
		
			Endorsements for How to Save The World in Six (Not So Easy) Steps

			“David Schizer’s important book provides invaluable wisdom in making nonprofits more effective. Schizer is a gifted writer and incisive thinker. You will want to add this book to your reading list and library.”

			–Robert Abrams, former Attorney General of New York

			“David Schizer’s new book defines issues in the nonprofit sector with clarity, offers wise counsel to board members and staff alike, and balances the more intellectual content with heart-warming and entertaining anecdotes along the way. Reading this book is a journey worth taking for any professional or volunteer leader who is striving to advance the mission of their organization with excellence.”

			–Rachel Garbow Monroe, President & CEO, The Harry and Jeanette Weinberg Foundation

			“This book is a major contribution. Successful nonprofit leadership isn’t easy. You may know it when you see it, but David Schizer explains how to do it.”

			–Lee Goldman, Cournand and Richards Professor and Dean Emeritus, Columbia University Faculties of Health Sciences and Medicine

			“Schizer’s ‘six Ps’ are essential. They will add value for a plethora of nonprofits—from universities and hospitals, to community organizations and religious institutions.”

			–Jonathan S. Lavine, Co-Managing Partner, Bain Capital; Chair, Columbia University Board of Trustees; and Chair Emeritus, City Year

			“Even the most capable nonprofit leader can fall prey to common pitfalls. How to Save the World is a ‘tough love’ guide to success in running mission-driven organizations. This book is full of practical advice, brought to life through illuminating interviews and lessons drawn from David Schizer’s own experiences leading nonprofits in multiple sectors. New and experienced nonprofit managers alike will find this candid and accessible desk companion to be an invaluable resource.”

			–Gillian Lester, Dean and Lucy G. Moses Professor of Law, Columbia Law School

			“David Schizer has written an excellent guide to the leadership and management of nonprofit institutions. Trustees and employees will find How to Save the World a highly instructive, inspiring, comprehensive and reader-friendly companion. 

			The handbook draws from David’s own rich set of experiences in academic and humanitarian work and those of selected CEOs. The lessons he conveys to the reader are clearly drawn. They apply to any and all organizations, whatever their missions, age, size, and ambition.

			Capturing such diversity and complexity in breezy, inviting prose and infusing it with his own personal history and deeply held values are no mean feats. 

			Schizer, the former dean and now professor at Columbia Law School, is hereby granted an A. 

			And, I do not grade on the curve!”

			–Reynold Levy, former CEO of the Robin Hood Foundation, Lincoln Center, the International Rescue Committee, 92NY, and the AT&T Foundation, as well as the author of Yours for the Asking and They Told Me Not to Take That Job 

			“Drawing on his own expertise and insights from other nonprofit leaders, David Schizer teaches a master class in what makes nonprofits successful.”

			–Joe Lieberman, former United States Senator, Connecticut

			“This essential book offers a powerful and practical guide for nonprofits to thrive in the 21st Century. David Schizer gets right to the heart of the complexities of the nonprofit world. His detailed and actionable book is a true gift for the sector. Highly recommended.”

			–Henry Timms, President of Lincoln Center and Co-Founder of #GivingTuesday

			“At its core, How to Save the World is about the difficult choices nonprofit leaders make every day in their commitment to create thriving communities. Every leader, nonprofit and for-profit, should make the choice to read and learn the valuable lessons that David Schizer presents. How to Save the World is a must-read for nonprofit and corporate executives alike.”

			–Jennifer Sampson, President and CEO, United Way of Metropolitan Dallas

			“Serving on a nonprofit board is deeply fulfilling, but also really challenging. David Schizer offers invaluable guidance. Every board member should take his lessons to heart.”

			–Lisa Landau Carnoy, Chair Emerita, Columbia University Board of Trustees and Independent Director of the United States Soccer Federation

			“As the CEO of a mission-driven nonprofit, I know all too well how important this guidance is so we can save the world together. I keep the six Ps on my desk and refer to them often. Thank you, David, for this incredible guidance.”

			–Carol Baldwin Moody, President and CEO of Legal Momentum, The Women’s Legal Defense and Education Fund
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Chapter 1

			Introduction

			Inspiration and Frustration

			Olga lives in Belarus, where her government pension is just four dollars per day. Battling cancer, she can barely move on her own. When I visited her, I saw that she has no central heat, even though Belarusian winters are bone-chillingly cold. Instead, Olga (not her real name) relies on a primitive fireplace—a hole in the wall covered with a grate. She burns firewood for one hour in the morning and one hour at night. When I asked if she has enough wood, her brown eyes sparkled as she said, “It’s more than some people have.”

			This wood comes from JDC, the international humanitarian organization I used to lead. JDC also provides Olga with food, medicine, and other necessities, as well as home care. JDC’s full name is the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and it is sometimes also called “the Joint.” For over a century, JDC has worked in Europe, Israel, and across the globe—indeed, everywhere but the United States—to combat Jewish poverty, provide humanitarian aid to other vulnerable populations, and strengthen Jewish communities.

			Olga is one of tens of thousands of elderly clients that JDC serves in the former Soviet Union. To meet their basic needs, JDC was spending more than one-third of its budget during my years as CEO (increasing from $110 million in 2018 to $145 million in 2020). Without this aid, these desperately poor seniors would die.

			The admiration and compassion I felt for Olga was simple, but the work to care for her was not. My colleagues constantly looked for better ways to help her and our other elderly clients in the region. But this wasn’t the only thing on JDC’s plate. Other vulnerable populations also need care, but JDC doesn’t have the resources to help everyone. No nonprofit does. Should we focus on children instead? Or people with disabilities? These choices are agonizing, but we have to make them.

			I’d been there before. Ten years earlier, I was Dean of Columbia Law School during the financial crisis of 2008. Our endowment contracted sharply, our fundraising dried up, and our students were suddenly having trouble getting jobs, so we had to do more with less. This meant scaling back valuable programs and laying off dedicated colleagues so we could fund other priorities and balance our budget. Years later, I still remember how I felt. It was like being hit in the gut with a two-by-four.

			At both Columbia and JDC, my colleagues faced these choices with courage and discipline, looking for the least painful ways to save money. But unfortunately, there was still pain. To make room for things we had to do, we could no longer do other things we wanted to do.

			A few weeks after visiting Olga, I happened to be at a conference where another organization was asking donors to fund a new initiative. “This is a worthwhile program,” one of their funders replied, “but why do you need new funding? The cost of launching this program is less than 2 percent of your budget. If you think it’s important, why don’t you just cut something else and use the savings to fund this new idea?”

			The response was as candid as it was jarring. “You’ve served on our board so you know how dysfunctional our governance can be,” replied the other nonprofit’s board chair. “It’s very difficult for us to cut programs and redirect funds.”

			Come on, really? Of course it’s difficult, but that’s no excuse. To advance the mission, every nonprofit needs to make hard choices and change with the times. Unfortunately, not all of them do.

			For me, these two memories—JDC’s lifesaving work with Olga and the other nonprofit’s broken budgetary process—sum up why nonprofits can be both inspiring and frustrating.

			Bringing Out the Best in Nonprofits

			So what should we do? Bringing out the best in nonprofits is critical because we rely so heavily on them. Many of us are born in nonprofit hospitals, educated in nonprofit universities, and inspired at nonprofit religious institutions. Nonprofits also address burning issues such as climate change, income inequality, and racial justice, even when the government is stymied by political divisions.

			At a more basic level, many of us have causes we love to support. Committing time and money to them is one of the most fulfilling things in our lives. Through nonprofits, we can honor our ideals, join a community of like-minded people, and pursue our dreams.

			To touch our lives in all these ways, the United States has over 1.5 million nonprofits. Every year, they spend more than $2.5 trillion, which is more than the GDP of Canada. More than 200 million Americans donate to nonprofits, representing 70 percent of the population, while 25 percent volunteer their time. A number of other countries also have large nonprofit sectors, including Belgium, Canada, Israel, Japan, Mozambique, and New Zealand.

			Sometimes our faith in nonprofits is amply justified. The finest ones advance compelling missions and launch bold experiments.

			But unfortunately, there are horror stories as well. Even beloved nonprofits are sometimes wracked by corruption and misconduct. Do you remember the “Varsity Blues” scandal, where families bribed their way into prestigious colleges? Or the child abuse scandal at a storied college football team? Or the allegations of sexual misconduct and cover-ups at humanitarian organizations? Sadly, many volumes could be filled with scandals that have come to light at nonprofits over the years.

			But the focus here is on something more mundane and, I suspect, a lot more pervasive: mediocrity instead of misconduct. Too many nonprofits don’t advance their mission effectively. They deliver subpar results, are stuck in their ways, or are wracked with infighting.

			How can nonprofits avoid these traps? This book identifies the root causes of common problems at nonprofits and explains how to solve them.

			The defining feature of nonprofits is their goal. Instead of making money, they advance a mission. This presents a fundamental challenge: their performance can be quite hard to measure. Unlike for-profit firms, they can’t use profitability or share prices, so it’s not easy to know whether nonprofits are pursuing their mission the right way. As a result, unwise and self-interested choices are harder to expose, conflicts are more difficult to resolve, and there is less pressure to change with the times.

			At nonprofits, flawed choices are not just more difficult to root out, but also more troubling. When a for-profit firm wastes money, the share price suffers. But when this happens at a nonprofit, the mission suffers. This means that diseases aren’t treated, knowledge isn’t advanced, vulnerable populations aren’t served, religious teachings aren’t shared, culture and art aren’t celebrated, and communal bonds aren’t forged. These missed opportunities are especially heart-wrenching because money is already tight at most nonprofits. Instead of wasting these scarce dollars, they need to make the most of them!

			Fortunately, these problems aren’t inevitable. This brings us to the central lesson of this book. To deal with these challenges, nonprofits have to do two things really well. First, they need to figure out the best way to advance their mission, setting the right priorities, testing new ways to implement them, and holding themselves accountable. When they fall short, they need to make changes.

			Second, coming up with the right strategy is only half the battle. It won’t succeed—and might never even be attempted—unless enough people believe in it: professionals and volunteers need to go the extra mile in implementing it, while donors have to be willing to fund it.

			In short, the key is to figure out what to do, while also getting everyone on board to do it. If you think this is a tall order, you are right. The truth is, each of these two jobs is exquisitely difficult on its own, and the two together are harder still.

			This book explains how to accomplish these twin goals, so nonprofits can chart the right course and bring everyone along. After laying out the key strengths and weaknesses of nonprofits in the next two chapters, the rest of this book recommends six ways to leverage these strengths and shore up the weaknesses. We can “save the world in six (not so easy) steps” with what I call “the Six Ps”:

			•Plan: Run a rigorous planning process.

			•Persevere: Line up internal support.

			•Prioritize: Set priorities with “the three questions.”

			•Pivot: Experiment and innovate.

			•Publicize: Share ideas and hold yourself accountable.

			•Partner: Raise more money by involving donors in the work.

			As challenging as these steps can be, the good news is that they are a labor of love. When we are passionate about a nonprofit’s mission, we want to advance it as effectively as possible. If we can reach more people, or if we can do more for the ones we reach, don’t we want to do that? Don’t we need to do that?

			But a labor of love is still labor, so it isn’t always fun. In committing to a cause, we may be following our hearts, but in doing the work and making decisions, we need to use our heads. The point is not to hold hands and celebrate our own good intentions, but to get the job done. (A friend says that I sound like his “cranky uncle” when I make this case. He’s made me see my own cranky uncle in a whole new light.)

			The insights in this book apply to every mission-driven nonprofit—from houses of worship and hospitals to schools, advocacy organizations, museums, and humanitarian organizations. Although nonprofits pursue a dazzling array of missions—and vary also in the size of their budgets, the beneficiaries they serve, the funding sources they tap, and the geographical range they cover—they all face the same fundamental challenges: figuring out the best way to pursue their mission and lining up support to do it. The “Six Ps” can help them all advance their mission more successfully. Some of the lessons here also apply to country clubs, trade associations, credit unions, and other nonprofits that are not mission-driven—and, for that matter, for-profit firms and government agencies—but they aren’t the focus of this book.

			Nonprofit Leaders in This Book

			Many ideas in this book come from my own experience. I served as Dean of Columbia Law School for ten years (from 2004 to 2014) and as CEO of JDC for three years (from 2017 through 2019) before returning to the Columbia faculty.

			In addition, this book also offers insights from other nonprofit leaders. I interviewed a distinguished group of twenty-six men and women, who have collectively led more than thirty nonprofits (see sidebar). I also incorporate ideas from Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg (RBG), which come from our many conversations over the years. (I was her law clerk during her second year on the U.S. Supreme Court).

			Some of the organizations led by this group are large, while others are small. Some have been around for more than one hundred years, while others are start-ups. Pursuing a broad range of missions, they include the American Museum of Natural History, the Archdiocese of Newark, Columbia University Vagelos College of Physicians and Surgeons, Earthjustice, Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, United Way of Metropolitan Dallas, and the YMCA.
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			To sum up, keeping nonprofits on track is critically important, but also thoroughly difficult. This book recommends six ways to bring out the best in nonprofits. Before turning to these “Six Ps,” let’s start by looking at the core strengths and weaknesses of nonprofits. What strengths can we leverage? What weaknesses do we need to address?





Chapter 2

			The Best of Times

			Strengths of Nonprofits

			Charles Li started his first job when he was sixteen years old, working on an oil rig in the North China Sea. During breaks, while others were smoking or playing cards, he taught himself English. Charles eventually became a journalist and met Randy Edwards, who ran Columbia Law School’s Center for Chinese Legal Studies. Recognizing Charles’s considerable talent, Randy arranged a scholarship for him.

			Just eight years after graduating from law school, Charles became President of Merrill Lynch China. He went on to serve as Chairman of JP Morgan China and then as the longest-serving CEO in the history of the Hong Kong Stock Exchange. “Everything started for me fundamentally at Columbia Law School,” Charles told an audience at the school in March of 2015. His loyalty to Columbia motivated him to serve on the University’s board of trustees.

			I know countless graduates like Charles whose scholarships helped them achieve remarkable success—as prominent lawyers, judges, business leaders, public servants, academics, and nonprofit leaders. A few thousand dollars of financial aid utterly changed their lives, empowering them to make their mark in the world. This is one of the things I love about universities.

			Fortunately, this sort of inspiring story is common in nonprofits. But the truth is, not everything about nonprofits is inspiring. We want them to work miracles, but sometimes they just waste money. Even as some thrive on idealism and experimentation, others are mired in infighting and stagnation. Indeed, when another Charles—Charles Dickens—wrote that “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” he could easily have been talking about nonprofits.

			So how can we get the most out of nonprofits? We need to understand their strengths so we can take full advantage of them. At the same time, we also have to recognize their weaknesses so we can shore them up.

			In fact, the strengths and weaknesses of nonprofits are often two sides of the same coin: the same qualities that inspire us also can be a source of frustration. Let’s focus on five of these “mixed blessings”:

			•Mission and Goals: Nonprofits exist to pursue their missions. Some causes are inspiring, but others are stale or even misguided.

			•Motivation: Nonprofit professionals and volunteers usually are motivated by idealism, not money. While this often drives them to deliver outstanding results, it sometimes makes them dogmatic and inflexible.

			•Diversity: Nonprofits can be a powerful way to promote diversity. They have the autonomy to serve specific communities, and each community is free to form their own nonprofit. Yet unfortunately, this autonomy sometimes morphs into insularity.

			•Autonomy: Nonprofits have the independence to advance novel causes and experiment with new approaches, but this autonomy also limits their accountability. This is especially problematic because progress at nonprofits can be difficult to measure, so misguided choices are harder to expose.

			•Funding: Since funding is supplied voluntarily, funders often find profound satisfaction in providing this support. Yet raising this money is a challenge, which diverts scarce resources from the mission.

			This chapter focuses on the bright side of these five defining features of nonprofits, while chapter 3 focuses on their dark side. After analyzing these singular strengths and weaknesses, this book explains how to tap a nonprofit’s potential while steering clear of common pitfalls.

			Mission and Goals

			Let’s turn to the first singular strength of nonprofits. If you ask someone why they support a particular nonprofit—and, indeed, what they love about it—the answer is almost always the same: the cause.

			There is something for everyone in the nonprofit sector’s glittering mosaic of good work. We rely on nonprofits when for-profit firms can’t (or won’t) do the job. If vulnerable populations can’t pay for what they need, nonprofits serve them. If problems fester because the solutions aren’t profitable, nonprofits step in. Whatever your passion may be—advocacy, the arts, education, the environment, health care, humanitarian aid, research, religion, or almost anything else—there are nonprofits that share your goals and values.

			“If you can’t find it, found it,” said Father Richard Gabuzda. As a parish priest, he worried that the Church wasn’t focusing enough on spirituality in training young priests. So Father Rich cofounded the Institute for Priestly Formation. To help seminarians “grow in their relationship with God”—and to help them nurture this among parishioners—the Institute runs a nine-week summer program of spiritual instruction, silent contemplation, and prayer. The program began with six seminarians in 1995, jumped to twenty-nine the next year, and now regularly draws 175 participants.

			Like Father Rich, Charles Best also was passionate about a cause and launched a new nonprofit to advance it. While teaching history in a public high school in the Bronx, he learned that his school did not have enough money to cover all the supplies he needed.

			“So my colleagues and I spent a lot of our own money,” he recalled. “During lunch breaks, we would talk about things we wanted our students to have that went beyond what we could afford from our own pockets—a novel we wanted them to read, a field trip we wanted them to take, or a science experiment that needed a pair of microscopes.”

			Charles dreamed up a new way to provide these valuable experiences to public school students: raising money on the internet. “This was back in 2000,” he recalled, “years and years before ‘crowdfunding’ was a word or a thing.” Although Charles was only two years out of college at the time, he took the bold step of launching a new nonprofit, which he called DonorsChoose.

			Charles felt so strongly about this idea that he covered the start-up costs himself. “I was living at home with my parents and they were not charging me rent, so I could spare some of my teacher’s salary to get this thing off the ground,” he recalled. “I used a pencil and paper to draw out what I wanted the web pages to look like, and a programmer who had recently emigrated from Poland was willing to take my pencil-and-paper drawings and turn them into a website for $2,000.”

			For the first six months, the new nonprofit, DonorsChoose, depended solely on volunteers. A few of his students helped after school. “Then a few friends of mine from high school and college volunteered in their spare hours to help get the organization off the ground,” Charles recalled.

			Through their creativity and commitment, Charles and his team of volunteers started something remarkable. Two decades later, DonorsChoose was raising $150 million and funding 250,000 classroom projects each year. When Charles passed the torch to a new CEO in 2022 after serving for twenty-one years, 4.5 million donors had funded nearly two million projects. An idea that was born in conversations in a Bronx faculty lounge was touching the lives of millions of public school children each year.

			These examples highlight a fundamental reason why nonprofits are so inspiring. They empower us to dream of ways to make the world better, recruit others, and work together to make it happen. Even a cynic like me melts at this prospect. What can be better than that?

			Motivation

			Nonprofits are appealing not only in advancing worthy causes but also in bringing out the best in people who work or volunteer there: at nonprofits, the main motivation is the mission, not money.

			A nonprofit isn’t supposed to make anyone rich. Even when it earns more than it spends, this surplus has to be invested in the mission. This reassures beneficiaries that the nonprofit is less likely to overcharge them. Professionals and volunteers have less incentive to extract a higher profit, since they can’t keep it for themselves.

			Indeed, employees usually earn less at nonprofits than at for-profit firms, while volunteers work for free. Usually, both groups are there because of their passion for the cause.

			This was certainly true of my former boss Ruth Bader Ginsburg. When RBG founded the ACLU Women’s Rights Project, the cause was personal. “I became a lawyer in days when women were not wanted by most members of the legal profession,” she told the Senate during her confirmation hearings to be the nation’s second woman on the U.S. Supreme Court. The discrimination she experienced steeled her resolve to advocate for women’s rights.

			As one of only nine women in her class at Harvard Law School, RBG was invited to the home of the law school’s dean, Erwin Griswold, who asked each of them, “Why are you in law school occupying a seat that could be held by a man?” In my office at Columbia over fifty years later, I asked how she had replied. “People don’t usually ask me that,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I told him that my husband was studying to be a lawyer, and I wanted to understand his work.”

			A year ahead of her in law school, RBG’s husband, Martin Ginsburg, joined a law firm in New York after graduation. RBG wanted to keep the family together, since Marty had just recovered from cancer and they had a young daughter, Jane. So she asked if she could spend her final year at Columbia while still earning a Harvard degree. Although Harvard had granted similar requests before, they turned her down. “It was your choice to have a child,” she recalled them telling her. As a result, RBG got her degree from Columbia.

			Yet even though she graduated at the top of her class, RBG struggled to find a job. “I was a triple threat,” she joked with me when she was visiting Columbia for her fiftieth law school reunion, “a Jew, a woman, and a mother.” Like many law students, she worked at a law firm during the summer before her third year. But unlike the men in her class, she was not offered a permanent position. When I asked whether they gave a reason, she smiled. “Yes,” she recalled, “They said, ‘Ruth, we already hired a woman.’” Marty, who was with us in my office, then weighed in. “Ruth, you owe them a lot,” he laughed. “If not for them, you’d be a partner at a law firm today.”

			Like RBG, most people who work in nonprofits are following their hearts, committing their talent and energy to causes that inspire them. This is why Judith Browne Dianis leads the Advancement Project, a multi-racial civil rights organization that supports grassroots activity across the nation. Judith was born to be a civil rights activist.

			“My first protest was when I was three,” she recalled. Her mother and others wanted a traffic light installed at a dangerous intersection. “They sat all of the children down in the middle of this intersection,” she recalled. “I remember chanting, ‘we want a light, we want a light.’

			“I used this skill some years later,” she recalled with a wry smile. On a dinner cruise with her parents, she wanted something that was not on the menu. “I started pounding my fork on the table and chanting, ‘I want franks and beans, I want franks and beans,’” she remembered. Her parents were not altogether pleased, but “the waiter eventually went down to the galley and got my franks and beans.”

			All joking aside, Judith credits her parents for inspiring her commitment to racial justice. “I grew up in a household with a mother who was a community activist, and a father who had been in the segregated army and bore the scars of that,” she recalled. “So race was always a conversation in our household.” After a brief stint working in finance, she decided to make racial justice her life’s work. “It was like coming full circle,” she said. “I was put on this earth to do this work, and I feel very blessed that I have found it.”

			Indeed, many nonprofit professionals walk away from lucrative careers to work for causes they cherish. Eric Goldstein left Paul Weiss, a prominent law firm where he had worked for thirty years, to become CEO of UJA-Federation of NY, which cares for vulnerable populations and strengthens Jewish communities in New York and across the globe. He was serving as a volunteer on UJA’s board when the outgoing CEO, John Ruskay, urged him to seek this role. “The question John asked was, ‘at this point in your life, what do you most look forward to in your week?’” Eric remembered. “‘Is it your legal work? Or is it the communal work? If this is where your heart is now, wouldn’t it be wonderful to devote yourself to it?’” After much soul searching, Eric decided to follow his heart.

			Sarah Hemminger made a similar choice. Although she has a PhD in biomedical engineering, she opted instead to found and run the Baltimore nonprofit Thread, which connects academically underperforming young people with supportive volunteers. In choosing this path, Sarah was inspired by a childhood experience. When she was eight years old, her father tried to expose corruption at their church. “They ended up shunning our family,” she recalled. “People wouldn’t speak to me.”

			Years later, while pursuing her PhD at Johns Hopkins University, Sarah felt a connection with students at nearby Paul Laurence Dunbar High School, despite their differences. “They are exceptional individuals in extraordinarily challenging situations,” she observed, “feeling alone and disconnected.” Because Sarah herself knew “what it felt like to be disposable and isolated,” she wanted “to create a community where everyone can feel seen and known and loved.”

			This commitment to the mission is a nonprofit’s high octane fuel. It spurs professionals and volunteers to work tirelessly and make hard choices for the cause, while reassuring beneficiaries and donors that the nonprofit’s goal is not to enrich insiders but to advance the mission.

			Diversity

			Along with their work and the dedication it inspires, nonprofits have another strength: they play a key role in celebrating and promoting diversity in society. A group that is underrepresented in other institutions, or does not feel at home in them, can launch a new nonprofit, which focuses on their unique needs and values. Since nonprofits are easy to launch, each community can form their own.

			This opportunity is especially valuable for people of color, women, the LGBTQ+ community, religious minorities, proponents of unorthodox ideas, and other underrepresented groups. Unlike government agencies, nonprofits do not answer to voters, so their missions don’t have to appeal to the average citizen. As long as someone is willing to invest effort and resources, a nonprofit can champion causes that do not (yet) have broad support.

			It is no accident that the Civil Rights movement began in churches and advocacy organizations instead of in the government. While elected officials were mostly on the sidelines—wary of alienating the movement’s opponents—nonprofits were bringing court cases, organizing sit-ins and marches, and mobilizing bus boycotts. Once these nonprofits succeeded in broadening their base of support, elected officials had “political cover” to join the effort.

			The same is true of women’s rights, environmentalism, the religious right, LGBTQ+ rights, Black Lives Matter, and other transformative social movements. They all started in nonprofits.

			“The unique genius of nonprofits is the opportunity for new people to come forward with new solutions,” observed Eric Fingerhut, CEO of the Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA), an umbrella organization representing hundreds of local Jewish federations and independent communities. A veteran of both nonprofits and government, Eric also has served as CEO of Hillel International, which connects students with Jewish life on campus, as well as chancellor of the Ohio Board of Regents and a member of Congress. “If they can find a philanthropic champion,” he continued, “they can disrupt the old order and create a whole new reality.”

			Autonomy: Experimentation and Specialization

			Nonprofits have the independence not only to launch new social movements but also to test new programs and strategies. Compared with government agencies, they have more flexibility to act quickly, take risks, tailor programs to local conditions, and compete with each other.

			“The government is not known for moving quickly,” noted Amy Barasch, who spent ten years in state and local government before becoming the executive director of Her Justice, which provides legal assistance to women living in poverty.

			Government bureaucracies are often sprawling and complex. Typically, a new idea has to be approved by multiple decision makers with different priorities, agendas, and jurisdictions. Inevitably, some promising ideas wither on the vine, while others take months or even years to be approved.

			“Nonprofits have agility that the government doesn’t have,” Amy explained. As long as their professionals and boards believe in an idea and can fund it, nonprofits can dive right in.

			“When you are independent, you can move fast,” observed Shira Ruderman, Executive Director of the Ruderman Family Foundation, which advocates for the inclusion of people with disabilities as well as other priorities.

			This independence also lets nonprofits experiment with “out of the box” ideas. “The unique role that philanthropy can play is that we can take risks,” explained Wes Moore, who was elected governor of Maryland in 2022 after serving from 2017 to 2021 as CEO of the Robin Hood Foundation, which alleviates poverty in New York.

			Nonprofits can try things the government can’t do. For example, during the HIV epidemic in the 1980s, the New York City Department of Health floated a controversial idea. Since drug addicts were infecting each other by sharing needles, why not give them clean needles for free? Yet even though this step could slow the spread of HIV, some voters were outraged. Wouldn’t it encourage drug use? Why should taxpayers subsidize this destructive habit?

			When this idea stalled in government, the Robin Hood Foundation and other nonprofits stepped in. Their needle exchanges cut the infection rate among addicts from 50 percent to 13 percent. This is a remarkably cost-effective way to save lives. While HIV treatments cost more than $100,000 per patient each year, a clean needle costs less than a dollar.

			Eventually, this track record gave the government “cover” to take over. Robin Hood “doesn’t fund [needle exchanges] anymore because the government does it,” Wes explained.

			This is a very effective division of labor: nonprofits test new ideas, the government adopts the ones that work, and nonprofits move on to other experiments.

			Nonprofits have the flexibility not just to take risks and innovate but also to cater to particular tastes and needs. Unlike government agencies, which have to serve all comers, nonprofits can specialize, targeting a particular problem or focusing on a specific community. Instead of “one-size-fits-all,” they can offer tailored solutions, which are a better fit for the people they serve. “A community-based organization that knows its community members provides better service,” observed Eric Goldstein of UJA.

			Shouldn’t a community center in a small town have different programming than one in an immigrant neighborhood in a big city? Will government officials in the state capital really know what these differences should be? “It’s the nature of government that solutions have to be somewhat cookie cutter,” explained Amy Barasch of Her Justice. “They’re working on a scale that does not allow for a lot of differentiation among individuals.”

			But this sort of standardization can lead to mistakes, missed opportunities, and heartache. “There are so many well-intentioned people in government,” Amy continued, “but if you’ve never worked on the ground [in the community you are trying to serve], the amount that you don’t know you don’t know is unbelievable.”

			While the government is “a couple of steps removed,” nonprofits are “tethered closely and tightly to the communities,” explained Kristen Clarke, who led the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, a civil rights organization that enlists the private bar’s leadership and resources to combat racial discrimination.

			“Not-for-profits have stronger and deeper relationships within the community,” noted Kevin Washington of the YMCA. “The cultural aspects of that community are represented in the not-for-profit, so the level of trust in the not-for-profit is much higher than in the government.”

			Nonprofits also compete with each other, as well as with the government. This competition spurs everyone to raise their game. “It’s through new ideas, risk-taking, entrepreneurial activity, and experimentation that some of the greatest ideas were born,” observed Jennifer Sampson, CEO of United Way of Metropolitan Dallas, which promotes access to education, income, and health in North Texas.

			Funding

			Indeed, there is much to admire about nonprofits. Along with their missions, the idealism of their professionals and volunteers, and their unique ability to promote diversity and innovation, another strength is worth emphasizing: they tap an especially satisfying source of funding—philanthropy—along with generous government subsidies.

			Indeed, charitable donations offer a double benefit, improving the lives not only of beneficiaries but also of donors. If a nonprofit is doing its job, donations help its beneficiaries. Soup kitchens feed the hungry, hospitals treat the sick, universities teach students, and the like.

			At the same time, donors feel satisfaction in writing a check, knowing that they are supporting a mission they value. Usually, this isn’t something they have to do; it’s something they want to do. Granted, if donors are just responding to guilt or social pressure, they may not be excited to give. But the typical motivation is more satisfying: they believe in the cause.

			Surely, this is not the way we feel about most expenses. How many of us get the same satisfaction from paying taxes? Or buying gas for our car? Or paying bills? This is another way that nonprofits are different. Many of us really love supporting our favorite causes.

			“You can’t beat the experience of working with people who both created the wealth and are giving it away,” observed Eric Fingerhut of JFNA. “They have a unique sense of joy in doing it that you can just feel, and a commitment to doing it well. I think they get enormous psychic gratification from it.”

			In contrast, government programs don’t usually offer this double benefit. They are supposed to help beneficiaries, to be sure, but the second benefit—satisfaction in funding this work—is less likely.

			“Nonprofits build a connection that donors are unlikely to feel to a government program,” Eric Fingerhut explained. “You are going to pay your taxes, and there may be certain government programs you like, but you are never going to feel
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