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Philanthropic Strategy. Executed.  The Philanthropic Advisory™ equips nonprofits with strategic fundraising guidance, 
leadership coaching, and organizational diagnostics that drive stronger performance. 

The Structures That Drain Belief from Your 
Development Team 

Under the Elm • Discussion 11 

1. The Organization That Does Everything Right and Still Declines 

There is a particular kind of leadership frustration that comes from watching a well-run 
nonprofit lose fundraising capacity year after year with no obvious explanation. The 
leadership is strong. The mission is clear. The donor base is loyal. And still, the 
development team turns over every two years, the major gift pipeline stalls, and 
revenue growth flattens. 

The explanation is not personnel failure. It is structural. Most nonprofits are built in 
ways that systematically erode the belief their fundraisers need to perform. Not 
intentionally. Not maliciously. But predictably, through three specific structural 
conditions present in the majority of development operations. 

The leaders who understand these conditions are the ones who stop cycling through 
talent and start building it. 

“The development turnover problem is not a talent problem. It is an 
organizational design problem. The structure is working exactly as built. It 
is just built wrong.” 

 

2. Three Conditions That Drain Belief 

Resource Scarcity and Learned Helplessness: The research on learned helplessness 
describes what happens when effort consistently fails to produce outcome. The subject 
stops trying. In development work, resource scarcity creates this condition directly. The 
fundraiser who cannot attend a major donor cultivation event because travel is not 
budgeted, who cannot send a meaningful stewardship gift because discretionary funds 
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do not exist: this fundraiser is learning, slowly and repeatedly, that organizational 
constraint determines outcome. Not their effort. That is learned helplessness. And it is 
the direct cause of the withdrawal pattern described in Discussion 17. 

Diffuse Authority and Locus of Control: Nonprofit governance models frequently 
distribute authority in ways appropriate for accountability but destructive for 
performance. The development officer who identifies a major gift prospect cannot 
make a cultivation decision without three levels of organizational sign-off. The 
corporate relations lead who builds a promising partnership proposal watches it sit in 
committee review for six weeks. These structures communicate a consistent message: 
you do not control outcomes. The organization does. When a high-performing 
fundraiser internalizes this message, their investment in effort contracts. This is not 
weakness. It is rational adaptation to an irrational structure. 

The Emotional Cost of Mission: Fundraising in the nonprofit sector carries an emotional 
burden that fundraising in other contexts does not. The stakes are visible. The need is 
real. The fundraiser who fails to close a major gift is not missing a sales target. They are 
failing the children, the veterans, the land trust, the arts organization that depends on 
that revenue. This emotional proximity to mission is both the source of the sector’s 
best fundraising and the accelerant for its worst burnout. Without deliberate boundary 
structures and leadership acknowledgment of the weight fundraisers carry, the mission 
becomes the same weight that drives them out. 

3. The Five-Question Organizational Audit 

These questions are diagnostic. Answer them honestly, and they will tell you where 
your organizational design is working against your development performance. 

First: Can your development staff make cultivation decisions, including travel, event 
attendance, and stewardship expenditure, without seeking organizational approval for 
each one? Second: Does your major gift process have clearly defined milestones with 
leadership input built in at each stage, or does a fundraiser work alone through the full 
cultivation cycle? Third: When a development staff member identifies a promising 
prospect, do they have a clear path to engage organizational leadership in that 
relationship? Fourth: In the last twelve months, has your board actively participated in 
donor cultivation and stewardship activity? Fifth: Does your leadership team have a 
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shared practice for acknowledging and managing the emotional weight fundraising 
staff carry? 

“Most nonprofit leaders would say they support their development team. 
Most development staff would say they feel structurally unsupported. 
Both statements are true. That gap is the problem.” 

 

4. What to Do This Quarter 

• Complete the five-question audit above with your full leadership team, not in 
isolation. 

• Review your development budget for the three most common resource 
constraints your fundraisers cite and address at least one before next quarter. 

• Identify one cultivation decision your development staff currently needs 
organizational sign-off for and push that authority down to the fundraiser who 
owns the relationship. 

• Schedule a conversation with your development director specifically about how 
organizational structure is affecting their team’s capacity to perform. 

• Create a simple acknowledgment practice for your leadership team: two minutes 
at the start of each senior meeting where a development staff member’s effort is 
named, not just results. 

5. A Final Thought for the Forward-Looking Leader 

You built this organization to serve your mission. You did not build it to drain the 
people who serve that mission. But structure has a way of producing outcomes its 
designers did not intend. 

The development staff who have left your organization did not all leave because the 
sector is hard. Many left because the structure made their effort feel futile. That is a 
solvable problem. It starts with the willingness to audit what you have built. 
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Field Note: A regional social services organization with a thirty-year history was cycling 
through development directors every 18 to 24 months. Exit interview data consistently 
cited lack of support from leadership. A structural audit revealed the development director 
had no discretionary budget, required three-tier approval for any donor event exceeding 
$200, and had no formalized path to engage board members in donor relationships. A 
restructuring that provided a $10,000 annual discretionary fund, delegated event approval 
for amounts under $1,500, and created a quarterly board donor engagement calendar 
resulted in the longest director tenure in organizational history. The director hired into the 
new structure served six years and oversaw a 40 percent revenue increase. 


