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Praise for Nonprofits Unfiltered 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

“Nonprofits Unfiltered is a necessary, 
courageous, and deeply honest book. This book 
never loses sight of the sacredness of the work, 

even as it refuses to romanticize the system 
around it.” 

 
 

Dr. Beverly (Bev) Browning 

Formerly The Grant Doctor® 

Author of Grant Writing for Dummies, Fundraising for Dummies and 

Nonprofit Kit for Dummies.  

 

  



 

 

 

The Work is Sacred.  
The System is Not. 
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C H A P T E R  1  

The System Behind the Mission  

 

 

he ballroom glowed gold beneath chandelier light. 

Waiters moved between tables with trays of salmon and 

wine while a jazz trio played softly beside the stage. Along the 

walls, banners displayed smiling children, graduation photos, 

food drives, hopeful quotes, and corporate sponsorship logos. 

At table twelve, donors applauded as the nonprofit's newest 

impact video ended with slow piano music and the words: 

Changing Lives. Building Futures. Strengthening Communities. The 

audience rose for a standing ovation. 

Near the front sat Alicia, the organization's executive 

director. She smiled as people congratulated her on another 

successful year and told her the organization looked stronger 

than ever. She politely thanked them. Then she checked her 

phone beneath the linen tablecloth. 

Three unread messages waited for her. The first was from 

the Chief Financial Officer—who had missed yet another gala—

asking whether payroll would clear by Friday. The second was 

from the Chief of Programs: a team member had resigned after 

months of burnout. She was running late, but on her way. The 

third was from the landlord threatening another rent increase on 

the building where the youth program operated. 

T 
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Alicia locked the screen and slipped the phone into her purse 

before anyone noticed the look of worry on her face. 

On stage, the board chair was speaking. He talked about 

innovation. Growth. Impact. Momentum. He directed attendees 

to the QR code on the cards at each table and invited them to give. 

No one mentioned the two employees who had cried in the 

bathroom earlier that week. No one mentioned that the 

development director had not taken a real vacation in nearly 

three years, terrified that major donors would lose interest if he 

stopped responding quickly enough. No one mentioned the case 

manager quietly buying groceries for clients out of her own 

paycheck. 

At the back of the ballroom, Michael, an intern in the 

communications department, stood near the service entrance 

reviewing the event photos on his camera. That afternoon, he had 

spent three hours interviewing program participants for social 

media content. He was quickly learning which images leadership 

preferred: smiling children, hugging families, hope overcoming 

hardship. 

The harder images rarely made it into public view. The 

mother crying because her housing voucher fell through. The 

veteran who stopped coming because he carried wounds no one 

could see. The exhausted staff. The tension between departments 

fighting over shrinking budgets. He was learning those stories 

rarely left the building. 

Nonprofit workers learn that survival often depends on 

perception. Donors want honesty, but not hopelessness. Urgency, 

but not instability. Struggle, but still optimism. Organizations 

become fluent in a particular kind of translation. 

Layoffs become "organizational restructuring." Employee 

burnout becomes "capacity challenges." Communities failed by 

systems become "underserved populations." And desperation 

becomes resilience. 

Earlier that morning, before the gala decorations arrived, 

Alicia had walked through the youth center. A teenager proudly 

showed her a college acceptance letter. In another room, 

volunteers packed food boxes for seniors. A counselor sat with a 

young girl struggling after her mother entered rehab. 
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The organization mattered. People needed it. That was what 

made everything so complicated. 

Over time, the performance becomes part of the structure 

itself. Annual reports tell one story; staff meetings tell another.  

Neither story is entirely false. 

One is polished for public consumption. The other lives 

quietly behind closed doors, carried mostly by the people trying 

to hold the entire thing together. 

The Business of Doing Good 
For all the language of charity and service, the nonprofit 

sector is also a massive economic system. 

It is not a small corner of American life. It is everywhere—in 

cities, suburbs, and rural communities, in moments of crisis and 

in the quiet, ongoing work of holding communities together. 

As of 2024, approximately 1.5 million tax-exempt  

organizations were operating in the United States. The nonprofit 

sector employed nearly 13 million people and contributed an  

estimated $1.5 trillion annually to the U.S. economy.  

Charitable giving approached $600 billion in 2024 alone. 

This is not a side system. It is a major American industry. 

And like every industry, it contains hierarchies, incentives, 

gatekeepers, competition, branding, labor pressures, and power. 

Some nonprofit institutions operate at a scale comparable to  

major corporations. Kaiser Permanente reports assets  

exceeding $100 billion. The NFL—a multibillion-dollar  

enterprise—operated as a tax-exempt organization from 1942 

until 2015, when public and congressional pressure finally ended 

that arrangement. 

These examples are not typical. They reveal something 

important: the nonprofit sector stretches from grassroots  

community organizations to institutions with significant  
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financial and political power. And yet many of the people doing 

the actual work remain underpaid, emotionally exhausted, and 

structurally unsupported in ways that would be harder to ignore 

in industries of comparable scale. 

Money does not just fund nonprofit work.  

It talks.  

It whispers.  

It nudges.  

It reshapes programs, priorities, and communities— 

determining what grows and what quietly disappears. 

The Story We Tell 
Most people think they understand nonprofits. They picture 

charities helping families in crisis, food banks feeding the  

hungry, shelters protecting people with nowhere else to go, 

youth programs mentoring children. 

And much of that story is true. Every day, nonprofit workers 

perform extraordinary acts of care. They step into gaps left by 

failing systems, shrinking public investment, and growing  

inequality. They help people stay alive. 

That part is real. 

There is another version of the nonprofit sector—the one 

people actually work in. A world of pressure, performance, 

scarcity, fundraising requirements, politics, and survival.  

The version trying to tell the truth about suffering while 

packaging it carefully enough to keep funding alive. The version 

where organizations compete for limited resources while 

publicly calling each other partners. The version where executive  

directors quietly wonder how payroll will clear while standing at 

podiums thanking donors for another successful year. 

Most people never see that version.  

In many ways, they were never supposed to. 

Over time, the public has begun sensing this disconnect. 

Trust in nonprofit institutions has declined—not necessarily 

because people stopped believing in the mission, but because 

they have started asking harder questions about the systems 

surrounding it. People can now read financial filings, examine 

executive salaries, review employee experiences, and watch 
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internal conflicts unfold publicly in ways that were far less visible 

before. 

Organizations speaking publicly about equity while 

employees describe inconsistent workplaces. Institutions 

promoting healing while staff burn out behind the scenes. 

Leaders celebrated for transformation while workers quietly 

struggle under instability and impossible expectations. 

The disappointment tends to land harder because nonprofits 

are not judged by the standards people apply to corporations. 

The public expects businesses to prioritize profit. They expect 

nonprofits to prioritize values. And when values appear 

disconnected from internal behavior, trust begins to erode. 

That erosion matters because nonprofits depend on public 

confidence to survive. Donations, partnerships, grants, 

volunteerism, advocacy, and political support all rely, in some 

form, on trust. However, that trust becomes fragile when the 

public story no longer matches the private experiences of those 

doing the work. 

The System Beneath the Service 
The nonprofit sector is often described as compassionate 

work. Structurally, it is also a system.  

The 501(c)(3) designation did more than create tax-exempt 

organizations. It created a publicly subsidized infrastructure 

governed largely through private influence. Donors receive tax 

advantages. Foundations distribute resources based on 

institutional priorities. Boards shape strategy and leadership. 

Communities are often positioned as recipients rather than 

decision-makers. 

That structure matters because structures shape behavior. 

They determine what gets funded, what gets measured, what gets 

expanded, and what quietly disappears. 

Most donors do not think about this directly. They give 

because they want to help.  

None of this requires corruption.  

Once money enters the system, it does more than support 

the work. It begins influencing decisions far beyond the original 

gift. 
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Nonprofits speak the language of compassion. Structurally, 

they operate within a system of incentives and approval—from 

funders, boards, donors, the public, and elected officials. Good 

nonprofit leadership learns to read these signals the way a trader 

reads a market. 

The question moves—quietly, almost imperceptibly—from 

What does the community need? to What will funders support? 

That shift is rarely intentional. It is powerful. At some point, the 

community stops being the audience and starts being reduced to 

outcomes, metrics, and fundraising narratives. 

Funding rarely arrives without expectations. What gets 

funded gets attention. What gets attention gets measured. What 

gets measured gets repeated.  

Inside organizations, access to funding relationships 

becomes a form of power. "My donor." "My funder." "My contact." 

Information becomes centralized. Credit becomes currency. 

Transparency becomes selective. The people closest to the work 

are often the furthest from the decisions shaping it. 

The Expectations No System Was Built to Carry 
Nonprofits are expected to solve some of society's most 

complex problems while operating within funding structures 

rarely designed for long-term resolution. Leaders are expected to 

inspire, manage, fundraise, comply, advocate, supervise, report 

outcomes, and keep organizations financially alive—all at once. 

Staff are expected to remain compassionate under conditions 

that often produce exhaustion. Boards are expected to govern 

multimillion-dollar institutions, sometimes without formal 

training in finance, compliance, labor law, or community systems. 

Everyone is expected to do more with less. 

And over time, scarcity becomes normalized. Late nights 

become commitment. Burnout becomes dedication. Emotional 

exhaustion becomes professionalism. The sector praises 

resilience because, in many organizations, resilience is the only 

thing that holds the structure together. 

 

 



1|THE SYSTEM BEHIND THE MISSION 

7 

Performing Success 
Human lives do not move in straight lines. Trauma does not 

follow grant cycles. Healing cannot always be measured in 

twelve-month outcomes. Yet organizations are expected to 

translate human complexity into clean narratives of progress. 

Meals served. Clients enrolled. Beds filled. Workshops 

delivered. These numbers matter. But activity is not always the 

same as resolution. I remember reviewing a report celebrating 

thousands of meals distributed through a food program. The 

work was real and the numbers were impressive. Then someone 

asked: "Why are the same families still coming back every month?" 

The room went quiet. 

The report measured activity. Not transformation. And over 

time, that distinction becomes harder to ignore. 

I remember sitting beside one of our employer partners at 

an awards ceremony when the conversation turned toward a 

potential corporate contribution. Instead of discussing a 

donation, he shared a concern. 

He had recently hired one of our program graduates and had 

nearly terminated his employment because of repeated lateness. 

Before making that decision, he asked him why. 

The young man had been walking several miles to and from 

work.  

The employer did not fire him. Instead, he adjusted 

expectations, kept him employed, and provided additional 

compensation so the young man could purchase a car. That 

intervention changed the trajectory of his employment. 

What stayed with me was the irony. The nonprofit regularly 

reported providing long-term follow-up and wraparound 

support beyond program completion. The program employed a 

social worker specifically to help participants navigate barriers. 

And yet no one inside the organization knew this young man was 

struggling just to get to work. 

More troubling: he had not felt comfortable enough to tell us. 

That is the part reports cannot measure—not whether services 

existed, but whether people trusted us enough to ask for help. 

That question leads somewhere uncomfortable. If hunger ended 

tomorrow, entire nonprofit systems would need to radically 
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redefine themselves. If poverty dramatically declined, thousands 

of organizations would need to rethink their existence. And 

maybe the hardest question of all: is the nonprofit system 

designed to solve these problems, or to manage them 

indefinitely? 

What We're Taught—and What We Learn 
When I began working in the nonprofit sector in New York 

City in the early 1990s, there were few formal pathways into the 

work. People learned by doing—by navigating funding 

challenges, organizational dynamics, and community needs in 

real time. 

Today, that has changed. Universities now offer courses and 

degrees in nonprofit management, governance, fundraising, and 

strategy. There are certifications, frameworks, and best practices 

for how the sector is supposed to operate. That progress has 

helped professionalize the field, but it has also created a gap.  

Nonprofit education can teach systems, processes, and 

theory. It cannot fully prepare someone for what it feels like to 

work inside the system—the pressure, the trade-offs, the politics, 

the expectation to present success even when reality is more 

complicated. Those lessons are not taught in classrooms. They 

are learned on the job. Often the hard way. 

What stayed with me after nights like that gala was not the 

applause. It was the contradiction. The standing ovations. The 

speeches about impact and transformation. And underneath it 

all: exhaustion, financial uncertainty, emotional strain, and the 

quiet pressure to keep everything looking stable no matter what 

was happening behind the scenes. 

Every honest conversation about nonprofits leads 

eventually to the same unsettling question: What happens when 

the work actually works? What happens to institutions, funding 

structures, and entire systems built around ongoing need? 

Whether the sector is prepared to answer that question 

honestly may be among the most important challenges 

philanthropy, government, and nonprofit leadership will ever 

face. That question does not have a comfortable answer.  

However, it is the one constant in this book I refuse to ignore.   
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• Nonprofits do meaningful work inside systems that often appears 
to reward survival more than resolution.  

• The public story organizations tell and the private realities staff 
experience are not always the same.  

• Funding influences more than programs. It shapes priorities, 
language, staffing, and power.  

• Burnout is often treated like an individual weakness instead of a 
structural warning sign.  

• Measuring activity is easier than measuring transformation. 
• Compassion alone cannot fix unhealthy systems. 

 
 

1. What problems are nonprofits truly solving—and which ones are 
they being funded to manage indefinitely?  
2. What realities inside organizations rarely make it into  
annual reports or public messaging?  
3. How often is stability performed for the sake of funding?  
4. What happens when metrics become more important than people?  
5. Can a mission stay healthy inside an unhealthy structure? 
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