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Abstract  

In the current dilemma of whether non-profits should be structured more or less like a 

for-profit organization, there are valid points to either side of the argument.  By their very nature, 

these organizations are different when you look at mission, structure, funding sources, tax 

reporting, and other components.  Because of this, experts like Jim Collins (business consultant 

and author) argue that in order to be great, organizations in the social sectors have to follow 

different rules or have a different focus than those in the business sector.  However, there are 

also people like Dan Pallotta (non-profit entrepreneur and author) who say that if non-profit 

organizations adopted more business-minded strategies like advertising, comparable 

compensation for employees, long term planning and risk taking, they would be more successful.  

This paper uses personal experience and input from non-profit leaders in the community to 

analyze both of these perspectives to determine the best way for a non-profit to be run in order to 

be successful. 
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Introduction 

Statement of Purpose 

There is an ongoing debate whether non-profits should be run more or less like a business 

in order to be successful.  The nature of non-profits and underlying mission are typically very 

different from a large corporation, but they are often held back from their full potential by public 

restraints.  This paper will match successful non-profits with concepts that support either side of 

the argument to determine the best strategy a non-profit should have in order to be successful as 

an organization.   

 

Statement of Relevance 

The recent growth of non-profit organizations in the United States has significantly 

changed the entire sector.  From 1995-2010, the number of registered public charities have 

grown from .5 million to over a million (National Center for Charitable Statistics).  This intense 

growth has led to a significant increase in competition for funding, resources, and talent.  With 

the recent downturn of the U.S. economy, these nonprofit organizations are in a fierce battle for 

donor dollars and not all have survived; only the strongest organizations have persevered through 

these tough times.  The concepts highlighted in this report are ways that non-profit organizations 

can be successful during this difficult period in time on either side of the business/non-profit 

spectrum.  Other non-profits can use these ideas as a framework for a successful organization. 

 

Methodology 

The first step in determining what strategies create a successful non-profit was to look at 

opposing ideas.  Two books, Good to Great and the Social Sectors by Jim Collins and 

Uncharitable by Dan Pallotta, compare whether non-profit organizations should be structured 

more or less like an organization in the business sector.   

The second step was to conduct interviews with various members of the Tucson non-

profit community to support the points presented in the books.  Getting input from people in 

various positions at an assortment of organizations provided a broad spectrum of responses to 

illustrate real life examples of the ideas introduced in the books. 

Finally an analysis was conducted to take an overall look at all of the ideas and examples 

collected throughout the process to determine the best strategy for a non-profit to be considered a 

successful organization.  
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Literary Review 

Literature about the non-profit sector has grown significantly in past years, but is still 

lacking significantly.  Because the growth is so recent, people are still trying to determine the 

“best” way to start and run a non-profit.  Countless how-to books exist outlining various 

structures and techniques for managing a successful non-profit, but there is still an argument as 

to the direction non-profits should take.  The two books analyzed for this project take opposing 

sides to the argument of whether non-profits should be run more or less like a business.   

1. Good to Great 
Good to Great and the Social Sectors by Jim Collins is a monograph written to 

accompany the well-known business novel.  Collins argues that “we must reject the idea – well 

intentioned, but dead wrong – that the primary path to greatness in the social sectors is to become 

‘more like a business’” (Collins 1).  Although this idea is developed for all organizations in the 

social sector, this paper looks specifically at non-profit organizations, a branch within the social 

sector.  The monograph takes each concept introduced in the original novel and highlights the 

difference in thinking that should occur for an organization in the social sector.  All of these 

concepts are outlined below. 

Defining and Measuring “Great” 
The very first concept of the Good to Great framework is determining what “great” is, 

and then finding a way to measure it.  Jim Collins classifies “great” as an organization “that 

delivers superior performance and makes a distinctive impact over a long period of time” 

(Collins 5).  In the Good to Great monograph, he identifies that the measure for performance of 

organizations within the business sector can easily be financials, but it is more difficult for 

organizations in the social sector.  Within the social sector, “money is only an input, not an 

output” (Collins 32).  Non-profits need to evaluate performance relative to the mission of the 

organization to determine success.  This concept seems reasonable and applicable; however, it 

presents the problem of finding an accurate metric to measure performance relative to mission, 

which is typically more difficult than looking directly at a business’s profit.  This idea results in a 

significant struggle for most non-profit organizations, but those that are able to succeed move 

from good to great. 

Level 5 Leadership 
Jim Collins identifies a Level 5 leader as someone who is “ambitious first and foremost 

for the cause, the organization, the work-not themselves – and they have the fierce resolve to do 

whatever it takes to make good on that ambition” (Collins 34).  The main difference between the 

business sector and the social sector’s level 5 leaders is that true leadership – getting people to 

follow even when they have the freedom not to – is more prevalent (Collins 32). 
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First Who-Get the Right People on the Bus 
An important part of having a successful organization is making sure the non-profit has 

the right people on the bus.  This means that they have to get the wrong people off the bus, and 

also get all the key people into the correct seats.  It’s not until all of the right people are situated 

on the bus that they can figure where to drive the bus and how to get there.  The “who” needs to 

come before the “what” (Collins 34).  When comparing the social sector to the business sector 

with respect to this concept, there are advantages and disadvantages.  It is easier to get the right 

people on the bus for the social sector because often people who have a strong passion for a 

specific cause will want to get involved.  This means that an organization will have a lot of 

people really passionate about the mission, but it also make it harder to fire people.  Because of 

the strong passion and personal connections between people for a common cause, oftentimes the 

wrong people remain on the bus.   

Confront the Brutal Facts-Living the Stockdale Paradox 
The fourth concept addresses how to handle negative situations within an organization.  

Despite the difficulties that may arise, an organization needs to retain faith that they can and will 

prevail in the end.  A part of this is confronting even the most brutal facts of current realities 

(Collins, 34).  Collins claims that within the social sector there is often a culture of “niceness” 

that inhibits an organization from confronting these brutal facts.  In addition, various systematic 

constraints can erode any faith that the organization will prevail in the end (Collins 32).  A 

constant trend in thinking is that an organization cannot become “great” until they fix the entire 

system. 

Hedgehog Concept-Getting Your Three Circles Right 
The Hedgehog Concept is all about getting the three circles in the operating model right.  

These circle work together interconnected to create a “great” organization.  The circles of the 

concept include: “what you can be best in the world at, what you are deeply passionate about, 

and what best drives your economic or resource engine” (Collins 34).  When comparing the 

social sector to the business sector, the biggest difference is the third circle.  The focus shifts 

from an economic engine from a resource engine.  This resource engine is composed of not just 

money, but time and brand as well (Collins 33).   

Culture of Discipline 
The culture of discipline revolves around the fact that “great” organizations have 

“disciplined people who engage in disciplined thought and who take disciplined action” (Collins 

34).  The people within the organizations have responsibilities instead of jobs.  In comparison 

with the business sector, people within the social sector have an underlying desire to “do good” 

and combined with the pressure from donor requests, these people can make undisciplined 

decisions.  At the same time, the social sector faces less pressure to grow just for growth’s sake 

and there is typically less executive greed leading to undisciplined decisions (Collins 33).  These 
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two factors work against each other as a culture of discipline develops for non-profit 

organizations. 

Flywheel, not Doom Loop 
According to Collins there is not one specific action, idea, or person that brings greatness 

to an organization.  Instead, it is a combination of things over time that builds momentum for the 

entire organization.  For organizations in the business sector, success leads to financial rewards 

which can be put back into creating more financial rewards.  It works a little differently for 

organizations within the social sector.  The success of these organizations instead leads to 

support and commitment which then creates even more success.  This momentum builds up like 

a flywheel, because people like to support winners (Collins 24).  

Clock Building, Not Time Telling  
In the initial Good to Great framework, great organizations are structured in a way so that 

they experience success through multiple generations of leaders and programs.  They find ways 

to build mechanisms that stimulate progress even when there is a change of leader (Collins 35).  

For an organization in the social sector to be great, the complete opposite is usually true.  In 

these organizations, funding usually favors “time telling” and so significant emphasis is placed 

on the one person or program that brings success, which is seen as more important than building 

a sustainable organization (Collins 33).   

Preserve the Core/Stimulate Progress 
The final concept states that great organizations have a fundamental duality that guides 

them over time.  One side of this concept is that the organization needs to stick to its core 

mission and core reason for existence, which needs to remain constant over time.  On the other 

side, the programs and operating strategies need to be flexible enough to adapt to the changing 

environment in which the organization exists.  (Collins 35).  Non-profit organizations have the 

advantage that the passion and mission for the core values is typically stronger so this can easily 

stay constant over time, however this extra commitment can make it more difficult to change the 

other smaller things that need to adapt to outside factors (Collins 33).   

2. Uncharitable  
Looking at the opposite end of the spectrum, Dan Pallotta’s book Uncharitable: How 

restraints on nonprofits undermine their potential claims that non-profits would be more 

successful if structured more like a business.  Pallotta identifies that there is a mental block 

among the general public, a non-profit ideology that says non-profits are organizations in which 

no one should seek any personal gain.  Because of this, the salaries offered are low, and the real 

talent is drawn away and into the for-profit sector.  The belief is that people in non-profits should 

care more about the people they help than the money they make, and they aren’t concerned 

enough about helping others if they have any self-interest, so they do not belong there.  Also, 

according to this ideology, spending money on administrative costs other than salaries is bad too, 
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because all of that money should be going directly to the cause, not the employees. In addition, 

non-profit organizations are discouraged from taking any risks, even calculated ones, because a 

mistake is considered a waste of other people’s money. This ideology creates a society in which 

the organizations dedicated to the greatest needs get the fewest resources. If non-profit 

organizations could offer competitive pay to recruit top-tier people, and spend money on 

advertising to get in the public eye and compete for donor dollars in the marketplace, they could 

potentially help more people in the long run (Pallotta 6).   
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Results 

To support the various concepts from the books, a selection of organizations was 

identified, and opinions of key players in the non-profit community were questioned for support.  

These people and organizations were identified through personal experiences and public 

recognition.  Analyzing these opinions in relation to the concepts presented in the books 

developed a broad range of results and examples of how the concepts from Good to Great and 

the Social Sectors and ideas from Uncharitable are playing out in real time within current non-

profits in the community.   

1. Good to Great 
Each of the nine concepts has been matched with a person or organization that fully 

exhibits the ideas presented by Jim Collins in a real life example.  Some organizations applied to 

more than one concept, but different aspects of their success are related to each idea separately.    

Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona 
The Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona is one of the top non-profit 

organizations both in Tucson and nationally.  Serving approximately 225,000 people per month, 

the Community Food Bank has large impact on the people within the large region of Southern 

Arizona.  It is known within the non-profit community for both its high level of efficiency and 

great employee experience.  97 cents of every donated dollar goes directly to food and food bank 

programs with only 3 cents going toward administrative costs (communityfoodbank.com).  In 

comparison with other non-profits this is regarded as a very efficient organization.  In addition, 

the Community Food Bank was recently named #15 overall in the NonProfit Times list of Best 

Non-Profits to Work For, and was the only food bank to make the list (thenonprofittimes.com).  

Because of this reputation, it is a widely known and supported non-profit in Tucson and the 

surrounding areas. 

The Community Food Bank can be considered one of the “great” non-profit organizations 

in Tucson because of its commitment to the mission in all that it does.  The mission, “through 

education, advocacy, and the acquisition, storage, and distribution of food, we will anticipate 

and meet the food needs of the hungry in our community” is posted in the physical food bank 

locations as a reminder to all employees.  In addition, it is printed on the back of the nametag 

table tents of all board members to serve as a reminder and guide for all decisions made within 

the Board of Directors meetings.  This initial commitment to the mission is the first step in the 

Jim Collin’s concept, defining and measuring “great.”   

To complete the second half of this concept, the Community Food Bank has found many 

metrics other than financial output to measure success.  Some of these metrics include pounds of 

food distributed, number of people served, and area reached with service.  In their Annual 
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Report, the Community Food Bank mentions some financial data, but most of this is in reference 

to inputs (donations).  The remainder of the report highlights the people served, meals 

distributed, programs and services offered to clients, and type of food distributed 

(communityfoodbank.com).  Because the Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona has found 

a way to evaluate their performance relative to their mission, and a metric to measure this other 

than financial profit, they can be classified as one of the “great” non-profit organizations. 

Bill Carnegie 
In my non-profit involvement in Tucson the past four years, there is one person who is 

the ultimate example of a level 5 leader in every aspect, Bill Carnegie, the CEO of the 

Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona.  Bill’s intense passion for the organization is what 

has stood out to me the most during my participation with the Community Food Bank.  Whether 

I was working with him to plan a service project for a group of college students, interviewing 

him for a class project, or sitting in a Board of Directors meeting with him, Bill’s first priority 

was always the Community Food Bank of Sothern Arizona and its people.   

Bill Carnegie personally classifies his leadership style as an upside down triangle.  In 

putting himself at the bottom, he as the CEO is the ultimate support for his managers.  He is 

there to help them with what they need.  In addition, he has transferred this idea to his managers 

letting them know that they are there to serve their staff, and help with whatever it is that they 

need.  It is his job to make sure that they have all the tools they need in order to do their job 

(Carnegie 2012).  He really empowers his employees to make their own decisions by allowing 

others to either succeed or fail and then supporting them regardless of the result.  Bill has a great 

handle on getting people to follow when they have the choice not to because in his mind, his title 

of CEO does not give him the influence over anyone, it simply gives him the responsibility of 

taking care of everyone, and his employees know this. 

Another reason Bill believes that people follow him even when they don’t have to, is 

because he fully trusts his employees, but they also trust him.  He developed “Frying Pan Chats” 

in which the managers are all dismissed after a staff meeting and he sits and talks with the 

remaining staff and they can share any concerns with him or ask him questions.  This open 

dialogue strengthens his bond with the employees and develops that trust.  This trust is just one 

aspect of Bill’s leadership at the Community Food Bank.   

Bill’s recognition as a significant non-profit leader goes beyond my personal analysis of 

his success.  Recently, he was named Executive of the Year by Feeding America (nationwide 

network of food banks) at their National Network Summit in Detroit.  He was recognized for the 

impressive improvements he has made to the Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona in his 

past 6 years as CEO including increasing secured and distributed food by 114%, 80% of which is 

“nutritionally valued” (Escarra).  Additionally, throughout my research interviewing other non-

profit leaders, Bill Carnegie is the one name that repeatedly came up as an exemplary individual.  
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This national, community, and personal identification of Bill as an outstanding leader supports 

him being classified as a level 5 leader according to the definition determined by Jim Collins.  

Angel Charity for Children 
Angel Charity improves the lives of children in Pima County by financially supporting 

various non-profit organizations that serve children.  The organization is composed of 

approximately 150 female active members who fundraise year round then select a few 

beneficiaries to receive the money for new buildings and equipment, expansion of programs, etc.  

These members are all involved strictly on a volunteer basis so that none of the money raised is 

spent on salaries.  In the past 30 years, Angel Charity has raised over $21 million total and 

donated to over 25 different beneficiaries assisting countless children in Pima County 

(angelcharity.org). 

The occupations of the Angel members range broadly and include lawyers, accountants, 

real-estate agents, stay at home moms, sales executives, business owners, etc.   Having such a 

broad range of dedicated members in the organization allows them to have the support on hand 

that they need.  For example, the accountants help file the taxes and the business owners donate 

the services of their company for events.  Having these different types of people with a broad 

range of expertise on the bus helps Angel Charity in many ways.  Putting all of these educated 

and savvy minds towards a common goal really produces fantastic results.  In 2011, they donated 

over $700,000 to support Tucson Children’s Museum, Boys and Girls Club of Tucson, and 

Therapeutic Riding of Tucson (CITE). 

According to Erin Vincent, past General Chair of Angel Charity, the organization has 

such a great mission and reputation that they have no problem getting the right people on the bus 

(Vincent 2012).  Everyone who wants to join Angel Charity gets involved in a limited capacity at 

first so they can prove themselves to the current members of the organization.  This “cherub 

status” is a trial period in which the potential member can demonstrate their extreme 

commitment and dedication to the cause.  The introductory period trial process is a way in which 

Angel Charity can ensure they are only letting the right people on the bus to begin with. 

They also have many policies in place to ensure that the wrong people get off the bus.  

They have very strict and specific guidelines for all active members that must be agreed to.  Any 

member who is not fulfilling her responsibilities (monetary or otherwise) is placed onto 

probation, and will be removed if the action is not corrected.  Erin addressed the fact that 

sometimes this can get uncomfortable because many members were recruited to join by friends, 

and due to the fact that they work so closely together each member often becomes close friends 

with the other members.  However they have precautions in place so that the best person suited 

for the situation is the one to confront the member in question to reduce this issue.  Generally 

though, she said that there is rarely an issue because all of the members fully understand their 

responsibilities and it is clear when someone has not fulfilled them. 
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Overall Angel Charity has a large number of highly dedicated and diverse members.  The 

great mission of Angel Charity and the policies in place ensure that they always have the right 

people on the bus, allowing them to continue to produce amazing results and remain a “great” 

organization.  

Primavera Foundation 
The Primavera Foundation “provides pathways out of poverty through safe, affordable 

housing, workforce development and neighborhood revitalization” (primavera.org).   They host 

many programs that look at all aspects of poverty and work towards improving the quality of life 

for the Tucson community through survival, stability, security, and sustainability.  By having 

such a wide breadth of services, they are not only immediately responding to those in need, but 

they are also working towards creating a more stable future. 

The Primavera Foundation is a Tucson non-profit that really exemplifies the Good to 

Great concept of Confronting the Brutal Facts.  Homelessness is one of the most systemic 

problems our society faces connected to many factors including unemployment, mental illness, 

hunger, education, and multiple other social issues.  Primavera employees face the current 

struggle that despite helping as many people as they do daily, more people are becoming 

homeless simultaneously.  Renee Bibby, Marketing Coordinator, explained that the way the 

address this is by coming from multiple angles.  First, they have direct service which 

immediately helps those in need.  They also work on community-wide changes and advocacy.  

These solutions are longer term and focus on reshaping public policy and other ways to break the 

cycle of poverty.  She claims that both sides must be addressed because they cannot ignore the 

people currently in need to only focus on the future, but they also need at least some focus on the 

future (Bibby 2012).  By addressing current issues and also working towards minimizing those 

issues in the future, Primavera is recognizing that there are systematic constraints that typically 

erode faith, but working through them to continue the hope for the future that they will prevail. 

Primavera also has a good Culture of Discipline.  Because they have such a great 

reputation within the Tucson community, they receive a high percentage of unrestricted funds 

(Bibby 2012).  This helps the employees of the organization to make disciplined decisions and 

determine the best place for the money.  Having unrestricted funds allows the organization to act 

in accordance to what is best for their clients as opposed to feeling the need to follow the wishes 

of their donors.  Primavera also has many employees with strong time commitments to the 

organization.  This loyalty creates the mentality that the employees do not simply have a job, 

they have a responsibility.  This attitude strengthens the Culture of Discipline within the 

organization, illustrating once again how Primavera is one of the “great” organizations. 

Fiesta Bowl  
The Fiesta Bowl is an organization that fully exemplifies the social sector version of the 

third wheel in the Hedgehog Concept.  Their resource engine is bursting in all areas.  This non-
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profit began in 1971 by a group of community members, and has grown to encompass over 40 

statewide events including a football game in the national Bowl College Series (fiestabowl.org).   

The money element of the resource engine can be demonstrated by the generation of 

revenue for the organization and for the entire state of Arizona.  The assortment of different 

events has raised over $1 billion in the past five years.  In addition, throughout the more than 40 

years of the Fiesta Bowl, there has been an estimated economic impact of over $3 billion for the 

state of Arizona (fiestabowl.org).   

The second element of the resource engine, time, can be represented by the time 

commitment of all their volunteers.  Committee members – famous for their yellow jackets – and 

Ambassadors – known by their piñata sweaters – are the long term volunteers for the 

organization. They provide continuous support for the Fiesta Bowl at all events.  In addition to 

these permanent volunteers, the organization also has many other community volunteers that 

help out at individual events.  With over 2,900 volunteers donating time during the 2011-2012 

season, the time element of the resource engine is extremely strong.    

The long standing history and community involvement of the organization as well as its 

national recognition, stands as a testament to the final element of the resource engine, brand.  

Nationwide the Fiesta Bowl is known as one of the Bowl Championship Series games, but 

locally it also has a strong reputation for supporting children’s charities and hosting events.  All 

three elements of the resource engine – money, time and brand – are demonstrated by the Fiesta 

Bowl organization creating a strong third circle Hedgehog Concept, making it another “great” 

organization. 

Muscular Dystrophy Association 
The Muscular Dystrophy Association (MDA) has been supporting research and people 

related to neuromuscular diseases for over 50 years.  Their national headquarters are located in 

Tucson where all of the large picture details are handled, but they have branch offices around the 

U.S. serving people regionally as well.   

MDA is a textbook example of the Flywheel concept for a great organization.  Over the 

past half century they have built their brand up to be one of the nationally recognized non-profit 

organizations in the United States.  Their Jerry Lewis telethons and shamrock sales have been a 

charity staple and model for fundraisers in the non-profit sector.  Because of this, MDA receives 

great support from the public, for example they recently received at $6 million bequest which 

they used to build a new building at their national headquarters (mdausa.org).   It is because of 

their long-standing reputation with the public that they are able to receive significant gifts like 

this.  According to Executive Vice President of Business Development, Kevin Moran, MDA is 

currently looking for ways to continue the momentum they have built over the years even if the 

original driving engines are fading out.  As the years go on, less people know who Jerry Lewis 

is, and at one point in the future, there will come a time when Jerry Lewis will not be around to 
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lend his support to MDA.  In addition, the MDA brand can become stale over time because of its 

long history in the public eye (Moran 2012).  Because of these reasons, MDA is taking a 

proactive approach to create alternative plans so that in the future when one of the engines goes 

out, another can pick up and the flywheel can continue without loss of momentum. 

Although the Muscular Dystrophy Association may be moving in a new direction, the 

telethon is a clear example of how non-profits favor time telling for funding reasons.  The Jerry 

Lewis telethon is one of the longest standing fundraisers at 45 years.  Year after year this 

singular event raises outrageous amounts of money for MDA, and in the 2010 telethon they 

raised close to $59 million (mdausa.org).  Throughout the 45 years with Jerry Lewis as the host 

small changes have been made, like the recent implementation of text message donations, but the 

main theme has remained the same.  Although it may seem frightening to build up so much 

around one specific event, it is difficult for a non-profit to stray away and try something new and 

more sustainable when it is bringing in such significant donations for the organization. 

Ben’s Bells Project 
The Ben’s Bells Project was founded by Jeannette Marè when she suddenly lost her 3 

year old son.  Her sadness over this loss was overwhelming, but one of the coping strategies she 

came up with was to work with clay in a small backyard studio and make what is now known as 

a Ben’s Bell.  On the first anniversary of Ben’s death these bells were distributed around Tucson 

to serve as a reminder of kindness (bensbells.org).  Over the past few years the organization has 

grown significantly and now has two studio locations where people can come and make the clay 

pieces of the bells or paint already fired pieces.  By the time a bell is finished, 10 different people 

have worked on it.  This is one of the strongest small non-profits in the Tucson community and is 

easily recognizable by its logo, a bright green flower. 

Ben’s Bells is a perfect example of a non-profit organization in the social sector that 

preserves its core strongly.  The mission and story behind the organization are so strong and 

personal that it creates a significant pressure to stick to it.  Everything that Ben’s Bells does as an 

organization relates back to the mission of kindness.  From the signatures at the bottom of 

emails, to the communication between employees, all aspects of business are carried out with 

respect to the theme of kindness.  In addition, they are very attached to their branding and 

reputation, and use this as a guiding factor in their decisions.  The signature Ben’s Bells green 

color is a common theme in all new ideas, and the Ben’s Bells flower appears on all documents, 

logos, etc.  This intense focus creates a strong preservation of the core of the organization, which 

really makes it “great.” 

Having such a strong focus for the organization is helpful, but it could also be argued that 

it might potentially inhibit future growth or progress; however, Jeannette believes that this is not 

the case.  Although they have certain ways in which the organization will never stray, they have 

found ways to still adapt to the environment around them.  For example, Ben’s Bells will never 

sell a bell, but they have created other similar merchandise that allows them to make money and 
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people to purchase items to get involved in the cause (Marè 2012).  In addition, they have been 

completely open to new ideas and expansion, and have simply responded to the flow of the 

organization.  When they grew too big they expanded to a new location, and now they are 

expanding into Phoenix.  Jeannette explains that they “have a very clear focus, but are flexible in 

how it is carried out” (Marè 2012).  Although Ben’s Bells is strongly set in their core mission, 

they are still progressing toward the future. 

2. Uncharitable  
Dan Pallotta identifies multiple ways in which non-profit organizations are held back 

from their full potential by restraints that a societal ideology places on them.  Non-profit and for-

profit leaders in the Tucson community agree in large to most of these ideas, but the public 

remains still unconvinced. 

Advertising   

One of the big controversies is if non-profit organizations should spend money on 

advertising.  The current common thought is that non-profit organizations should only advertise 

if it is free or donated (Pallotta 6).  It is believed that money going towards advertising is taking 

away money from the people the organization should be serving.  Deb Dale, a non-profit 

consultant, claims that non-profit organizations have to be willing to invest in themselves (Dale 

2012).   If they are not willing to do so, then they should not expect other people to be willing to 

invest in them either.   

Non-profit organizations are in the battle for a donor’s dollar just as much as a large 

corporation is.  An individual has the choice to purchase a coffee or donate a can of food to the 

local food bank.  If companies spend money to advertise, then they are in the public eye and in 

the forefront of the consumer’s mind.  If non-profit organizations are unwilling to spend the 

money to compete for these dollars, they will not get them.  An investment in advertising could 

multiply and produce a higher return on investment through an increase in donations that would 

ultimately help more people than if all the money went directly into client services originally.   

Risk Taking and Future Planning  
Along the same lines of non-profit’s unwillingness to invest in advertising, they are also 

weary when it comes to taking risks and planning for the future.  The idea that donated money 

could potentially be lost if a risk taken does not succeed is horrific.  People want to know their 

money is safe when they hand it over to someone else and believe it is going directly to a good 

cause, not being used in an “experiment” (Pallotta 84).  This high pressure to produce results 

stemming from the faith and trust of donors, leads to high scrutiny of the public.  The media 

constantly looks for a way to catch non-profit organizations “mismanaging money” or having 

administrative costs that are “too high” to share this organization and protect donors .  This high 

scrutiny is incredibly discouraging when non-profits want to try something new, which results in 

repeated events and stagnant programs.   
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In addition, it is one again considered a waste if every dollar raised does not go directly 

towards helping someone right now.  Because of this mentality, organizations are discouraged 

from any future planning or long-term investments.  Donors want to see that the check they just 

wrote goes directly into a program that will benefit someone this week, not a fund that will be 

used in a few years from some grand new idea.  This mentality stems from the fact that if the 

money is available, it should go directly to help those who need it today, and it would be 

immoral to hold on to it instead of alleviating the suffering of those currently in need (Pallotta 6).  

Future planning and risk taking are two concepts highly valued and encouraged in the for-profit 

sector, but severely discouraged in the non-profit sector. 

Compensation 

For-profit entities are fully justified in compensating people based on their value; 

however for some reason, non-profit entities have some invisible threshold that keeps them from 

doing so.  Businesses promote self-reward but non-profits stifle this idea.  Over time, the idea 

has been instilled that in order to help others you have to give something up (Pallotta 47).  This 

constraint keeps non-profit organizations from paying competitive salaries which inhibits them 

from recruiting quality employees.  According to Lisa Lovallo, Vice President & System 

Manager at Cox Enterprises, “you get what you pay for” (Lovallo 2012).  She believes that until 

non-profit organizations start investing in their people and paying competitive wages, they will 

not be able to recruit the talent they really need in order to truly be successful.   

Pallotta introduces the idea that non-profit organizations should shift their focus and try 

to make decisions based on what helps the most people, not what results in the most self-

deprivation.  There is a common thought that if the employees of a non-profit are interested in 

making money, then they do not belong there.  For some reason it has been decided that if the 

employees benefit, then the clients suffer.  This really discourages people from joining non-profit 

organizations.  In addition, not many college graduates are interested in joining the sector, 

especially when they could go into an entry level sales position for more money.  In reality, if the 

organization was able to offer competitive wages and recruit really qualified candidates, they 

could see a great increase in impact.   

All of Pallotta’s ideas are thought-provoking but radical compared to the way the sector 

is currently structured and viewed.  Because of this, there are not many current examples that 

exhibit these notions.  Hearing that many non-profit leaders were in support of these ideas and 

would be very interested in implementing them in their organizations, shows that they are 

halfway there.  The other part that has yet to happen is the shift in thinking of the public.  As 

long as they perpetuate this non-profit ideology that is holding back these organizations, they 

will be unable to implement any of the new ideas.  Losing the support from their donors would 

lead to failure, and none of them are able to take that risk.  Once the entire paradigm shifts, non-

profits will have the freedom to try these progressive ideas and potentially bring even more 

success to the sector and ultimately help and serve more people.  
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Summary 

 In summary, both Jim Collins and Dan Pallotta introduce concepts and ideas that require 

one to take a closer look at the non-profits in the community to determine if they are “great” 

and/or as successful as they could be.  Collins does a good job of identifying strategies in place 

for non-profits that are currently successful to create a framework and determine why they are so 

successful.  On the other hand, Pallotta introduces new ideas that non-profits could use to move 

above and beyond what they are currently accomplishing and potentially become even great than 

they currently are.  Although Collins’s framework can be used presently, the public view and 

opinion of non-profits and their purpose needs to experience a significant shift before Pallotta’s 

ideas can be applicable.  Overall, both of these concepts can be used simultaneously to identify 

and improve great organizations in the non-profit sector.    
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