—]
=
M

L
=
O
AJ
Qi
=

_U
O
=z
_l

THE
WORKPLACE
EXODUS
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opinion series covering
relevant and vital issues in the
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Workplace Exodus:
Why Nonprofit Talent Is Walking Away and What We Must Do Now
By Chris Looney

Across the nonprofit sector, a quiet crisis is unfolding. Talented professionals,
people who have devoted their careers to purpose-driven work, are leaving. Some
exit for corporate roles with better pay and balance. Others simply burn out and
step away from the field altogether. What was once seen as a calling has, for too
many, become unsustainable.

This exodus should alarm every board and executive leader. Our missions depend
on the energy and expertise of our people, yet our systems often fail to protect or
reward them. The causes are not new: low pay, excessive workloads, lack of
advancement pathways, and persistent inequities that leave women and
professionals of color carrying disproportionate burdens. The pandemic and its
aftermath have stripped away the illusion that passion alone can power a career
indefinitely.

The Burnout Loop

Burnout in nonprofits is often treated as an individual problem, something to fix
with self-care or vacation days. But the reality is structural. When lean budgets are
celebrated as a virtue, staff positions go understaffed, workloads pile up, and
leaders are expected to do more with less. Over time, even the most committed
professionals find their passion replaced by fatigue and resentment. The irony is
painful: in trying to save the world, we have created workplaces that quietly drain
the people doing the saving.

The Pay Problem

Compensation remains the third rail of nonprofit management. Many boards fear
that raising salaries will signal "mission drift" or alienate donors. Yet low pay
guarantees turnover. Talented people leave not because they no longer care about
the mission, but because they can no longer afford to stay. For younger
professionals, particularly those carrying student debt or supporting families, the
math simply does not work. If we continue to frame fair compensation as a luxury,
we will keep losing the very people we need to build the future.
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The Equity Imperative

We must also confront inequity within our own organizations. Too often, women
and people of color occupy lower-paid, frontline, or middle-management roles
with limited mobility. Boards and executive teams, meanwhile, remain
disproportionately white and male. The message, intended or not, is that
leadership has a demographic ceiling. That must change. True equity requires
structural reform: transparent pay scales, mentorship pipelines, and board
diversification tied to measurable goals.

A New Retention Playbook

Reversing the talent drain will require more than incremental adjustments.
Nonprofits must redesign work itself. Start with realistic staffing models, living-wage
compensation, and genuine pathways for growth. Build cultures that prioritize well-
being, not martyrdom. Treat professional development as an investment, not an
expense. Most of all, redefine sustainability to include the people delivering the
mission.

There is a generation of emerging leaders ready to take the nonprofit world
forward, but only if they see a future worth staying for. If we fail to act, our sector’s
greatest asset, its people, will continue to walk away. The time for admiration of
their sacrifice is over. The time for structural change is now.

For more information about Fulcrum Nonprofit Leadership, please visit our
website at www.fulcrumleadercom or reach out to us directly via email at
hello@fulcrumleader.com.
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