
BY PAUL LAGASSE

T
he observation that “change is the only constant” may have become a cliché, but that does not 
mean it isn’t accurate. The problem is that change, whether desired or not, is necessary, although at times it is 
diffi cult to accomplish. Experienced executives know that, while it takes a lot of energy to get an organization 
moving on a desired course, it can take just as much—if not more—to change that path once things are fi nally 
set in motion. The challenge is to anticipate and prepare for important changes in advance, rather than to wait 
for events to overtake your organization. As Winston Churchill famously said, “There is nothing wrong with 
change, if it is in the right direction.” >>

How to benefi t 
from change, 
not merely 
survive it
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Change

Taking a Chance—Enthusiastically
In late 2008, the board and staff of the Chula Vista Nature 
Center (CVNC, www.chulavistanaturecenter.org) faced the 
prospect of having to shut its doors forever. As a result of 
a fiscal crisis, the city of Chula Vista, which provided 90 
percent of CVNC’s budget as well as its administrative infra-
structure, announced that funding for the popular 3.3-acre 
wildlife sanctuary and educational facility would have to be 
eliminated. Located six miles south of downtown San Diego, 
the nature center sits on the 316-acre Sweetwater Marsh Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. Galvanized by the prospect of losing 
the area’s only such facility, thousands of residents protested 
the closure by signing petitions, writing letters and launch-
ing “Save the Nature Center” campaigns on the Web. Many 
in the community urged the CVNC to take a chance as a 
self-sustaining nonprofit organization rather than simply 
disappear—a daunting prospect in those dark, early days of 
the economic meltdown.

The CVNC board and staff agreed that it was worth a 
try and, with the help of dedicated volunteers, set about de-
veloping a sustainable fundraising plan. They brought in 
a consultant to produce the plan and determine whether 
the resources existed to raise the CVNC’s annual budget. 
“Miraculously, they did!” says Renee Herrell, M.A., CFRE, 
principal of RCH Consulting (www.reneeherrell.com) in San 
Diego. “The outpouring of community support was incred-
ible. Community members dedicated their time to create a 
sustainable plan and raise funds, and this is the sole reason 
why the nature center is still open today.”

An extensive survey asked board members, staff and vol-
unteers whether they were confident—not just hoped—that 
an independent CVNC could be successful and, if so, what 
they needed to ensure its success. The transition from city 
department to free-standing 501(c)(3) nonprofit was a long 
and often challenging one, with some people faltering un-
der the burden of doubt over the center’s future. Just as the 
community had risen up in support of CVNC, now, too, the 
board, staff and volunteers had to dig into their reserves of 
enthusiasm in order to see the transition through.

Their confidence was contagious, and today CVNC is 
thriving under a new board and executive leadership, armed 
with robust strategic and business plans that have replaced 
the lost city funding with a steady revenue stream of indi-
vidual donations and institutional grants.

“Successfully overcoming crisis and creating change in 
the right direction takes determination, commitment and 
pure grit,” Herrell notes. “The Chula Vista Nature Center 
had all three.”

Intellect and Emotion
Although change means taking risks and facing the unknown, it 
requires a balance of head and heart—intellect and emotion—
with a clear view of a path toward the desired destination, if it 
is going to be successful. This balance is what Chip and Dan 
Heath discuss in their book Switch: How to Change Things 

When Change Is Hard (Broadway Books, 2010). “The status 
quo feels comfortable and steady because much of the choice 
has been squeezed out,” they write. “But in times of change, 
autopilot doesn’t work anymore. Choices suddenly proliferate 
and autopilot habits become unfamiliar decisions.”

At this point, the Heath brothers explain it is important 
to find and generate positive emotions, such as hope and 
enthusiasm, to balance the rational skepticism that might 
prevent or misdirect the needed change. For fundraisers who 
face change, whether in their career plans or in their organi-
zations, a thoughtful and positive approach to change makes 
a successful outcome more likely.

That kind of approach, however, is easier said than done. 
Every day, nonprofits face an overwhelming array of changes: 
budget cuts that force them to reduce staff and do more with 
less; demographic shifts that require them to initiate new 
programs, tweak existing ones and seek out partnerships or 
even mergers; and changes in giving patterns that force them 
to abandon cherished special events in favor of seeking major 
gifts. Of course, the economic downturn continues to inflict 
body blows on nonprofits of all sizes and missions. Giving 
USA 2010 (www.givingusareports.org) reported that the 3.6 M
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percent decline in total charitable giving in 2009—driven 
largely by a 23.9 percent decline in charitable bequests and an 
8.9 percent slump in foundation grants—was the steepest in 
terms of current dollars in the report’s 54-year history. That 
constitutes change of a most unwelcome kind.

Such unforeseen circumstances emphasize the things that 
an organization should be doing—no matter what. “You 
have to make sure that you have your good systems and good 
people in place,” advises Eva E. Aldrich, M.A., CFRE, asso-
ciate director of public service and The Fund Raising School 
at the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University (www.
philanthropy.iupui.edu/thefundraisingschool) in Indianapo-
lis. “That’s your best defense against unexpected change. 
The organizations that have strong fundraising operations 
in place and good relationships are the ones that are really 
positioned to do well in difficult economic times.”

At the same time, a change in funding resources has con-
sequences, especially for professional development. “When 
things like the economic troubles of the last couple years hap-
pen, one of the first things to go is training and professional 
development budgets,” Aldrich says. “It’s understandable, on 
the one hand, because people look at core costs versus discre-

tionary expenses. But in tough times one of the things you 
want to invest in is a good team. Continuing to emphasize 
professional development is a good thing for job satisfaction 
and staff retention.”

Because the fundraising profession as a whole is constantly 
changing, a focus on professional development is essential 
for your organization now and in the future.

Stewarding Tomorrow’s Leaders
Another dramatic change affecting the nonprofit sector is 
rapid professionalization, largely the result of the prolifera-
tion in degree programs at colleges and universities. “For a 
long time fundraising was based on an apprenticeship model,” 
Aldrich explains. “People came into it sideways from other 
professions.” In Achieving Excellence in Fundraising, Third 
Edition (Jossey-Bass, 2010), she notes that although fund-
raising had been effectively established as a distinct field by 
the 1930s, its slow and piecemeal development of an expert 
body of knowledge and theory, codes of ethics and creden-
tials and standardized education and training caused many 
fundraisers to view their own profession as still “emerging” 
or “developing” well into the 1990s.
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Today, however, an increasing number 
of people are entering the nonprofit sector 
straight out of school, bearing bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees in nonprofit management, 
nonprofit leadership, philanthropic studies 
and even marketing and business admin-
istration. In late 2010, for example, Seton 
Hall University’s census of nonprofit man-
agement programs (http://academic.shu.edu/
npo/) identified dedicated programs at nearly 
300 colleges and universities in the United 
States, 132 of which also offer at least one 
undergraduate course, as well as 200 other 
institutions that offer at least one graduate 
course on these subjects. This phenomenal 
growth has spurred the Nonprofit Academic 
Centers Council (NACC) in Cleveland to de-
velop curricular guidelines for undergraduate 
and graduate programs in nonprofits and philanthropy (www.
naccouncil.org/resources.asp).

Furthermore, because many high schools today require stu-
dents to complete a set number of community service hours in 
order to graduate, more students are arriving at college with 
public service experience already under their belts. To build on 
the students’ nascent interest in philanthropy and to establish a 
pipeline of future professionals, many colleges and universities 
are developing internship programs within their development 
offices that perform roles analogous to traditional appren-
ticeships. “I see it as somewhat of a cultural shift,” says Lyn 
Culver, director of recruitment and professional education in 
the development office of Pennsylvania State University (www.
giveto.psu.edu). “The field is growing. I see so many more op-
portunities for individuals in college to consider it as a career 
option.” However, she says, good interns (and potential em-
ployees) must be cultivated—something development profes-

sionals are particularly good at. “It’s just like 
working with major-gift donors. You have to 
get them involved,” Culver explains. “They 
don’t just appear on your doorstep.”

Pennsylvania State University launched 
its first summer internship program in uni-
versity development in 2008, shortly after 
Culver assumed her new role in recruitment 
and professional education. Based on the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s pioneering and award-
winning program (www.giving.umich.edu/
internship), so far PSU’s program has gradu-
ated 21 interns in two classes. In addition to 
their classes, the development interns worked 
on projects as diverse as making solicitation 
phone calls, attending donor-cultivation 
events, developing a training program for 
volunteer fundraisers, conducting a survey of 

donor recognition walls on campus and interviewing alumni 
for a historical article. Along the way, the 2010 interns cre-
ated a blog (www.psuddarblog.wordpress.com) to share their 
experiences and stories with others and were profiled in a 
six-minute video (www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_bU76U1i2o) 
produced by the 2010 interns as a part of their experience.

Culver believes that retention should be one of the pri-
mary goals of any internship program or recruiting effort. To 
be a productive and valued member of a fundraising team, 
she explains, a person needs to stay at an organization long 
enough to develop a nuanced understanding of its culture and 
mission, as well as of the interests of donors and prospects. 
To that end, Culver keeps track of her interns and is pleased 
that, of those who have graduated, most have gone on to 
development positions in the nonprofit sector (including posi-
tions throughout PSU) or plan to pursue further education in 
the field. Here, too, Culver believes a stewardship analogy is 

Participants in the Penn State sum-
mer internship program in university 
development gain valuable career 
experience by working with vari-
ous development offices at Penn 
State’s University Park campus on 
actual fundraising projects. The 
2010 program interns were (back 
row, left to right): Ashley Carroll, 
Rachel Guldin, Ashlee Newcomb, 
Courtney Smith, Brandon Dalton, 
Bradley Stamm and Benjamin Sim-
mons; (front row, left to right): Al-
lison Shutt, Michael Barasch, Geoff 
Halberstadt and Amy Eichenlaub. 
(Photo courtesy of the Penn State 
Office of University Development.)
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apt. “We have to treat our interns and employees the same 
way we treat our donors, so that they feel good about their 
work and stay with the institution,” she says. “I think that’s 
a huge culture change in our business.”

The increasing professionalization of fundraising has 
caused a change in public perception as well. “I think it’s 
good that people are taking philanthropy more seriously,” 
Aldrich says. “It’s important and encouraging that people are 
becoming more concerned about the quality of the services 
they offer.”

Mobility or Stability?
Two things that have remained constant in the fundraising 
profession are the passion and dedication of practitioners—
even as they are expressed in new ways. Increasingly, young 
professionals are willing to look far and wide for opportuni-
ties that challenge them. If those opportunities do not exist 
at their current organizations, they are not afraid to pull up 
roots and look elsewhere. Although there are some signs 
that the economic downturn may be slowing career mobil-
ity, younger fundraisers are eager to develop skills that will 
make them more marketable.

Executives should not see this development as a threat, 
however, but rather as a selling point for their organizations 
and a way to build loyalty. “We’ve grown up in a world that’s 
changing so quickly that change is what we’ve become used 
to,” says Nella Sabo, BCom, senior development officer at the 
University of Alberta’s Alberta School of Business in Edmon-
ton (www.business.ualberta.ca). “Without that level of en-
gagement, we can get bored. New challenges and a dynamic 
environment are necessary elements, from my perspective, of 
what’s drawn me to the sector and kept me here.”

Sabo originally planned to go into banking after getting her 
business degree, but shortly before getting married she took 
an interim job managing volunteers—and ended up changing 
her career plans. “It was a great way to learn about motivating 
and managing people without being able to use salary as an 
incentive,” she explains. She was quickly promoted to a devel-
opment position where she managed project teams and board 
members, in addition to planning events. “I learned a lot, even 
a little about wine from having to plan a wine gala,” she recalls. 
Having been given the opportunity to rise to such challenges, 
there was no turning back to banking—at least, not yet.

In her current position, Sabo says that she has been given 
the opportunity to learn from her mistakes while knowing 
that she has the support of Mike Percy, dean at the school. 
Sabo remembers a donor meeting early in her tenure during 
which she was unable to answer an important question from 
the donor. Rather than intervene, Percy let Sabo work her way 
to a solution, even though the mistake could have potentially 
cost the school a gift. “He forced me to deal with it,” she says. 
Afterward, Percy took the time to debrief and asked her if she 
saw where she had gone wrong and what she would do differ-
ently next time. It was an invaluable lesson for Sabo, and the 
knowledge that Percy was willing to invest in her as part of his 

team and its experience ensured not only her loyalty, but also 
her desire to excel. “It’s part of the culture of why I love work-
ing here now,” Sabo says. It’s also an effective way to cultivate 
and steward the next generation of nonprofit leaders.

The Heart of Change
For some in fundraising, real joy comes from being able to 
contribute to many nonprofit organizations, not just one. 
Consulting is an increasingly popular choice for many young 
fundraising professionals because it can offer a greater va-
riety of projects and require a broader range of skills than 
might be possible at a typical nonprofit. While consulting 
may appear to be an enticing career choice, it is not for ev-
eryone in fundraising. Cathy C. Lee, CFRE, a consultant 
in Birmingham, Ala., admits that the change from working 
for others to working for herself was dramatic. After many 
years in senior management for several nonprofits, she found 
herself changing jobs every two to three years once she had 
accomplished successful fundraising campaigns.

Lee realized that she gained more satisfaction from initiat-
ing programs than from running them once they had been 
established. “I needed the stimulus of creating anew,” she 
says. “People I consider ‘builders’ make great consultants. 
They can be change-agents. Successful consultants not only 
have an opinion, but they also have information and experi-
ence to back up that opinion.”

Her love of the work helps Lee overlook the challenges 
of running a consulting business. “Working in the nonprofit 
sector requires placing the mission above ego and personal 
gain,” she says. “On the other hand, working for a worthy 
mission does not replace sound business practices.”

Lee’s experience reinforces the fact that, to be successful, 
change must be an emotional as well as intellectual undertak-
ing. In their book The Heart of Change: Real-Life Stories of 
How People Change Their Organizations (Harvard Business 
Press, 2002), authors John P. Cotter and Dan S. Cohen call 
this the “see-feel-change” model. “People change what they 
do less because they are given analysis that shifts their think-
ing than because they are shown a truth that influences their 
feelings,” they write. “The central challenge is not strategy, 
not systems, not culture. These elements can be very impor-
tant, but the core problem, without question, is behavior.”

Aldrich agrees. “We often think of change in terms of 
careful analysis followed by an attempt to make change hap-
pen, but it’s really a head and heart commitment,” she says. 
Organizations and individuals alike must be willing to iden-
tify and solve problems, as well as to transform their cher-
ished strategies, systems and cultures when called for. Those 
who insist on preserving what worked yesterday because they 
believe it will work tomorrow risk being broadsided by the 
unexpected. “Change doesn’t happen in the future,” Aldrich 
adds. “It happens today.” 

Paul Lagasse is a freelance writer in Annapolis, Md. (www. 
avwrites.com). 
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