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The Nonprofit Culture 
 
Years ago, when I worked for a university that had a very strong arts program, once in a while I would run 

into students who would say something to the effect of "I want to do my work nonprofit." 
 
I had to think for a bit on what they meant. When I asked, I found out that they saw nonprofits as the "anti-

business." Their assumption was that the business environment was toxic and working in a nonprofit culture 
was much more conducive to their life goals. For some who were considering starting their own organization, 
the nonprofit moniker felt friendlier and more democratic. 

 
Much of what these students attributed to nonprofits is true, and a lot of it was mythology.  
 
Fundamentally, a human organization is a human organization, whether it’s a business, nonprofit, 

government or other structure. The culture is determined by who started it and who has carried on the 
organization's legacy. Whether that organization is a nonprofit, a business, or a government entity does not 
really bear on many of its cultural attributes. Through my life I have run into very "touchy-feely" businesses 
and many button-down, corporate feeling nonprofits. 

Still, the nature of a nonprofit will have some impact on an organization’s culture. Being mission driven is 
core to any nonprofit and attracts many who apply for employment, and therefore how its culture develops. 
Below you'll find a list of "typical" characteristics of many nonprofit organizations. Of course, few nonprofits 
have all of these attributes, and many have none of them. If using these as a guide, keep this in mind. 

 
(Many of these are culled from Teegarden, Hinden and Sturm’s “The Nonprofit Organizational Culture 

Guide: Revealing the Hidden Truths that Impact Performance” and others are based on my own experience.) 
 
 Cultural characteristics 

• Mission focused. 

• Passionate. 

• Resource constrained. 

• Success equals mission; success does not equal money. 

• Process oriented. 

• Consensus driven, flat, not pyramid in structure. 

• Slow (deliberate?) decision-making: frustration. 

• Money is a means in a nonprofit, not an end. 

• “Feel” or act poor vs. your “big business,” regardless that your business is just you 

• Nonprofits are more vulnerable to negative press. Scrutiny is intense when things go wrong. 
Embezzlement at a business rarely hits the news, but at a nonprofit, it’s front-page. 

• Like anyone, they don’t like to be labeled as “do-gooders” or foolish. They’re serious about what they 
do, even though it may seem “frivolous” to someone else. 
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Nonprofit staffing 

• Passionate about the cause. 

• Some have a lifelong interest in their passion. 

• May have personal connection to their cause. 

• Firing is more of an emotional experience in a nonprofit because a staff person’s passion for the cause. 

• Nonprofits can operate fiefdoms. 

• Nonprofit leadership is usually experts at the nonprofit’s core mission, but they are often not educated 
as professional managers. 

• Some nonprofit workers went into their work as the “anti-business.” 

• They see their nonprofit as part of a distinctive community focused on their mission. 

• The nonprofit workers can have a love/hate relationship with money. 

• More women work at nonprofits, but there is an ongoing issue that the men get paid higher. 
(https://trust.guidestar.org/blog/2015/11/20/women-in-nonprofits-then-now/) 

 
Nonprofit business operations 

• Flexible work conditions and environments. 

• Few “standard” approaches. 

• Nonprofits have own infrastructure systems. Be careful when imposing a “business solution” label to 
a process. 

• They see you as either wanting money and not committed to the mission, or as an overhead expense. 

• Don’t understand why you can’t give your services to them for free. 

• Extremely cost conscious. 

• Often dependent on government support. 

• Penny wise/pound foolish. 

• Nonprofits are risk averse. Although they may have the same revenue and number of employees than 
a comparable business, I’ve found that more nonprofits are led by managers who “work for an 
organization” and therefore are more risk averse. This contrasts with small businesses who tend to be 
led by entrepreneurs and “work for themselves.” The small business leaders tend to make their 
decisions with more independence than their nonprofit counterpart. Of course, these are 
generalizations. Your experience will vary.  

 
Nonprofit work environment 

• Makes up for what they think is poor pay by offering flexible hours. 

• Relaxed dress codes. 

• Take a social justice stance on some issue and not others, and seem inconsistent (like pay). 

• Non-mission activities less valued – even if income generating or saving. 

• Frustration with length of decision making process. 

• One person wears many, many hats. 
 
Nonprofit founders: 

• Not too much different than business founder. 

• May have personal interest in cause. 

• Have a tough time seeing anything other than their personal vision. 

• Board maybe “friends and family” and therefore not effective. 

• Have no financial incentive to merge with similar organizations. 

• Have hard time loosening grip. 

• Can put vision over practical considerations. 

• Can see others as “not dedicated enough.” 
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• Use the nonprofit they started as therapy for issues that drive them. 

• Suffer from “founder syndrome.” 
 
Nonprofit Boards 

• Every nonprofit has to have a board of directors, also known as “trustees.” 

• Many, if not all board members are non-experts in the mission of the nonprofit. 

• Generally, the smaller the nonprofit, the more influence the board has in financial decision making. 

• Boards have more influence in nonprofits than in for-profits. 

• There are worker boards, and policy boards. 

• Many boards are protected from staff. This isolates them from politics, and also reality 

• Could be friends and family, political, community, client program, or power boards 

• All board members should be donors. 

• Boards frequently interfere with staff work. 

• Boards are legal stewards, but often do not take the responsibility seriously. 

• Working with a board can be very political. 
 
 
The above was excerpted from  
 
The ThinkNP Guide to Nonprofit Consulting: 
A Practical Workbook for your Success 
 
(Matthew A. Hugg, 2017, ISBN 978-0-9892571-1-4)  
 
Get It Here: 
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