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According to the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, more than 47 million 

workers quit their jobs in 2021, many 
seeking increased pay along with 
improved work-life balance and job 
flexibility. This spring, employers 
added 372,000 jobs, and the unem-
ployment rate dropped to 3.6 per-
cent—a near-record low in many 
states. It seems every business and 
nonprofit organization is hiring, and 
lots of workers are eager for new and 
better jobs. 

But hiring is hard. To shed light on 
the particular hiring challenges non-
profit organizations are facing, the 
National Council of Nonprofits con-
ducted a survey in the fall of 2021, 
asking more than 1,000 charitable 
nonprofits from all 50 states for input. 
The results were illuminating.

Job Vacancies Abound
Charitable organizations can’t meet 

their missions without staff in place, 
and current job vacancy rates are con-
cerning. More than a quarter (26 per-
cent) of survey respondents reported 
that they had openings for 20 to 29 
percent of their positions, and 16 per-
cent of respondents said they had 
more than 30 percent of their posi-
tions open. 

Reduced services. For many orga-
nizations, this vacancy rate translates 
directly to an inability to provide ser-
vices. For example, client waiting lists 
are growing longer or are being 
closed altogether, services are being 
limited or reduced, and staffs are 
being asked to do more. 
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Salary constraints. Even in the best 
of times, nonprofit organizations have 
a hard time competing for staff due to 
salary constraints. Pay disparity 
between for-profit and nonprofit orga-
nizations became even more of an 
issue during and after the “Great Res-
ignation,” with workers able to negoti-
ate ever higher salaries in the face of a 
labor shortage. In many cases, fund-
raising hasn’t kept up with increased 
salary demands. 

In the survey, a whopping 79 per-
cent of respondents identified salary 
competition as a factor preventing 
them from filling job openings. 
Many organizations also noted an 
inability to provide competitive ben-
efits and retirement packages as a 
factor. Nearly a quarter of respon-
dents cited workers’ inability to find 

childcare as a hinderance to recruit-
ing and retention.

Remote work. The popularity of 
remote work also hampers some non-
profits’ hiring. While certain jobs can 
be accomplished remotely, others can-
not. For organizations that provide 
direct services, remote work doesn’t 
work. This has also spilled over into 
the volunteer arena. Many volunteers 
haven’t returned to in-person service 
post-pandemic, creating a need to hire 
staff to replace them—which leads 
back to the root labor shortage.

Burnout. And don’t overlook the 
nature of some nonprofit work as a 
downside. Serving people in crisis at 
shelters or behavioral health facilities 
is stressful. Worker burnout is ram-
pant, and the pandemic left many 
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Word to the Wise
SMART Is Now SMARTIE

As nonprofit organizations recover 
from the pandemic, one promi-

nent issue that’s getting renewed focus 
is diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI). Fostering and modeling these 
three values not only promote positive 
workplace experiences and opportuni-
ties, they also further the productive 
relationships and goodwill that 
advance nonprofit missions.  

Incorporating DEI into everyday 
practices takes deliberate effort and 
planning. Working DEI into overall 
organizational strategy is a way to 
ensure that DEI issues are addressed 
in all decisions—and goal setting is a 
great place to start.

Start with SMART
At this point, most organizational 

leaders are aware of SMART goals. 
This standard for goal setting means 
that for goals to be effective, they 
need to be:  

Specific: Each goal should include 
details about who, what, why, and 
how it will be accomplished. By mak-
ing goals specific, everyone knows 
exactly what is expected. 

Measurable: Maybe you’ve heard 
the saying, “If you can’t measure it, 
you can’t manage it.” Measurability is 
key. Make sure you can measure 
progress toward your goal, whether 
it’s a dollar figure, a percentage 
change, or a certain number of volun-
teers, donors, or event participants. 
Measurability also lets you set small 
goals that lead to attaining a large 

goal, which can help keep morale and 
enthusiasm high. 

Attainable: There’s no sense in set-
ting goals so lofty that they’re impossi-
ble to reach. When goals are difficult 
but attainable, your team will make real 
progress and continue to be motivated.

Relevant: Choose goals that mat-
ter to the success of the company and 
your employees and that inspire your 
colleagues. Goals that result in mean-
ingful change will garner the sup-
port necessary to see them through 
to completion.

Time-bound: Schedules and dead-
lines create a sense of urgency and 
help motivate people to reach their 
goals. When you set a firm start date, 
target end date, and interim progress 
check-in dates, you create account-
ability. 

Add the “IE”
SMART goals drive results. Add-

ing the “I” and the “E” ensure that 
your goals also stimulate the changes 
that DEI initiatives are meant to 
encourage. This moves DEI from 
aspirational to actionable and 
becomes part of your mission.

Inclusive: The idea is to bring tra-
ditionally marginalized or excluded 
people and groups into processes, 
activities, and decision-making in 
ways that share power. 

Equitable: Adding an element of 
fairness or justice can help address 
systemic issues of injustice, inequity, 
or oppression. 

Recast Goals 
For those accustomed to the 

SMART paradigm, it takes some prac-
tice to incorporate the “I” and “E.” But 
here’s a way to think about it: Who 
should be involved in accomplishing 
this goal so that the outcome is influ-
enced in a meaningful way?

For example, if you have a hiring 
goal, consider adding a diversity com-
ponent to identify candidates of color 
or from diverse backgrounds. This 
might be accomplished by using new 
recruiting methods or partners or by 
including a deliberately diverse team 
to craft job descriptions or conduct 
interviews. You don’t want token par-
ticipation; you want influence. 

If you have a goal that involves com-
munity building, consider adding suc-
cess criteria requiring that the effort 
results in representation. This includes 
race, age, gender, and so on. Inclusivity 
and equity are made tangible when 
these types of requirements are engi-
neered into organizational goals.

How Are You Doing?
Delivering on DEI is a long-term 

challenge, but including inclusivity 
and equitability into your goal setting 
firmly establishes these values in your 
organization’s strategic DNA. Over 
time, setting SMARTIE goals becomes 
second nature, and the results will 
shape the future of your organization.

We can help you create SMARTIE goals. 
Contact us to learn more.
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without the emotional capacity to 
cope with more stress. 

Fixing the Big Picture
Many nonprofit organizations are 

feeling especially vulnerable, left reel-
ing by the pandemic and struggling to 
find qualified workers to join their 
staff. Survey respondents shared sev-
eral ideas for reform.

Shift culture. A number of funders 
won’t cover nonprofit operating costs, 
which creates enormous challenges at 
the heart of nonprofits’ budgets. 
Donors are also generally less inter-
ested in covering operating costs than 
they are funding services. Several sur-
vey respondents described a “culture 
shift” required to cover infrastructure, 
competitive salaries, and benefits. 
Nonprofit organizations must be pre-
pared to communicate these needs in 
a compelling way.

Create stability. Many nonprofit 
respondents underscored the idea of 
securing “multiyear support” (versus 
shorter duration support) from 
funders so the organizations can cre-
ate longer staffing plans without 
relentless budget fears. This change 
will require a concerted effort to 
impact funding cycles and expecta-
tions.

Reform funding. A significant 
number of nonprofit organizations 
perform services on behalf of govern-
ments under grants or contracts. 
Unfortunately, many of these agree-
ments use outdated and insufficient 
reimbursement rates that don’t fully 
cover the cost of services or salaries. A 
lobbying effort is required to raise 
awareness of this issue with state and 
federal governments.

Capture true costs. There’s a lack 
of timely and accurate data regarding 
nonprofit employment and cost of ser-
vices. In fact, the National Council of 
Nonprofits reports that the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn’t cur-
rently collect employment data for 
charitable nonprofit employers, and 
nonprofit employment data is only 

released every five years. No other 
major employment sector is ignored in 
this way.

Keep up with costs. Many non-
profits provide services based on 
fixed rates established years ago that 
are not adjusted regularly for cost of 
living, inflation, or other increases. 
Some states only adjust their rates for 
inflation every five, 10, or even 20 
years. Without these built-in “escala-
tors,” nonprofits face inordinate strain 
to cover costs and provide services. 
Similarly, while federal rules require 
governments to cover the full cost of 
services—including indirect or over-
head—many government entities do 
not comply. A review of these reim-
bursement policies is a must.

What to Do 
Of course, fixing the big picture 

will take years. In the meantime, non-
profits are struggling to fill employ-
ment vacancies and maintain their 
levels of service. If competing on sal-
ary isn’t currently a viable option, 
nonprofit HR executives have other 
suggestions. 

Push the mission. Your organiza-
tion’s good work will attract those 
who want to make an impact. Seek 
those with a passion for your organi-
zation’s mission by promoting your 
values and sharing successful pro-
gram results. 

Use your network. Your volun-
teers, your board, and your current 
employees provide the best endorse-
ments for your organization as a place 

to work. Be sure everyone is aware of 
open positions and candidate require-
ments. In addition, share your job 
vacancies with your professional net-
works. Your financial, legal, and 
insurance advisors are well connected 
and in contact with groups of people 
you typically might not interact with.

In related action, consider lobbying 
state legislators to bring awareness to 
your mission and challenges. While 
nonprofits often avoid political 
involvement, trade organizations 
must lean in to capture attention and 
resources. 

Promote from within. The overall 
labor shortage is creating enormous 
opportunities for employees to rise to 
meet next-level challenges. Consider 
promoting from within your existing 
workforce to retain good workers and 
give them a chance to shine. Be aware 
of where you need to spend your 
training and development efforts and 
dollars. You may need to invest more 
in skill building for mid-level workers. 

So, is the nonprofit staffing issue a 
challenge or a crisis? The National 
Council of Nonprofits suggests it’s 
the latter—a “workforce crisis in need 
of rapid remedy.” Like all employers, 
nonprofit organizations are weary of 
fighting for new hires. Nonprofit HR 
executives are hopeful that the over-
all employment outlook will normal-
ize soon.

Keep us up to date on your hiring and other 
challenges. Together, we can brainstorm 
solutions.
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The news is full of stories involving 
ethics—recently one about would-

be auditors cheating on, of all things, a 
national ethics exam. While no one 
wants to be in the spotlight for bad 
behavior, unethical behavior can be 
especially damaging to the reputation 
of a nonprofit organization.

To deter such conduct, many non-
profit organizations create codes of 
ethics to formally guide employees, 
volunteers, and board members in 
their decisions. Good codes of ethics 
include guidance on these and other 
behaviors:

Professional conduct. This 
includes workplace behavior, interac-
tion with vendors, clients, and partner 
organizations, and other behavioral 
expectations that foster a positive 

workplace. Covered topics could 
include safety, harassment, inclusion, 
and discrimination policies and 
should cover both in-person and 
online behavior, including emails 
and texts. 

Conflicts of interest. Conflicts of 
interest arise when officers, employ-
ees, directors, or volunteers make 
decisions that interfere with their abil-
ity to do their jobs objectively or make 
decisions that benefit them personally. 
This is true for actions that might 
even appear to be a conflict and can 
range from decisions regarding con-
tracts to office romances. 

Conflicts must be disclosed and 
managed by removing conflicted 
parties from pertinent discussions 
and voting. Consider appointing a 

compliance officer to help manage 
potential conflicts. 

Protecting organizational assets. 
Your organization may have trade 
secrets, data, patents, or proprietary 
processes that require protection. 
Your code of ethics can include rules 
about how to treat organizational 
assets, both tangible and intangible. 

Confidentiality. If confidentiality 
is important in your work, include 
language about maintaining confi-
dentiality, including data and docu-
ment handling, in your code of eth-
ics. 

Codes of ethics are typically not 
legally binding but can be used in 
reviews and coaching. Work with 
your trusted advisors and HR leaders 
to create a code of ethics that works 
for your team, and have all new hires 
read and sign an agreement to abide 
by the code. 

How to Create a Code of Ethics
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