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LEADERS TO LEADERS

‘We see a problem, we fix it.’
Leaders like learning about leadership — but they often don’t have the time or the opportunity to ask other leaders
(especially outside their own organization) what they do and how they do it. Our Leaders to Leaders column
looks to fill that gap. Once a month or so, corporate coach Joanna Richards will sit down with a local executive to
discuss the practical application of leadership thought.
For our inaugural
Leaders to Leaders
column, I spoke with
Mary Strickland,
president of Lutheran Social
Services, who just had her
one-year anniversary with the
organization. LSS helps local
residents with a range of services,
from supporting refugees to
feeding the hungry. You may
wonder, what can your business
learn from a nonprofit leader? The
answer is that there’s a significant
common element to all businesses:
they need leadership. According to
the Journal of Strategic Leadership,
both nonprofits and for-profits see
a direct correlation between the
effectiveness of the leadership and
the effectiveness and stability of
the whole organization.
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Leaders struggle to keep top talent
due to competition. As a nonprofit,
how do you attract and retain talent
with limited ability to pay? People
work here because they care about
helping others. Many of our employees
were once refugees, so they know how
scary it is to come to this country with
nothing.
In terms of retaining employees, people leave organizations because they
don’t feel that their work is appreciated.
My employees want to know I care about
the people we serve. I walk around every
day and I watch our staff serve the clients.
I see the hard work our team and volunteers are doing and they see me. I know
what my team members are working on
and they know I care enough about them
to know what they are doing.
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What do you believe leaders of forprofit companies can learn from
leaders of nonprofit? That’s a great
question. The goals are so different. We
don’t have the same pressure to make
a large profit or to meet shareholder
expectations. Our goal is to provide the
best service we can to those we serve.
One thing I would say is nonprofit
leaders should gain a deeper understanding of what motivates people on an individual level, and help them make a real
impact. In for-profit, employees want to
move ahead – they are competitive, so
they raise their hand to take on increasingly more. In nonprofit, employees may
be more focused on client service and less
on efficiency or financial goals.
Conversely, what can nonprofit
leaders learn from leaders of for-profit
companies? There are many for-profit
concepts that are important for running
a not-for-profit successfully. One of the
first ideas I shared was the “time value
of money.” During a meeting, I asked
the group, “How much is it costing us
to have this meeting?” — the idea being
that our salaries added together was
an important resource that couldn’t be
wasted. I had an employee who would
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Many leaders deal with the pressure
of limited resources – everyone needs
to do more with less. How do you
keep employees motivated with even
fewer resources? As I share with
my employees, we may not have the
resources, but we have the freedom
to make this organization the type of
organization we can be proud of. We
don’t answer to a corporation – there
are no shareholders. It’s our choice –
we decide to be excellent. We can be as
good as we want to be. We decide our
goals.
Employees want ownership – and
we have it. We see a problem, we fix it.
We care about serving our clients and
we are very good at what we do. That’s
motivating!
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search for sale items in stores for our
refugee housing program; I explained
the dollars that were saved did not
outweigh the value of the time it took
to get the items, so we implemented a
no-cost drop-ship process.
In not-for-profit, there is never
enough staff, so time is one of our most
valuable resources.
What is one of the biggest differences
between leading people in a for-profit
company versus a nonprofit? As a
nonprofit leader, you learn your staff
is not as concerned about promotions.
Their focus is to help the client. So,
their need to impress the leader is
minimal. When I first came into the
role, no one listened when I spoke! As
their leader, I had to gain their trust –
they had to see I had the heart for those

we serve, just like they do.
How do you view the need for growth
and where do you get your ideas? It is
much more difficult to grow a nonprofit
because you are not typically “selling”
services. You are usually performing
within a grant or utilizing donated
dollars. In terms of our potential
growth, if there is a need, a gap, in the
community, for our clients, then I want
to know if we could meet this need
with the expertise we have.
For new ideas on how to grow, I talk to
my team. I will ask them, “What could
we do differently to better serve our
clients? What could we do that others
are not doing well enough?” My team
works face-to-face every day with our
clients: Who better to ask where our
organization could grow and improve?

If you had to describe your leadership
style in one word, what would it be?
Collaborative. I like having a team.
Some days, all I do is listen to people.
As a nonprofit, we cannot afford to
have layers of managers, so I have nine
direct reports who run all aspects of the
organization. This means I need to be
accessible and engaged on a consistent
basis so the organization can keep
moving forward.
Joanna Richards, the owner of Shift 7
Leadership, is a registered corporate coach
and certified professional behavioral
analyst who has helped shape leaders for
more than 20 years, working with major
corporations and small businesses. In
Leaders to Leaders, she and local executives
will explore ways of getting the most
from yourself and from those you lead.

