK_5rbj3zxk&feature=youtu.be&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://youtu.be/rK_5rbj3zxk?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://youtu.be/rK_5rbj3zxk?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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“In the past, people have tended to think of 
leadership as something separate, into which one 
injects a little bit of ethics from time to time. 

“But in fact, leadership itself is an ethical practice. 
It's about moral courage; for example, having the 
courage to question the conventions of the place 
where you might be working. 

“It's about having a clear sense of purpose and 
values and principles. And you cannot lead, I'd 
say, you cannot understand leadership … unless 
you understand its ethical dimension.” 

He says one of a leader’s top responsibilities is to 
be able to transmit ethical practice clearly and 
consistently. 

“Be very clear about your purpose. People need 
to understand that, along with your values and 
principles. Unless you tell them, there's no basis 
against which they can calibrate their own 
conduct, so you need to be very explicit about it.”

And he says good leaders must be “relentless in 
ensuring the consistency of what you actually do, 
to see that aligns with what you say”. 

Yet he acknowledges ethical decisions can face 
strong resistance, and that real leaders must 
decide how and when it’s right to take action.

“Most of the bad things that happen in the world 
are done by good people doing bad things. So 
firstly,	you've	got	to	understand	that	in	many,	
many cases, when you ask people, ‘Well, why did 
you do it?’, they'll say, ‘Well, I didn't see it at the 
time’. Why did you not see it? ‘Because everybody 
was doing it, because that's just the way we were 
doing things around here’.”

When people realise they’re making a real choice 
between right and wrong, it becomes a true test 
of leadership.

“There	are	some	cases	where	[people]	actually	
see what they're doing as wrong, and they 
do it anyway, because they're under so much 
pressure. That's where the issue of moral courage 

comes to the fore,” Dr Longstaff says. 

“I'm not saying that people have to throw 
themselves onto the funeral pyre of integrity and 
disappear with a few brief, beautiful sparks.

“But you do know that there will be times when 
you have to be willing to take risks, hopefully in a 
nuanced and intelligent way, in order to try and 
bring about change."

Tragic death helped company steer 
true course
Influential	Australian	business	figure	and	NAB	
non-executive director Ann Sherry introduced the 
session at the bank’s headquarters in Melbourne. 

“In the current environment, where trust for 
business is low and the perception of poor ethical 
conduct across business is relatively high, is a 
good time to talk about what we need to do as 
individuals, how we address the issues,” she said.

Ms Sherry has seen ethical problems play out at 
close hand: she joined the cruise ship company 
Carnival	Australia	as	CEO	in	2007	just	as	findings	
of the coronial inquest into the 2002 overdose 
death of P&O cruise ship passenger Dianne 
Brimble were handed down.

She spoke candidly about the ethical and cultural 
challenges faced by Carnival (parent company 
of P&O) amid huge media interest in the sordid 
details of the case.

“By the time I arrived there, the leadership of the 
business were hiding under their desks … and 
couldn’t believe the media was being so horrible 
to them.”

Ann Sherry says it is up to good leaders to 
resolve “ethical contradictions” that may arise in 
organisations. Picture: Carnival Australia

“The learning from that  
is … if you listen much  
more carefully to your 

organisation … you hear  
those contradictions.”  

–	Ann	Sherry
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Ms Sherry said there had been a gap between 
public perceptions and the company’s actions. 

“We didn’t believe we could have done anything 
else,	that	we	acted	properly	–	we	called	in	
police, we did … we did ... Yet the way it played 
out publicly was ‘we didn’t do enough’ to protect 
Dianne Brimble from the actions of other 
passengers;	[for	example]	we	didn’t	do	enough	
to manage the amount of drinking on the ship.”

She spoke of an “ethical contradiction” where 
many of the ship’s crew, in continuing to sell 
alcohol despite their own doubts, “thought they 
were doing what they thought we wanted them 
to do, not what they thought was the right thing 
to do”.

Under her watch, many changes were made to 
the business, and high among those was a clear 
commitment to responsible serving of alcohol as 
part of a responsibility to all passengers. 

“If you don’t accept that as a total responsibility 
then people can drive a wedge into your 
organisation to say … well, you didn’t do the right 
thing.” 

“It sat much better with the crew so that they 
could do the right thing without feeling they were 
running a contrary line to the management.

"The learning from that is … if you listen much 
more carefully to your organisation … you hear 
those contradictions.” 

Leading change in an organisation 
the size of a city
When it comes to listening, NSW Public Service 
Commission principal advisor Dr Don Munro 
needs his ear close to the ground, having the 
responsibility of wrangling ethical dilemmas and 
differences in a public service with 400,000 staff 
across 120 organisations.

The NSW government sets out principles of 
ethical conduct in “The Code of Ethics and 
Conduct for NSW Government Sector Employees”. 
However, working out how to apply those 
principles in the workplace is largely up to 
individuals.

Dr Munro, who has dealt with such diverse 
workplaces as classrooms and police stations 
in	his	five	years	in	the	role,	has	adopted	a	
two-pronged approach to embedding ethical 
practices:	the	first	prong	is	organisational	
infrastructure, and the second is culture.

Infrastructure refers to policies, training and 
human resources practices, including hiring and 

promotions, while conferences and regional tours 
help to get the word out. 

But the most successful driver of change has 
been a regular census in which staff assess the 
performance	of	their	own	department	–	with	
snapshots of the results made available to all 
levels of organisations. 

Dr Munro cites one census that revealed high 
levels	of	bullying,	which	first	shocked,	then	
sparked major internal changes across every 
agency.

He	split	the	change	process	into	the	“five	Ps”:	
policy, procedures, preaching, performance 
measures, and punishment. 

“A lot of people don’t think about punishment and 
ethics, but what we found in NSW is that once 
you start sacking senior executives for unethical 
conduct, that really gets people’s attention.”

The importance of culture
Dr Munro says attempts to change practices 
don’t work where cultural barriers are too high; for 
example, where the prevailing attitude is “Yeah, 
but this is the way we really do things around 
here”.

That culture of shared norms, routines, and stories 
passed along on by staff can cement problems 
in place, and compulsory training programs are 
met with “snoring up the back”. 

His teams got better results when they engaged 
with staff, asking, for instance, “What would make 
this a really good place to work?”

Dr Don Munro has helped to introduce ethical 
practice across the NSW public service.
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The result? People talking about respect, openess, 
flexibility	with	customers,	accountability,	service,	
integrity. “We didn’t talk about ethics, but they 
were doing it”. 

“Hearing each other talking about what makes a 
good workplace was starting to … reset the norms 
of what makes good practice. So when people 
went	back	to	their	offices,	they	knew	the	people	
at the top wanted, it their manager wanted it, 
most people around the table wanted it, and the 
people who didn’t want it … they were the odd 
ones out.”

Three steps to ethical behaviour 
that work 

Asked how leaders within much smaller 
community organisations can lead change, Dr 
Munro	–	who	has	also	done	his	share	of	work	in	
the	non-government	sector	–	says	this:	

“Step one: Make sure you walk the talk, because 
everyone is looking at you, you're the leader. If you 
walk past unethical practices, or if you do positive 
things, everyone will pick up that tone at the top, 
and that will be the most important thing you can 
do in terms of your personal behaviour. 

“Step two: Say what you mean by ethics. Get 
some measures, so that people can say, ‘Ethics 
means I'm going to treat the clients better’ … 
because just talking about ethics in general is a 
too vague. 

“Step three: Go to your staff, and say, ‘Look here 
are some ethical values or some principles that 
we need to embed in our organisation. How 
can we do it in your workplace?’ Because what 
happens	in	a	head	office	or	a	corporate	office	
may	be	very	different	if	you're	in	the	office	out	in	
in the bush." 

This can mean changed work practices, 
redesigned	jobs	or	offices,	or	promoting	an	
organisation differently, he says.

“There are a lot of things you can do often that 
don't cost a cent, that will then mean people not 
only understand what those values and ethics 
mean, but they will then do it, because they are 
involved in building it themselves.” 

Why human behaviour and ethics 
aren’t a simple mix
Human nature is not always front-of-mind when 
you’re drawing up a values statement for your 
organisation, but perhaps it should be.

Behavioural neurogeneticist and clinical 
psychologist Dr Bob Murray has examined the 

fields	of	psychology,	genetics	and	management	
to get a handle on what works in organisations. 

His starting point? 

“We simply do not know about other people, but 
we believe we do.”

He says that our society, and our workplaces 
in particular, “aren’t in line with human design 
specs”.

And the implications for ethical behaviour are 
dramatic: Dr Murray says the real driver of 
people	–and	by	default	organisations	–	is	group	
behaviour.

He says that it is helpful to look at evolutionary 
behaviour, which has taught us to cultivate 
our membership of the “tribe”, and that “80% of 
all genetics and neurobiology is relationship 
forming”.

“We behave the way people want us to behave, 
whether it’s good or bad.” 

“We follow someone 
because we're invested in 
the relationship with them. 
We're relationship-forming 
animals.”	–	Dr	Bob	Murray

Dr Bob Murray’s study has focussed on human 
behaviour and its impact on organisations.
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That membership of a group is a critical part 
of allowing us to better consider “collaboration, 
community, culture”. 

“We follow someone because we're invested in 
the relationship with them. We're relationship-
forming animals.”

“Now that can be the leader. If you get a 
skilled leader, you'll get people invested in the 
relationship with him or her. And once they're 
invested in that relationship, then they will do 
what they suggest in order to strengthen that 
relationship. 

“We don't engage in ethical behaviour. We 
engage in group behaviour. And the ethics of 
the group are just simply what the group feels 
is most likely to further their ends. We adopt the 
behaviors we think will lead to us having more 
support among the people that we care about.”

And the crucial lesson out of this? If you want 
people to behave ethically, focus on the 
behaviour, not the ethics. 

“What you need to do is say, ‘What behaviours 
do I want to see in my organisation?’, not, ‘What 
are the principles or the values that we espouse?’ 
And then discuss that with the people that you 
lead	and	sort	of	refine	those,	take	them	into	
the decision-making process. And then that 
becomes your behavioural charter, if you like.”

Dr Murray says too often, organisations begin with 
trying to change beliefs, but he argues that’s a 
recipe for failure. Instead, he argues, once you’ve 
changed the behaviour, you should reward that 
response in a feedback loop that will begin to 
change	people’s	experiences,	and	finally	their	
beliefs.

Bridging the gap between ethics 
and actions
Psychologist and behavioural economics expert 
Bri Williams says marketers and advertisers are 
familiar	with	some	of	the	difficulties	in	predicting	
people’s behaviour and persuading them, and 
employ a series of techniques that aren’t to do 
with ethics.

It’s	not	hard	to	find	a	chasm	between	people’s	
intentions and actions, and it is in this space that 
influencers	operate.

Take canned tomatoes, for instance. You might 
tell yourself that you prefer Australian-made, that 
you want to support local jobs, or reduce “food 
miles”.

 “I tell myself that I want to buy Australian,” Ms 
Williams said, “but when I get to the supermarket 

the Italian tomatoes are on sale ...”

Ms Williams agreed in many ways with Dr 
Murray’s claim about irrational behaviour.

“We’re not rational,” she declared, citing our 
attitude to superannuation. 

“If we were rational, we would all save for our 
retirement. We don’t!

“There’s a gap between what we say we’re going 
to do and what we actually do.”

Similarly,	Ms	Williams	says,	that	statement–
action gap can apply to staff questionnaires or 
surveys about whether they’ve actually read and 
understood your ethics policies. 

And in a worrying quirk, Ms Williams says, some 
studies show that ethical behaviour can actually 
be linked to later unethical behaviour, where 

“So we can’t rely on what 
people tell us that they’ll do, 
we can’t assume that they 
are rational, and we can’t 
underestimate the impact 

of the environment.”  
–	Bri	Williams

Bri Williams says there’s often a big gap between 
what people say they believe, and what they do.
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people justify bad behaviour on the basis of 
earlier good behaviour (having earned Brownie 
points, if you will).

She cited the actions of fallen cycling champion 
Lance Armstrong, who eased his cheating 
conscience with his Livestrong cancer foundation.

Ms Williams also discussed how environment, 
structure, architecture and shape can signal and 
shape behaviour: think of the impact of round 
versus angular tables, transparent architecture or 
even	the	size	of	your	ice-cream	bowl.

“So we can’t rely on what people tell us that 
they’ll do, we can’t assume that they are rational, 
and we can’t underestimate the impact of the 
environment.” 

Overcoming apathy, ‘decision 
paralysis’ and anxiety
Ms Williams turned to behavioural economics 
and theories and summarised the “three buckets 
of resistance that you’re likely to encounter” when 
asking people to change their behaviour.

Apathy or laziness: "I don't want to think about 
what you're asking me to do.”

She says people won’t change if they can’t be 
bothered.

“What we want to make sure that we do is reduce 
the effort of the change and maximise the 
benefits."

That means leaders must think about “the pay-
off” for stakeholders.

Decision paralysis: “I call it becoming 
overwhelmed.”

Offering too many choices and too much 
information can cause attempts to change 
things to get stuck in the mud.

“That's when we're asking them to change, but 
we're giving them so many things to think about 
that it's too much. They're like bunnies in the 
headlights. We need to really clarify what do we 
want them to do and keep it simple.” 

Anxiety: “What I have to give up to change my 
behaviour.”

Ms Williams also characterises this behaviour as 
“loss aversion”, drawing a parallel with the second 
serve in tennis, in which a player will dramatically 
reconsider how much risk they’re prepared to 
take in order to get the ball over the net, even 
though the action is technically identical.

“This is when people are scared or worried about 
changing their behaviour.”

She says people won’t necessarily expressly say, 
“I'm not going to do that, because I'm worried 
about it”, but she advises leaders to anticipate 
that reaction anyway, that nervousness about 
change.

“So what can you do? Provide assurances and 
also make sure they're comfortable in making the 
change.”

A simple lesson from this three-part model is 
this: Think twice before dumping a huge policy 
document about ethical practices on your 
stakeholders, because it will play into all three of 
these barriers.

“The key here is to make sure reward is greater 
than effort.”

MORE INFO
About the Ethics Alliance

Bri Williams’ website

More about Dr Bob Murray

http://www.ethics.org.au/alliance
http://www.briwilliams.com.au/
http://fortinberrymurray.com/about-us/founder-profiles/
https://www.givenow.com.au/crowdraiser?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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US education pioneer Dr Mary 
Gentile	has	seen	first-hand	
some of the most devastating 
ethical failures of the business 
world, and it is that experience 
that has shown her how to 
overcome the biggest barriers 
to acting ethically. 
Dr Gentile, in Melbourne recently for the 
Communities in Control conference, came with a 
powerful solution to the ethical failures wracking 
many organisations across the world.

Striding the stage in a spirited performance, 
Dr Gentile described her “crisis of faith” having 
taught the captains of industry at Harvard 
Business School, yet repeatedly witnessing 
graduates from leading US universities later 
facing up to some of the biggest scandals, 
financial	collapses	and	ethically	questionable	
behaviours in history.

She trawled through thousands of experiences 
from business leaders to ask: Why do some do 
the right thing, but not others?

“We couldn’t say one group of people were 
‘more morally troubled’, or organisationally 
sophisticated or politically savvy.”

But she found a pattern: that often, those 
prepared to act ethically had rehearsed their 
actions beforehand, through a teacher, a mentor, 
or someone senior to them.

It made sense to Dr Gentile, who, as a martial 
artist accustomed to defending herself in training, 
understood the power of "muscle memory", or 
acting	on	learned	reflexes.

As Dr Gentile put it: “Rather than asking them 
to think their way to a different way of action, 
ask them to act their way to a different way of 
thinking.”

 “When we get these tests of character, we 
almost	dumb	down	and	freeze.	Which	is	why	we	
need to practise all these skills.”

Dr Gentile has developed that skill into a system 
dubbed “Giving voice to value”.

“Giving voice to value is all about once you know 
what’s right, how do you get it done effectively? 
And what will the pushback be?”

 
Dr Gentile travelled to Australia as a guest of 
Our Community for the annual Communities in 
Control conference, with the support of the US 
Government. 

MORE
Watch, listen or read Dr Gentile’s powerful 
presentation on ethics

Ethics as a 
karate chop 
in the face of 
wrong

Practising good  

Mary Gentile at the CIC conference. Picture: Ellen 
Smith/esphotos.com.au

j

https://www.darden.virginia.edu/ibis/initiatives/giving-voice-to-values/
https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/speakers/?speaker=Dr Mary C. Gentile
https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/speakers/?speaker=Dr Mary C. Gentile
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/subscribe/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Delegates at the latest Communities in Control conference. Picture: Ellen Smith

Each year, Our Community 
hosts the Communities in 
Control conference for 1000 
representatives of community 
organisations,	not-for-profits,	
activists and progressive 
thinkers from across Australia 
and beyond.
And what better place than a convention centre 
crammed	with	leaders	to	find	out	the	secrets	of	
good community leadership, especially given this 
year’s conference theme: “Activating community 
leadership to combat inequality”.

What makes a good community leader? We 
asked the question of former Australian Human 
Rights Commission president GillianTriggs, 
US education pioneer Mary Gentile, political 
commentator	Jamila	Rizvi,	animal	rights	
advocate Philip Wollen, social researcher Hugh 
Mackay, and economist Nicholas Gruen, as well 
as several articulate delegates. 

The answers varied as much as the people we 
spoke to, but some powerful recurring themes 
emerged.

Several	talked	about	the	significance	of	listening	
(we heard that one a LOT), resilience, “playing 
to your strengths”, creativity and imagination, 
“telling the truth fearlessly and forcefully”, good 
communication, seeking equality, harnessing 
passion	–	and	of	course	listening.	But	don’t	take	
our word for it, watch the video yourself.

MORE INFO 
Lessons from Communities in Control 2018

What makes a good 
community leader?

Video report                               q

WATCH NOW: Experts and delegates discuss 
community leadership

https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/event/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTkb-dUzYr4&t=1s&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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2020 vision: Reinvent 
your organisation in 
less than two years

Conference preview  M

Every organisation needs a 
clear picture of how it will look 
and what it aims to achieve in 
the next 18 months, and good 
leadership is key.
This year’s Community Directors Conference, 
formerly the Board Builder Conference, will help 
guide you to a clear picture of 2020, with detailed 
sessions on: 

• How to power change in your organisation with 
the right data platforms

• How to transform your organisational structure 
in a complex environment

•	Troubleshooting	and	future-proofing	your	
organisation

•	How	to	ensure	your	not-for-profit	is	cyber-safe
• How to price your services with earned income
• Secrets from the "board doctors"
This year’s keynote speaker is Susan Pascoe, AM, 
chair of the Community Directors Council and 
former commissioner of the Australian Charities 
and	Not-for-profits	Commission	who	will	provide	

insights into the increased scrutiny, funding issues 
and political challenges facing the sector. 

We’ve also got outcomes measurement expert 
Jen Riley conducting a Q&A about data methods 
being pioneered by Windana Drug and Alcohol 

Community Directors Council chair Susan 
Pascoe will deliver the keynote speech. 

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/courses/?articleId=7348&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Recovery, and The Huddle, based at the North 
Melbourne Football Club.

Greening Australia CEO Brendan Foran and 
chair Gordon Davis have agreed to reveal their 
organisation’s transformation from dark times 
into a new model for a national organisation that 
fields	150	staff	across	30	locations.	

Moores is sending two senior legal principals, 
Catherine Brooks and Skye Rose, to help you 
avoid some of the toughest issues facing the 
sector: child protection, sexual harassment and 
wrongful termination.

Media veterans Aileen Berry and Brian Walsh will 
talk tactics in the make-or-break battles that 
determine whether your reputation will survive a 
crisis intact.

Cyber expert Fergus Brooks decodes IT 
gobbledegook to explain what measures your 
organisation should take to avoid being the next 
one to fall victim to hackers, as well as what to do 
if the worst happens.

And when it comes to money, no one 
understands pricing of services quite like Dr David 
Gilchrist, whose expertise about the NDIS and its 
funding model is unmatched.

This year’s conference also brings you the “board 
doctors”, ready to diagnose whatever ails you 
–	whether	its	finances,	policies	or	internal	strife	–	
and suggest appropriate treatment. 

This program has been designed for community 
directors and NFP staff by drawing on surveys 
and comments from previous conferences to 
create an event that’s second to none. 

We’re offering you access to the skills and 
knowledge you need to reinvent your board and 
your	organisation	–	and	make	the	world	a	better	
place	–	while	catching	up	with	like-minded	
people. Don’t miss this opportunity.

Lock in your spot at this year's conference, 
Friday 14 September 2018, at the Moonee Valley 
Racecourse in Melbourne. 

Register online: www.communitydirectors.com.
au/conference2018

Towards 
values-based 
leadership
A few years ago, the Community Council 
for Australia asked 60 of the country’s most 
respected	and	influential	leaders	what	sort	of	
society they wanted to live in. They aspired to 
a just, fair, safe, inclusive, equal-opportunity, 
creative,	confident,	united,	authentic,	
courageous, kind, compassionate and 
generous Australia. They wanted every one 
of	us	to	step	up	–	to	enact	those	values	–	to	
create the Australia we want.

It’s interesting that words often associated 
with high performance, like competitive, 
successful, dominant, assertive and strong, 
were not the qualities they thought would 
lead us to a better society.

I think they hit on the true essence of good 
leadership.		By	enacting	our	values	–	being	
true	to	them	in	all	that	we	do	–	we	could	
create the supportive, open environment that 
values diversity, courage and compassion, 
and allows the leadership qualities in all of us 
to	flourish.	

So can leaders be “made” or do they come 
with certain inherent qualities?  If we are to 
realise the Australia we want, the answer has 
to be “yes” to both.

MORE INFO
The Australia We Want report

Comment  :

By David Crosbie, CEO, Community Council for Australia

https://www.communitycouncil.com.au/content/australia-we-want-first-report-october-2016
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Are leaders born, made, or something in 
between? It’s a tricky question, and one that’s 
been	debated	since	humans	first	sat	around	a	
fire	deciding	who	was	going	to	be	in	charge.

Nowadays, there is a host of organisations 
providing leadership training and skills, including 
ICDA, which incorporates leadership information 
in its Diploma of Business (Governance). 

The	Australia	Council	for	the	Arts	–	the	federal	
government’s arts funding and advisory body 
–		provides	specialist	training	for	a	nominal	fee	to	
selected upcoming and experienced arts leaders 
in	a	program	that	takes	just	50	candidates	per	
year.

The training caters to emerging leaders (the 
Future Leaders program) and to mid-career and 
established leaders (the Arts Leaders program).

We	quizzed	the	Council’s	director	of	capacity	
building,	Kevin	du	Preez,	about	the	leadership	
programs, which are now in their eighth year. 

Can a good leader be “made”, or do some 
people just “have it”?

Both things come in to play. When it comes to 
identifying emerging leaders, traits play a key 
role. But when it comes to effectiveness, I think we 
all need to develop constantly. 

There is a risk here: that we sometimes tap 

certain types of leaders on the shoulder for 
leadership	positions	based	on	certain	traits	–	for	
instance, they are an extrovert or great public 
speaker	–	but	we	then	are	perplexed	when	they	
do not perform. 

But for me, that just begs the question: what 
development did that leader need to perform 
well?

What do you think makes a good leader?

This is a complex question, and one that must be 
viewed in context, but I offer the following list of 
qualities that keep coming up when we work with 
leaders: engaged, good communicator, visionary, 
persuasive,	courageous,	responsive,	confident,	
relevant, entrepreneurial, ethical, culturally 
competent, global, informed, thinks critically, 
inventive, creative, politically astute, generous, 
respected, resilient, connected and charming. 

Our own candidates have nominated common 
“gap” areas for further study, including 
collaboration, diversity, moral leadership, cultural 
awareness, innovation, strategic thinking and 
advocacy.

[Ed’s	note:	At	the	Communities	in	Control	
conference, we asked delegates and speakers 
a similar question. Listen to their answers in our 
video vox pop here.

Educating leaders  B

The art of leadership
Kevin	du	Preez	with	Matthew	Schulz,	journalist,	Our	Community

The Australia Council for the Arts hosts a highly competitive leadership program targeting 
new and established arts practitioners and workers.  Picture: Australia Council

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTkb-dUzYr4&t=&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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What’s different about leadership in the arts? 
And why is this program needed?

In the arts, unlike in some other industries, 
many leaders take on leadership not out of any 
desire or aim but out of necessity. In fact, many 
leaders in the arts shy away from using the term 
“leadership”.

The arts ecology is always changing, and our 
sector is especially volatile and complex, with 
disruption a constant issue. Arts leaders must be 
able to tackle disruption and change with new 
skills and capabilities and respond to challenges 
in a creative way. 

While the Australia Council has a long history 
of providing professional and leadership 
development, previous training focussed 
on backing emerging leaders with skills and 
capabilities as a form of “succession planning”.

But	we	identified	a	gap:	arts	leadership	programs	
that	were	financially	and	culturally	accessible	for	
artists and arts workers. And at the same time, 
we wanted to cultivate more change agents and 
cohorts of peers to support each other, because 
we know they will achieve more together. 

That’s partly why the program is co-designed 
with the sector and facilitated by expert leaders 
from our sector, and the focus is on participants 
developing	leadership	through	self-reflection	and	
exploring the latest thinking around leadership 
models through deep interaction with peers and 
guests. 

This all helps develop a clear understanding of 
their purpose and being able to lead others to 
achieve this with them. You need to be able to 
connect with the greater cause.

Of	course,	arts	leadership	–	much	like	the	
definition	of	art	itself	–	is	a	regularly	contested	
concept, which is why we examine leadership 
through various lenses such as culture, 
philosophy, gender, art form and more. Our 
leaders also must have a deep understanding 
and connection with our First Nations culture 
and colleagues, and that is a key feature of the 
program. 

The program involves up to three intensive 
residentials of up to six days, often in regional 
Australia, supplemented with up to four online 
gatherings, over six months for Future Leaders 
and a year for Arts Leaders.

These are often backed up with a secondment, 

The Australia Council’s leadership programs are accessible, draw on the latest thinking 
and demand intensive reflection. Picture: Australia Council

Kevin	du	Preez	is	in	charge	of	the	Australia	
Council’s leadership development programs
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mostly overseas, and a challenging group 
project. 

We have also opened up the program through 
our Leadership Exchange program, inviting 200 
other arts leaders to sessions in centres such as 
Dubbo, Hobart, Cairns, Gold Coast, and Adelaide.

Who can do the Australia Council leadership 
program?

We receive over 300 applications each year, but 
it	is	difficult	to	get	into,	with	50	positions	available.

We keep these cohorts small, because it is 
difficult	to	do	this	kind	of	work	with	larger	groups,	
but we encourage people to re-apply. For many 
applicants	–	even	those	who	aren’t	successful	
–	the	process	also	helps	clarify	their	leadership	
development goals. 

The program targets arts leaders from across 
the	arts	and	the	Asia	Pacific,	with	the	aim	of	

developing strong leadership to ensure our sector 
is thriving and sustainable, by investing in the 
development of the people who lead the sector. 

Each year, we include four to six international 
participants in the group, who come as part of 
the Australia Council International Leadership 
Program	(Asia	Pacific),	attracting	students	from	
India, China, Indonesia and the Philippines. 

Participants include artists and managers from 
organisations	of	all	sizes,	as	well	as	independent	
practitioners from every state and territory, 
representing every art stream.

MORE
The Australia Council Leadership Program

More leadership programs

Members of the 2018 Future Leaders intake. Picture: Australia Council.

http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/programs-and-resources/leadership-program/
https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/take-control/?articleId=489&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/board/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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The concept of diversity applies 
to many factors besides gender, 
but gender diversity should 
be the easiest for your board 
to tackle, given the number of 
women	floating	around,	so	let’s	
focus on that.
A highly effective board should be representative 
of the community, or stakeholders, it exists to 
serve.  This makes sense, right?  You need people 
who understand the needs and wants of your 
organisation’s stakeholders to effectively govern 
your organisation. Agreed.

I	defy	anyone	to	find	an	organisation	or	board	
that doesn’t have any women among its 
stakeholders.

For	a	start,	women	make	up	52%	of	the	Australian	
population	and	45.6%	of	the	total	labour	force.

Eighty percent of purchasing decisions are made 
by women, which makes the fact there is a real 
under-representation of women on retail boards 
all the more mystifying.

Even the Australian Football League (AFL), an 
organisation that has traditionally been thought 
of as male, now has female leagues and a huge 
female following. And even before women pulled 
on footy boots, this bastion of male authority and 
interest had a 43.1% female TV viewing audience 
–	and	we	all	know	how	important	broadcast	
rights are to the AFL.

There is no excuse for not having women on your 
board.  And not to is just plain stupid.  These 
statements aren’t opinions, they’re facts, backed 
by countless studies that have demonstrated 
that board diversity leads to better organisational 
performance.

A Catalyst report	showed	that	Fortune	500	
companies with more women on their boards 

performed	better	financially,	on	average,	than	
those with fewer or no women.

Closer to home, a 2011 study found that 
companies	in	the	ASX500	with	women	on	their	
boards	reported	a	significantly	higher	return	on	
equity than those without.

In the United States, Wells Fargo analysts Jeffrey 
Donnelly and Dori Kesten analysed the gender 
composition	of	165	real	estate	investment	
trusts. Looking at data from 2006 to 2017, they 
found that companies with a greater than 
average percentage of women on their boards 
outperformed their competitors on the basis of 
price return and total return.

Having women on your board leads to smarter 
decision making. A US study published in the 
journal Science in 2010 found that while there's 
little correlation between a group's collective 
intelligence and the IQs of its individual members, 
if a group includes more women, its collective 
intelligence rises.

Why diversity on boards 
makes sense

Promoting talent Y

By Kylie Cirak, Director of Leadership and Diversity, ICDA 

Kylie Cirak, ICDA’S Director of Leadership and 
Diversity, says there are no excuses for not 
having more women on boards. 

http://www.catalyst.org/knowledge/2007-catalyst-census-women-corporate-officers-and-top-earners-fortune-500
http://www.reibeyinstitute.org.au/research/research/
https://www.reit.com/sites/default/files/media/DataResearch/REITS011918-ItPaysToIncludeWomen.pdf
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/09/100930143339.htm
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The	finding	is	not	saying	that	women	are	smarter	
than men. It's saying that when there's gender 
diversity in the group, the collective intelligence of 
that group increases. 

For	those	who	bemoan	the	fact	that	they	find	it	
soooooo	hard	to	find	women	for	their	boards,	
here are some tips to accelerate change:

Consider quotas. Quotas are a tricky issue. 
I'd love to be able to say that quotas are 
unnecessary, but I think they are needed in some 
areas	to	bring	about	real	reform	–	one	reason	
why the government has introduced them.

If introduced properly, quotas do not mean a 
drop in standards or a drop in the number of 
people appointed on “merit”. (If you buy into 
the “merit” argument, consider this: do you 
really believe every man on every board in the 
country is there because of his superior skills, 
vast	experience,	outstanding	qualifications	and	
general brilliance?)

Offer (or seek) mentoring. Mentoring has 
proven to be a valuable avenue for new board 
members, enabling them to learn and be 
guided, and its absence can be a real obstacle 
for women wanting to forge a board career or 
undertake volunteer work with a board.  Ensure 
your organisation has a mentoring, training or 
development program. It doesn't even need to be 
particularly formal. And for you as an individual, it 
is never too late to seek out a mentor, either.

Try training. The Institute of Community 
Directors Australia offers a Diploma in Business 
(Governance)	specifically	aimed	at	board	
directors	in	the	not-for-profit	sector.		The	Institute	
has offered two rounds of diploma scholarships 
to women and both have been over-subscribed.  
With knowledge comes empowerment.

Use your networks. A lot of people end up 
on a board because of who they know. “I know 
someone who would be fantastic at this,” 
somebody says. “Shall we approach them and 
bring them on board?"   You probably know a 
bunch of talented women you could recommend 
for your board.

Encourage and empower women. Boards and 
board	members	are	influencers.	They	have	the	
power to make a difference. Use it for good.

Keep up the pressure. No-one ever gave up 
power willingly. It's important that there is strong 
and continued pressure on the issue of gender 
diversity. Make sure you do what you can within 
your own board environment.

Actively recruit and promote women. If you’re 
on a board's succession planning committee or 
in a human resources role, you have the power 
to make a difference to the diversity of senior 
management and the board in your organisation.

Offer	flexibility.	Get your board members to 
discuss what meeting arrangements work best. 
Teleconferencing? Meetings during school hours? 
Evening meetings? Flexibility will enable more 
people	–	for	example,	people	who	have	childcare	
or	eldercare	responsibilities	–	to	join	your	board	
than you otherwise might be able to get. Board 
diversity isn't just a women’s issue, of course. 
Many men have primary caring roles too.

Dispel the myths about boards. When you 
hear people disparaging boards as "male, pale 
and stale," or asking, "Why would you serve on 
a board? You don't get paid for it? What's the 
point?", dispel the myths. It's a really positive and 
fantastic thing to do.

And	remember,	the	principles	and	benefits	of	
gender diversity on boards are applicable to any 
kind	of	diversity	–	multicultural representation, 
indigenous representation, or representation 
by people with a disability or young people, for 
example.

MORE INFO
Tools and resources: Getting more women on 
boards

Six steps: A blueprint for diversity

Get on a Board (Even better - Become the Chair) 
(Book)

From the cover of our excellent book Get on a 
Board (Even better - Become the Chair)

https://women5050.wordpress.com/2015/08/20/gender-quotas-and-the-myth-of-merit/
https://women5050.wordpress.com/2015/08/20/gender-quotas-and-the-myth-of-merit/
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5745
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5747
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5746
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5748
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5744&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5744&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=5819&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Australia has more than 
600,000 community groups 
of	vastly	differing	sizes	and	
shapes. And from within those 
groups, a number of strong 
leaders and advocates, and 
potential strong leaders and 
advocates, are helping to 
bring about positive change 
across Australia.
To help with this important work, we’ve provided 
a stack of leadership and advocacy tools 
and resources in a special section of the Our 
Community website called “Take Control”.

Here’s	a	taste	of	what	you’ll	find	there:

Great speeches and interviews 
Explore the words of Australia’s most prominent 
leaders, and some of the best speeches of all 
time, including transcripts and recordings of past 
Joan Kirner Social Justice Orations delivered at 
the Communities in Control Conference.

Advocacy help sheets and tools
These help sheets will take you through what you 
need to know to run an advocacy campaign and 
the various methods and tactics available to 
you. We’ve also provided some examples of the 
resources online for advocates.

Media and government contacts
Direct your advocacy properly using these 
contacts at the federal, state and local level. 
We’ve pulled together some basic contact details 
for media organisations too. Be aware that the 
media landscape changes constantly, so you’ll 
have to do some of your own research too. 

Leadership courses
Some people are born leaders. Others learn on 
the job or have a mentor who can share advice, 
expertise and knowledge about overcoming 
challenges. A leadership course can assist 
aspiring leaders, so we've compiled a list of 
what's on offer in Australia. Don’t forget that our 
very own Diploma of Business (Governance) 
incorporates study that will also help develop 
your leadership muscles.

MORE INFO
www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/take-
control

Resources for leadership 
and advocacy

Take control  2

http://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/take-control/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
http://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/cic/take-control/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Directors are under increased 
scrutiny and pressure in light 
of royal commissions into 
banking and institutional child 
abuse.
The Royal Commission into Misconduct in 
the Banking, Superannuation and Financial 
Services Industry and the Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sex Abuse 
have both sent a strong message to directors 
that turning a blind eye to misconduct is 
unacceptable.	They	have	also	firmed	up	the	
accountability of directors when it comes to 
shortcomings in their companies, and have 
catalysed greater pressure from regulators 
and the community to lift the standards in 
organisations. 

Directors targeted for criticism
The Royal Commission into Child Sex Abuse 
handed down its final	report with 409 
recommendations in December 2017. It was 
scathing of leaders and directors who had failed 
to prevent and address child sexual abuse. In 
particular, it targeted “poor practices, inadequate 

governance structures, failures to record and 
report complaints or understand the seriousness 
of complaints”. Directors were warned in clear 
terms that leadership regarding child safety had 
to start at the board level. 

Similarly, the Banking Royal Commission has 
criticised directors of large companies such as 
the Commonwealth Bank and AMP for lack of 
board oversight and a culture of complacency. 
Directors’ arguments that they were not aware 
of misconduct have not been well received. The 
Royal Commission has reinforced that directors 
have a duty to make enquiries after gaining 
knowledge of suspicious conduct. The failure of 
some companies to work with regulators during 
investigations has meant that several directors 
may face civil and criminal penalties following 
revelations that have come to light during the 
Banking Royal Commission. 

Impact of the Royal Commissions
The Royal Commissions have already had an 
impact on directors’ liabilities and responsibilities 
across all sectors. In Victoria, for example, 
recent changes in the Wrongs Amendment 
(Organisational Child Abuse) Act 2017 set out 
organisations’ duty of care to protect children. 
The new laws reverse the onus of proof, meaning 

Inquiries’ powerful 
lessons for directors

Sector secrity  c

By Catherine Brooks, Principal at Moores

https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/final-report
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/Domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubStatbook.nsf/51dea49770555ea6ca256da4001b90cd/F96521474C55B5CBCA2580F0001CD182/$FILE/17-012aa authorised.pdf
http://www.legislation.vic.gov.au/Domino/Web_Notes/LDMS/PubStatbook.nsf/51dea49770555ea6ca256da4001b90cd/F96521474C55B5CBCA2580F0001CD182/$FILE/17-012aa authorised.pdf
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that if child abuse occurs within an organisation, 
it will be presumed that the organisation failed in 
its duty of care unless it can prove otherwise.

Changes in response to the Banking Royal 
Commission are in the works. In April 2018, 
the federal government proposed legislative 
changes that would see senior executives and 
directors facing increased penalties for making 
false statements to the Australian Securities and 
Investments Commission (ASIC), for dishonest 
conduct, or for providing defective disclosure 
documents to consumers. In particular, Treasurer 
Scott Morrison has focused on directors, calling 
them “the guardians of governance”.

The royal commissions have also prompted 
a number of class actions, including several 
against the Catholic Church, and what is 
expected to be one of Australia’s largest ever 
shareholder claims, against AMP. 

Insurance premiums surge
The	cost	of	directors	and	officers	(D&O)	
insurance has surged by 300 per cent in the past 
six months. At the same time, companies have 
begun	to	read	the	fine	print	of	their	policies	to	
check whether they are covered for claims arising 
from Royal Commissions. All companies and not-
for-profits	should	brace	themselves	for	increased	
fees on their D&O policies, especially if they are in 
the	financial	sector.	

Five things organisations and 
boards should do now 

 Provide your directors with refresher 
training on governance. This is crucial in 
a	post–Royal	Commission	environment,	
which will see increased scrutiny of 
governance practices. 

  
If your organisation is involved with 
children, your board should make a 
statement to all stakeholders regarding 
the organisation’s commitment to child 
safety and the steps you are taking to 
ensure a child-safe environment in light 
of the Royal Commission on Child Sex 
Abuse.

 

 

Review and clarify your organisation’s 
reporting structures. Often, directors rely 
on the CEO or other executives to report 
on the inner workings of the organisation, 
which	can	make	it	difficult	to	identify	
problems. The Royal Commissions have 
emphasised that ignorance of problems 
is no excuse, so there should be a clear 
line of reporting to the board on issues of 
compliance and safety, and where there 
is a risk of (or actual) litigation. 

 Review your organisation’s policies and 
procedures related to child protection 
and governance, taking legislative 
changes and recommendations from 
commissioners into account.

 Review your D&O insurance policies. 
Understand what’s covered and what’s 
excluded.  

MORE INFO
Download the free Child Safety Toolkit, which 
meets the recommendations of the Royal 
Commission into Child Sexual Abuse.

Read about directors and association liability 
insurance on the ICDA site

Moores Principal Catherine Brooks says not-for-
profits	face	a	period	of	closer	scrutiny.
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https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/childsafetytoolkit
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/risk/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/risk/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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Taking steps to reduce the risk of data breaches 
–	and	to	respond	swiftly	if	they	do	occur	–	is	
crucial for all organisations.

Look no further than the example of the recent 
cyber-attack on Family Planning NSW to 
understand why: the breach compromised 
patient privacy and potentially patient safety, it 
was expensive, and it was a PR disaster.

Moores	recommends	taking	these	five	steps	to	
ensure compliance and best practice:

Moores’ five-step plan to privacy 
compliance
1. Assess which scheme or legislation applies to 
your organisation.

While there there is not a simple way that 
organisations can determine which schemes or 
legislation applies to them, they should consider 
whether:

• They meet the requirements of the Privacy Act 
(for example a turnover in excess of $3m/
year)

• If any government agreements require them 
to comply with the Privacy Act or state-based 
privacy legislation (many will)

• Any other schemes, such as the Family 
Violence Information Sharing Scheme (recently 
introduced in Victoria) apply, or may apply, in 
the future. 

2. Review your privacy policy to ensure it 
is tailored to your needs and compliance 
requirements.

3. Create a data breach response plan covering:

• How you will report the breach, and to who
• How and when you will contact affected 

individuals
• How you will prevent serious harm from 

occurring
• An external communication plan
• Templates to help you with all the above. 

(Moores can help create a plan for you, or you 
can examine further options in the help links 
below.)  

4. Train your staff on your privacy policy and 
data breach response plan, and on when data 
breaches need to be reported.

5.	Review	your	service	provider	agreements	and	
other information-sharing arrangements to help 
you understand the responsibilities and rights of 
each party.

MORE INFO
How to prepare: Cyber attacks put NFPs on alert

Download: Damn good advice on cyber safety

Extra help from Moores

Aon offer: NFP cyber insurance

ICDA special: Power up your digital strategy

Creating a data breach 
response plan 

Cyber safety   U

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=7187&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=7187&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/fraudguide?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
https://www.moores.com.au/news/moores-5-step-plan-to-privacy-compliance
https://business-insurance.aon.com.au/Professions/Charity/NFP-Cyber-Insurance?utm_source=NFP&utm_medium=edm&utm_campaign=OC&utm_term=OCcyenws&utm_content=Ncyber
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=7312&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=cdi&utm_campaign=newsletter
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There are three key characteristics every 
organisation should develop in order to create 
a fruitful environment for shared leadership: 
adaptability within the leadership spectrum; 
an orientation toward shared leadership; and 
a culture of trust. But in order to successfully 
incorporate shared leadership, organisations 
must be prepared to, among other things, 
commit to change, stress across the-board 
engagement and accountability, and understand 
that the process requires an up-front investment 
of time.

Even	before	the	“Great	Recession,”	nonprofit	
leaders were told that they needed to learn 
how	to	do	more	with	less.	The	field	encouraged	
nonprofits	to	tighten	their	belts	and	look	outside	
their organisations for solutions. Convinced 
that these approaches were not the only way, 
the authors, as part of a “Leadership Learning 
Community” (LLC) team organised by the TCC 
Group, worked with leaders of twenty-seven civic 
participation organisations from 2008 to 2010 to 
explore an alternative: building shared leadership 
within an organisation. 

After two years of experimentation with shared 
leadership, TCC Group conducted an evaluation, 
and found that 78 percent of participants had 
increased their awareness, knowledge, and 

ability to develop staff as leaders at all levels of 
the organisation. The evaluation, which included 
event feedback surveys, a post-initiative survey 
of all participants, and two participant focus 
groups,	also	revealed	significant	increases	in	
both staff involvement in decision making and 
clear and effective accountability structures 
throughout the cohort. Many of the organisations 
discovered that they were able to do more 
effective work with less or the same amount of 
funds, and reported that shared leadership eased 
the stresses on executive directors. Essentially, 
the organisations found that they could do more 
with less (funds) by doing more with more 
(leadership).

I. Shared leadership: It sounds 
good, but what is it exactly?
Theories about organisational transformation 
have been pointing in the direction of shared 
leadership for more than three decades now. 
Experiments with “self-managing” work teams 
proliferated in the 1980s. In 1990, Peter M. Senge 
published The Fifth Discipline and popularised the 
concept of “learning organisations,” which called 
for leadership rooted in the roles of steward, 
teacher, and designer guided by continuous 
development of a capacity for understanding, 

Doing more with 
more: Putting shared 
leadership into practice

Talent development  7

By	Michael	Allison,	Susan	Misra	and	Elissa	Perry	(from	Nonprofit	Quarterly,	NPQ)
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(L-R)	Authors	Michael	Allison,	Susan	Misra	and	Elissa	Perry	in	this	landmark	study	have	identified	some	
of the keys to "Shared Leadership" as trust, adaptability, accountability and time.

action, and responsibility.1  In 1994, Jack Stack 
made waves with his book The Great Game 
of Business, where he championed the value 
of practicing “open-book management” and 
engaging workers at all levels in an ongoing 
process of innovation in the private sector.2 In 
1999, Margaret J. Wheatley wrote in Leadership 
and the New Science, “Western cultural views of 
how	best	to	organize	and	lead	(now	the	methods	
most used in the world) are contrary to what 
life teaches. Leaders use control and imposition 
rather	than	participative,	self-organizing	
processes.”3 And, in 2003, Joseph A. Raelin coined 
the term “leaderful” in his book Creating Leaderful 
Organisations, which describes an organisation 
that intentionally creates the structure and 
culture needed to share leadership among staff, 
board, volunteers, and other stakeholders.4

In 2006, researchers Beverlyn Lundy Allen and 
Lois	Wright	Morton	defined	self-organisation	as	
the capacity that organisations need to solve 
the complex or “adaptive” problems they face 
today. One of the principal dimensions of self-
organisation they named was deeper diffusion of 
authority	and	responsibility	into	the	organisation.5	
In	2007,	Leslie	R.	Crutchfield	and	Heather	McLeod	
Grant posited in Forces for Good that effective 
organisations share leadership across staff, 
board members, and external networks.6

Despite this dramatic shift in leadership theory, 
our combined research and experience with 
nonprofit	organisations	reveal	that	most	
organisations continue to accept a hierarchical 
structure, with the executive director shouldering 
an enormous burden of responsibility for 
organisational success. The LLC participants 
generally reported that this was true of their 
organisations. However, we found that this 
concentration of power was not because 

“Many of the organisations 
discovered that they 
were able to do more 
effective work with less 
or the same amount of 
funds, and reported that 
shared leadership eased 
the stresses on executive 

directors.”

The Initiative
Strengthening	Organisations	to	Mobilize	
Californians, a capacity-building initiative 
funded by the James Irvine Foundation, 
the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, 
and the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, supported a “Leadership 
Learning Community” (LLC) that included 
peer exchanges for executive directors 
and senior staff, regional trainings, and 
comprehensive convenings. TCC Group, 
a	national	management-consulting	firm,	
designed, managed, and facilitated the 
initiative. The twenty-seven participating 
organisations each started out with 
annual	budgets	ranging	from	$500,000	
to	$2	million;	at	least	five	staff	members;	
eight board members; and one hundred 
volunteers.
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executive directors were power hungry. Nor was it 
even deliberate. It was due to a lack of familiarity 
with the alternatives. The executive directors were 
interested in exploring ways to empower staff 
through more formally shared leadership, given 
their growing fatigue and their commitment to 
promoting values of community engagement 
and empowerment. Senior staff, feeling stretched 
thin and yet underutilised, were also invested in 
this change, viewing it as a way to advance their 
careers and develop other staff in a manner that 
aligned with their organisations’ social justice 
values.

We came to understand shared leadership 
as encompassing a spectrum between more 
authoritarian models, which focus on one leader, 
and more inclusive models, which focus on 
the leadership of many. We also discovered 
that	there	are	dozens	of	ways	leadership	can	
be shared once authority is expanded beyond 
an	individual	position	to	the	group	–	without	
fully ceding authority to that group. Among the 
participating	organisations,	authority	–	over	
what,	with	whom,	and	through	which	structures	–	
varied	significantly.	However,	three	characteristics	
were common to all the organisations:

1. Adaptability within the spectrum. Knowing 
when a particular expression of leadership is 
appropriate, and being able to shift within the 
spectrum as needed.

2. Orientation toward shared leadership. 
Expanding the problem-solving capacity of an 
organisation without giving up the option of 
top-down approaches when necessary.

3. Culture of trust. Developing the relationships 
needed to shift within the spectrum when 
necessary, without any negative impact or 
mistrust.

Adaptability within the shared 
leadership spectrum
Adaptability means being able, as a group, to 
occupy the right place in the spectrum for each 
situation. In a presentation to the participants, 
Ken Otter, Director of Leadership Studies at Saint 
Mary’s College of California, used the analogy of 
maps to illustrate this point. If one is in New York 
City and needs to get from Brooklyn to Staten 
Island without a car, a public transportation 
map is useful; if one wants to understand how 
public health resources are distributed in New 
York City, one needs a different map. Similarly, an 
organisation needing to terminate an employee 
may need to use a top-down approach. When 
developing a new program, however, leveraging 
internal resources and external relationships is 

likely more useful. To achieve the best results, we 
need multiple maps and the ability to know when 
to use which one.

Orientation toward shared leadership
Shared leadership requires that staff be willing 
to see the big picture and take ownership for the 
whole organisation. An executive director cannot 
decree this orientation; nor can it take root 
without senior leadership. A shared leadership 
orientation is more of an invitation for all staff 
to	assume	greater	responsibility	and	influence.	
Not everyone wants this, however; occasionally, 
staff members will leave the organisation when 
this approach is implemented. But if shared 
leadership does not become a broadly shared 
orientation, not much change is possible.

Trust as a foundation for shared 
leadership
Shared leadership requires some trust, and 
then tends to increase trust. Allen and Morton, 
Patrick Lencioni, and many others underscore 
this point.7	The	first	step	takes	a	certain	leap	
of faith: “Will my staff follow through?” “Will my 
executive director give me room to try new 
things?” The participants reported that taking 
these sorts of risks helped build trust among staff 
and	allowed	for	more	flexibility	to	shift	along	the	
leadership	spectrum.	They	also	identified	several	
helpful practices, including aligning values, 
clarifying accountability, explicitly supporting 
experimentation, and consistently working toward 
clear communication.

II. Prerequisites for shared 
leadership
Shared leadership requires a certain amount of 
individual and organisational maturity. The most 
successful participants started with four common 
characteristics (see Figure 2):

• An explicit commitment by senior leadership to 
change;

• An up-front investment of time to educate and 
plan;

• Fundamental management practices in place; 
and

• Engagement and accountability.

These characteristics provided the necessary 
foundation to support a shift toward shared 
leadership. Moreover, they tended to feed one 
another in a “virtuous” cycle, where improvements 
in one area led to improvements in others. When 
any of the characteristics were not present, we 
found	that	it	was	more	difficult	–	if	not	impossible,	
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depending on how many characteristics were 
missing	–	to	achieve	much	change.

Desire and commitment to change
Designating at least one “champion” to 
encourage	staff	to	take	time	to	reflect,	define	
problems and generate solutions together, 
articulate a common vision and agreements, 
and work out disagreements helped lay the 
groundwork for developing shared leadership. 
Each organisation we worked with cultivated this 
commitment in different ways. At the Center for 
Community Advocacy (CCA), a farm workers’ 
rights organisation, the executive director 
championed the idea of shared leadership and 
brought others along. At ACCESS, a women’s 
health justice organisation, a senior staff member 
was introduced to the concepts and recruited 
the executive director to experiment with shared 
leadership. Meanwhile, the Alliance for a Better 
Community (ABC), a community-building 
organisation, used its ten-year anniversary 
to discuss how to strengthen its capacity to 
implement the programmatic changes needed 
to deepen impact. The executive director and 
associate director then presented ideas to the 
board, and the board supported the effort.

Up-front investment of time
Cultivating	shared	leadership	takes	significant	
time,	and	most	likely	reduces	efficiency	in	the	
short term. After all, it involves changing (often 
increasing) the frequency and duration of 
contact among staff, shifting the nature and 
quality of these interactions, and developing 
the systems and structures that will sustain 
these changes. However, when faced with such 
complex challenges as the need to increase 
impact using fewer people and dollars, the time 
spent up-front helps organisations respond more 
effectively	and	efficiently.

At the end of the initiative, participants reported 
having saved time through improved problem 
solving, especially by generating alternatives that 
would not have been thought of by the executive 
director alone. Some also gained organisational 
efficiencies,	as	work	responsibilities	shifted	and	
staff morale and satisfaction improved. Moreover, 
developing shared leadership often went hand in 
hand	with	a	focus	on	“continuous	improvement”	–	
the	drive	to	be	more	efficient	and	effective.

Fundamental management practices
Without the basics of organisational 
management in place, experimenting with 
alternative approaches to leadership is risky. 

The basics include appropriate supervision, 
effective communication and decision 
making, and having a clear strategy, sound 
financial	management	systems,	and	ongoing	
mechanisms for planning and allocation of work. 
These basic systems do not necessarily need to 
be exemplary, but they cannot be so problematic 
that a focus on leadership will not be sustained 
and supported. In fact, some of the participants 
used a shared leadership approach to improve 
their organisations’ basic management practices. 
The Environmental Health Coalition (EHC), for 
example, engaged a team of staff leaders from 
every level of the organisation in planning for an 
all-staff retreat to develop the standards of a 
healthy, leaderful organisation. At the other end of 
the spectrum, two organisations that attempted 
to shift responsibility to senior staff experienced 
problems because of unclear roles and 
responsibilities. When this happens, organisations 
need to stop what they are doing and work on 
basic management practices before continuing 
with their effort.

Engagement and accountability
Senior leaders cannot be loners. Part of their 
responsibility is to actively work with other staff 
leaders	to	figure	out	how	to	make	systems	work	
better. This dimension of the job description 
must be explicit, and something for which people 
are held accountable. At East LA Community 
Corporation (ELACC), leaders within the 
management team met regularly to discuss how 
to engage all staff throughout the organisation 
in leadership. Leadership responsibilities became 
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part of job descriptions, were discussed at 
regular supervisory meetings and performance 
reviews, and were integrated into trainings for 
new and newly promoted employees. As a result, 
managers	became	more	confident	in	their	roles	
and shifted their departmental culture so that 
staff no longer expected the executive director to 
resolve all their challenges.

But sharing responsibility does not always make 
things better. Sometimes the “right balance” 
means less sharing. If an individual is unable or 
unwilling to handle leadership responsibilities, 
the executive director must recognise this and 
transparently limit the authority and discretion of 
the individual. At one organisation, for example, 
the executive director found that too much 
independence and discretion had been given 
to program directors. To bring back order to 
the management team, the director quickly 
created sharper boundaries around roles and 
responsibilities. This meant a decrease in some 
staff’s ability to exercise leadership independently 
–	at	least	temporarily.

III. How did participants put shared 
leadership into action?
While each organisation found its own path 
toward putting the shared leadership concepts 
into practice, we found a few common themes:

Transformation in mindset and role

Participants transformed their self-conceptions 
of their roles as organisational leaders, 
and	developed	new	skills	to	fulfill	those	
roles. In particular, they grew to understand 
their responsibility for creating a culture of 
engagement and accountability across the 
board. These leaders pursued training, coaching, 
and	self-reflection	to	build	their	leadership	skills,	
and brought these skills and tools to all staff.

Having made the mental shift, they could also 
leverage existing processes to cultivate shared 
leadership among other staff. For example, 
ELACC’s executive director began by engaging 
staff in the annual budgeting process and 
decision making. As another example, senior staff 
at the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy 
(LAANE) began with long-range planning that 
involved all staff in goal setting. These small steps 
had a large impact on the organisations, helping 
staff look at their organisations holistically, and 
raising expectations around and interest in 
cultivating even greater shared leadership. This 
led to other inclusive processes, such as larger 
leadership teams and regular staff meetings to 
reflect	on	results	and	discuss	decisions.

Organisational restructuring
Several groups began their shared leadership 
efforts by restructuring their organisations. East 
Yard Communities for Environmental Justice 
adopted a codirector model. Groups like 
LAANE created and expanded management or 
leadership	teams.	Others,	like	ABC,	redefined	
staff positions and roles to create associate 
director or similar positions. Both LAANE and ABC 
also went through a process to develop shared 
metrics of success for teams and individuals. 
These performance standards made it clear that 
each individual was responsible for leadership; 
that	the	entire	staff	was	responsible	for	defining,	
achieving, and evaluating success; and that 
programs and departments were interconnected.

Changes in communication and in decision-
making processes

Participants began with sound management, 
communication, and decision-making 
processes. With new structures and more 
leaders, however, these protocols needed 
to be revisited and institutionalised across 
the board. Most participants adopted one or 
both	of	two	frameworks	–	peer	coaching	and	
crucial	conversations	–	that	were	introduced	to	
participants to help structure their conversations 
regarding	feedback,	problem	solving,	and	conflict	
resolution.8 Participants used these frameworks 
to surface unspoken issues and generate 
agreement around solutions. Some organisations 
adopted other communication standards with 
similar success.

Restructuring decision making was quite 
challenging for some of the participating 
organisations. Developing common criteria, 
clarifying who got to make what types of 
decisions, and following a consistent process for 
decision	making	was	difficult	for	two	reasons:	
first,	staff	were	used	to	deferring	to	one	or	a	
few leaders; second, these leaders were used 
to making “bigger” decisions. Nevertheless, 
organisations overcame these obstacles and 
found ways to share decision making. For 
instance, the Center on Race, Poverty & the 
Environment (CRPE) held an all-staff retreat to 
discuss criteria for evaluating programs and 
deciding which campaigns to cut, expand, or 
start, all of which became part of their ongoing 
program development process.

Changing organisational culture and 
relationships

Organisations that successfully diffused authority 
and	responsibility	underwent	significant	shifts	in	
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organisational culture and intra-organisational 
relationships.

At LAANE, for example, staff developed mutual 
respect, trust, and accountability among leaders 
and all staff through an intensive, deliberate 
process. LAANE began with a staff retreat to 
develop a vision for shared leadership, and has 
since engaged in strategic planning, conducted 
staff trainings on supervision and meeting 
facilitation, developed written protocols and 
procedures, hired a human resources director 
to provide executive coaching, and expanded 
its leadership team. Who is involved in decision 
making, on what issues, and why has been made 
much more transparent. This has encouraged 
staff members to offer suggestions, question 
assumptions, and voice their concerns, and has 
fostered an environment in which disagreements 
are not taken personally, mistakes are used as 
learning opportunities, and decisions are open to 
dialogue and debate.

IV. Reflections on the value of 
shared leadership
“While shared leadership has always 
been an integral part of CCA’s organising 
model, I learned how to share power but 
maintain authority, how to communicate 
and listen so staff are making decisions, 
and	how	to	transform	CCA	[into]	an	
organisation replete with meaningful 
delegation, which has provided a positive 
environment and cohesive sense of 
morale within the organisation”.
—Juan Uranga, Center for Community 
Advocacy
Developing shared leadership takes focus and 
energy. Despite the economic and political 
climate, most organisations participating in 
the initiative were able to create the structures, 
processes, and relationships that foster systems 
thinking and leadership development across all 
staff. These organisations’ leadership capacity 
has expanded, because multiple leaders are 
responsible for advancing the organisation’s 
mission, leaders are more comfortable soliciting 
and using suggestions from others, and they 
are more likely to work in partnership with others, 

both inside and outside their organisations. This 
reduces the stress and potential burnout on 
the part of executive directors, while helping to 
advance, develop, and retain other staff. The 
result is a healthy working environment that is 
aligned with democratic values of inclusiveness, 
participation, and empowerment. In many cases, 
shared leadership has also led to programmatic 
changes, and many of the participating 
organisations are beginning to think about how to 
expand the concept of shared leadership to their 
boards and allies.

This article comes from the summer 2011 edition 
of	the	Nonprofit	Quarterly,	“Working	Concerns:	
About	Nonprofit	Talent.”	It	was	first	published	
online on April 21, 2014. Used with permission.

About the authors: Michael Allison, MBA, an 
independent consultant, was director of 
consulting and research at CompassPoint 
Nonprofit	Services	for	fifteen	years;	Susan	Misra,	
MPA, is the associate director of program/ grants 
management and capacity building at TCC 
Group; Elissa Perry has worked as a consultant 
and coach in the areas of leadership, education, 
and creativity for over ten years.
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For	nonprofits	to	leverage	the	potential	of	new	
technologies	and	new	ideas	–	from	mobile	
connectivity	to	randomised	evaluation	–	
everyone with a stake in the sector must work 
to	narrow	the	distance	between	what	nonprofit	
organisations might achieve and what they are 
actually achieving today.

However,	our	findings	from	a	recent survey we 
conducted	–	which	drew	responses	from	more	
than 3000 stakeholders in the sector, including 
executives, staff members, and board members 
at	nonprofits	and	foundations	–	cast	a	revealing,	
and in some cases troubling, light on crucial 
performance gaps that exist in the sector.

After spending several decades researching, 
advising,	and	helping	lead	nonprofits,	we	have	
come	to	believe	that	the	best	nonprofits	are	
able to master seven elements that constitute 
what we call “strategic leadership”: mission, 
strategy, impact evaluation, insight and courage, 
organisation and talent, funding, and board 
governance. These elements work together as 
a system. An organisation that exhibits strong 
performance in all seven areas becomes an 
“engine of impact” and is capable of achieving 
real impact on a scale that is adequate to 
current needs.

Unfortunately our survey showed that a large 
majority of organisations fail to meet this 
standard.	Looking	at	responses	from	nonprofit	
executives, staff members, and board members, 

we found that very few of them represent 
organisations that excel in all seven areas of 
strategic leadership. According to our analysis, 
more	than	80	per	cent	of	nonprofits	struggle	in	
one or more of these areas. What’s more, in three 
of	these	areas	–	board	governance,	funding,	and	
impact	evaluation	–	at	least	half	of	all	nonprofit	
respondents indicated that their organisation 
struggles to perform effectively. (Those curious 
about how their own organisation fares in its 
practice of strategic leadership can use our 
Engine of Impact Diagnostic tool. 

Filling essential gaps in 
nonprofit	leadership

International research  w

By William F. Meehan and Kim Starkey Jonker

Research shows that most nonprofits fall short in important areas of 
performance. But stakeholders who operate at a systems level can do a 
lot to help solve this problem.

The report draws on the findings of The Stanford Survey on Leadership 
and Management in the Nonprofit Sector, created in collaboration with 
Stanford Social Innovation Review, the Stanford Center on Philanthropy 
and Civil Society, the Center on Social Innovation at Stanford 
Graduate School of Business, GuideStar, and BoardSource.

This article is reproduced with permission from the Stanford Social Innovation 
Review and was first published in November 2017.

http://www.engineofimpact.org/survey/
http://www.engineofimpact.org/diagnostic/
https://ssir.org/
https://ssir.org/
https://www.guidestar.org/Home.aspx
https://boardsource.org/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/filling_essential_gaps_in_nonprofit_leadership
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It’s based on the same analytical framework we 
used	to	develop	the	survey	and	takes	just	10	to	15	
minutes.) 

But	while	individual	nonprofits	have	work	to	do,	
they alone can’t accomplish the sector-wide 
transformation that is so necessary. Much of the 
work of building more effective organisations 
needs to start, in particular, with the board 
members	who	oversee	nonprofits	and	with	the	
donors	who	sustain	them	financially.	Consider	the	
three	areas	of	performance	in	which	nonprofits	
are	most	likely	to	struggle.	In	each,	influential	
players	within	the	nonprofit	sector	can	and	must	
help	nonprofits	develop	strategic	leadership	
capabilities.

Board governance: Demand high 
engagement
Better governance at a board level starts with 
board members themselves. They need to 
approach	their	work	for	a	nonprofit	as	a	matter	
not of passive service but of active participation 
in the direction of that organisation. (They call 
it a “board of directors” for a reason.) While 
reviewing budgets, project proposals, and 
strategic plans will always be a core function of a 
nonprofit	board,	those	who	sit	on	a	board	should	
demand opportunities to engage directly with 
“the	thing	itself”	–	the	frontline	activities	that	their	
organisation pursues. Chris Bischof, co-founder 
and principal of Eastside College Preparatory 
School in East Palo Alto, California, cites this 
aspect of his organisation as an important 
factor in its success. “At least half of the board 
members are on campus daily or weekly, tutoring 
or teaching after-school classes to kids or 
engaging in other ways. This involvement causes 
the board to really have their pulse on the school,” 
he says.

Equally important, if not more so, board members 
must take seriously their duty to monitor the work 
of their organisation’s executive director or CEO. 
Hiring, evaluating, and setting compensation 
for that leader is their primary responsibility. 
Kathy Spahn, president and CEO of Helen Keller 
International (HKI), notes that the HKI board 
established a framework for evaluation at the 
very beginning of her tenure at the organisation. 
“In advance of my start date, the board and I 
developed and agreed upon not only a clear 
and	specific	job	description,	but	also	mutually	
agreed	objectives	and	deliverables	for	my	first	
three, six, and twelve months,” Spahn explains. 
“Consequently, there were no surprises or speed 
bumps, and I was able to hit the ground running.” 
Nonprofit	executives,	for	their	part,	need	to	shun	

the temptation to treat their board as a rubber 
stamp. The title of an article we wrote in 2014 
says it all: A Better Board Will Make You Better.

Donors also have a decisive role to play in 
boosting the quality of board governance. In 
evaluating organisations to support, they should 
scrutinise the work of board members just as 
rigorously as they do the work of executive 
directors and other top staff members. And 
they	should	avoid	funding	nonprofits	in	which	
board members seem passive or disengaged, 
or in which the board displays a lax approach to 
overseeing executive performance.

Funding: Put a premium on impact
Of course, the most direct way donors can 
improve	nonprofit	performance	is	through	their	
funding efforts. Donors, we believe, must stop 
thinking small and start giving big. And they need 
to	give	with	the	aim	of	supporting	nonprofits	in	
a way and on a scale that will empower those 
organisations to achieve meaningful impact.

One impediment to effective funding is that 
donors are too ready to fund projects that 
will	bring	recognition	–	a	new	hospital	wing,	a	
campus building, a research centre that will bear 
their family name. They focus too little on funding 
projects in which their money can do the most 
good. We don’t question donors’ understandable 
wish to earn a bit of glory for their giving. But 
we urge them to tap into the deeper source of 
satisfaction that comes with providing fuel to 
organisations with a proven record of making a 
difference in people’s lives.

We can think of no better model for donors 
than that of Tom White, whose largely unsung 
efforts to support Partners in Health (PIH) show 
what it means to give for impact rather than 
recognition.	Today,	PIH	is	an	esteemed	nonprofit	
that provides medical services to some of the 
world’s poorest people. It became a global health 
powerhouse in part because of the visionary work 
of its founders, including Paul Farmer, Jim Kim 
(who is now president of the World Bank), and 
Ophelia	Dahl	–	and	thanks	to	White,	who	helped	
launch the organisation in the 1980s with a $1 
million donation. White owned and ran the Boston 
construction company J.F. White Contracting Co., 
which built the Charles River Dam and Foxboro 
Stadium, and in PIH he saw a worthy place to 
direct the fruits of his success.

White continued to support PIH by systematically 
giving	the	organisation	roughly	$50	million	over	
a	period	of	more	than	25	years.	To	support	PIH	
projects, he sold his company and many of his 

http://www.eastside.org/
http://www.eastside.org/
http://www.hki.org/
http://www.hki.org/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/a_better_board_will_make_you_better
https://www.pih.org/
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assets. He and his wife moved into progressively 
smaller houses so that they could make “stretch” 
gifts to the organisation. Then, after taking steps 
to	provide	for	his	family	financially,	he	set	out	to	
be as close to penniless as possible when he 
died. White made his last gift to PIH two weeks 
before his death, at the age of 90. It was for 
$5000;	that	was	all	he	had	left.

Not	all	donors	can	be	as	selflessly	or	quietly	
generous as White. But his story shows that 
impact can be just as inspiring to philanthropists 
as	recognition.	White	seized	an	opportunity	
to help fuel a high-impact organisation. If 
more donors adopt this approach, then more 
nonprofits	like	Partners	in	Health	will	be	able	to	
flourish.

Impact evaluation: Insist on it – 
and pay for it
A	chronic	problem	in	the	nonprofit	sector	is	that	
very few people in the sector dispute the value 
of impact evaluation, yet all too few people 
are willing to spend money on it. That needs 
to change, and donors are clearly in the best 
position to affect the way organisations prioritise 
and	fund	efforts	to	evaluate	nonprofit	work.

For	nonprofit	executives,	the	incentives	to	pursue	
rigorous impact evaluation are mixed, at best. 
Many of them prefer to remain opaque about 
the effectiveness of their programs, because 
clarity on that front exposes them to unwelcome 
pressure for accountability. Many boards of 
directors, moreover, tolerate their executives’ 
“avoidant” behavior. Reinforcing this pattern 
is the indifference that many funders exhibit 
toward impact evaluation. In our survey, we 
asked	nonprofit	executives	and	staff	members	
how many of their donors demand some kind 
of performance measurement. Only 42 percent 
of respondents indicated that more than half of 
their donors fall into that category. And crucially, 
a	much	smaller	share	of	nonprofit	respondents	
(11 percent) indicated that more than half of their 
donors are willing to pay for such evaluation work.

Yet donors are the systemically pivotal player 
in this area. They have the leverage to demand 
evaluation of the programs they fund. They 
also have an incentive to do so: Why should 
they	invest	their	capital	in	a	nonprofit	whose	
work lacks empirical support? Most important, 
they	have	the	means	to	finance	evaluation	
efforts. If donors routinely decline to pay for 
impact evaluation, then improving this aspect of 
nonprofit	performance	will	remain	something	of	a	
lost cause. 

If they embrace this responsibility, however, then 
the	nonprofit	sector	can	end	the	state	of	gridlock	
in	which	nonprofits	merely	pretend	to	have	
impact and donors pretend to believe them.

Pratham, an organisation that works to improve 
learning outcomes among children in India, has 
incorporated	rigorous	evaluation	–	including	the	
use	of	randomised	controlled	trials	(RCTs)	–	into	
its work for many years. To do so, it has relied on 
support from donors that recognise the value of 
funding not just educational programs but also 
efforts to measure program results. The William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation, for instance, paid 
for an evaluation of Pratham’s implementation of 
its Read India program in the states of Bihar and 
Uttarakhand. In fact, the foundation committed 
to supporting evaluation work on all of the 
programs it funded under its Quality Education 
in Developing Countries (QEDC) initiative. Other 
funders, including the Skoll Foundation, the US 
Agency for International Development, and the 
World Bank, have also supported Pratham’s 
evaluation projects.

According to Rukmini Banerji, CEO of Pratham, 
collaborating with funders that are willing to 
pay for impact evaluation works best when the 
two parties approach this work in the spirit of 
experimentation.	“None	of	[these	funders]	have	
the view that there is a ‘silver bullet.’ This is a 
long-run game. From Hewlett especially, we 
always got the feeling that we are all learning 
together. Never was the evaluation for the sake of 
evaluation,” Banerji says.

Before	nonprofit	organisations	can	pursue	
impact at scale over the long term, they must 
earn the right to scale. They can do so only 
by demonstrating their ability to excel in the 
essential components of strategic leadership. 
The	best	nonprofits	are	ones	that	absorb	this	
principle.	But	even	the	best	nonprofits	need	help	
in living up to it.

William F. Meehan III is the Lafayette Partners 
Lecturer in Strategic Management at Stanford 
University Graduate School of Business and a 
director emeritus of McKinsey & Company. He 
is co-author of Engine of Impact: Essentials of 
Strategic	Leadership	in	the	Nonprofit	Sector.

Kim Starkey Jonker is president and CEO 
of King Philanthropies and a lecturer in 
management at Stanford Graduate School of 
Business. She is co-author of Engine of Impact: 
Essentials	of	Strategic	Leadership	in	the	Nonprofit	
Sector.

http://www.engineofimpact.org/
http://www.engineofimpact.org/
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Top	not-for-profit	treasurer	
Sinead Glennon says 
treasurers must pay 
more attention to policies, 
risk management, cash 
management and planning,  
or they could be risking 
financial	trouble.
One	of	three	major	prize	winners	who	collected	
$5000	each	in	last	year’s	Commonwealth	Bank	
Not-for-profit	Treasurers’	Awards,	Ms	Glennon	
based	her	entry	on	an	online	finance	health	
check	for	groups,	and	it	continues	to	benefit	
community treasurers today.

The online survey by the Diploma of Business 
(Governance) student and treasurer for the 
Perth-based Genetic and Rare Disease Network 
(GaRDN) attracted 72 responses from across the 
country after ICDA shared the resource, revealing 
the strengths and weaknesses common to many 
groups.

The results of Ms Glennon’s survey highlighted:

• 42% of respondents did not have a cash 
management policy in place for their 
organisation

•	25%	admitted	they	were	not	reviewing	their	
actual numbers to their budget 

• 23% said their organisation could not meet 
future funding commitments with current and 
future cash resources

• 17% admitted they were not aware of their 
long-term funding commitments, such as bank 
loans,	capital	lease	agreements,	and	finance	
agreements

• 16% said they didn’t have the resources needed 
to	complete	a	cashflow	forecast.

Ms Glennon says some of the results are worrying, 
especially if she is correct in her assumption that 
more	conscientious	treasurers	had	filled	out	the	
health check.

She said having a good handle on cash, 
commitments and forecasts helped treasurers 
see	warning	signs	such	as	cashflow	problems.

And seeing these early warning signs would help 
organisations to avoid trading while insolvent, 
which is a duty of all community directors.

Similarly, having a contingency plan was critical 
for organisations, she said, especially with 36% 
having faced an unplanned drop in income and 
27% having faced a sudden unexpected capital 
expenditure in the past two years.

In her professional role as an accountant, 
Ms Glennon has been working with many 
organisations that are transitioning to the NDIS 
funding	model,	and	she	says	financial	scrutiny	
continues to increase across the sector.

Rewards on offer for top 
treasurers

Financial leadership  $

By	Matthew	Schulz,	journalist,	Our	Community

Award-winning volunteer treasurer Sinead 
Glennon	hopes	her	online	finance	health	check	
will help guide those new to the job of treasurer.



“It is a huge change in the funding model for a lot 
of organisations, leading to greater work, pressure 
and responsibility for the treasurer,” she says.

Ms Glennon says monitoring cash and working 
capital will become increasingly important in the 
new environment, with the new funding model 
seeing organisations paid in arrears, instead of 
the “block funding” of the past. 

“Board members, and treasurers especially, will 
need access to timely reporting and will need 
to	understand	the	changing	finances	of	the	
organisation.”

Overall, Ms Glennon says most respondents 
scored a pass mark of 63% on her health 
check survey, which assessed the health of 
organisations by examining their income, 
expenses,	profitability,	cash	flow	and	liquidity.	

In most cases, treasurers had proper access to 
basic information such as income, expenses, a 
balance sheet, bank statements and the budget. 

The	health	check	avoids	complex	financial	ratios	
to simplify the information for new treasurers and 
those	without	qualifications,	she	says.

Treasurers’ awards now open 
The	annual	Not-for-	Profit	Treasurers’	Awards,	
now in their fourth year, recognise community 
treasurers for all their hard work they do. 

You	could	win	one	of	four	$5000	donations	for	
your	not-for-profit	or	community	group,	either	
by	nominating	a	not-for-profit	or	community	
treasurer you know and writing in 100 words 
or less why they should win; or by nominating 
yourself and telling us in 100 words or less why 
you should win. 

All	not-for-profit	treasurers	nominated	or	
entering	will	receive	a	certificate	of	appreciation.		
To enter and for more information, visit www.
ourcommunity.com.au/treasurersawards2018.

Entries close on Friday July 27. 

MORE
Take	Sinead’s	financial	health	check | Health 
check scores explained

Our	profile	of	2017	Treasurers’	Awards	winner	
Sinead Glennon

Some results from Sinead's survey should give treasurers fresh motivation to look ahead.

http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/treasurersawards2018
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/treasurersawards2018
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