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Nonprofit leadership is rarely lived at the extremes. Most leaders are not trapped 
in impossible circumstances with no room to move, and they are not operating in 
environments where every condition is ideal for rapid organizational growth. 
Instead, leaders spend most of their time in the middle space, where conditions 
are mixed, constraints are real, and yet meaningful progress is still possible. This is 
where the philosophy of blooming where you are planted becomes both a 
mindset and a disciplined practice. 
 
This philosophy does not promise magic. Leaders cannot escape structural 
realities, financial pressures, or systemic challenges through pure force of will. But 
it also rejects the fatalistic idea that progress requires perfect soil, abundant sun, 
or a flawless environment. Growth happens because leaders cultivate it with 
patience, intention, and the willingness to take the small wins seriously. With the 
right approach, even imperfect conditions can become fertile ground for 
improvement. 
 
The Middle Space of Leadership 
Most nonprofit leaders operate inside tension. They serve missions that ask for 
transformation while managing constraints that feel immovable. Budgets are tight, 
stakeholder expectations shift, and teams may be underdeveloped or 
overstretched. Yet in this middle space leaders still have agency. 
 
Consider the executive who inherits an organization with outdated systems and 
minimal reserves. The situation is not dire, but it is not easy either. Instead of 
waiting for the perfect moment, the leader begins with what is available. They 
make a small but meaningful investment in basic financial reporting. They update 
donor stewardship practices in incremental steps. They take one team member to 
coffee each week to strengthen trust. None of these actions solve everything, but 
each one prepares the ground for something better. Within a year the organization 
has greater clarity, rising morale, and early signs of increased giving. Green shoots. 
 
Or look at a program director who steps into a culture marked by hesitation and 
fragmented communication. She cannot overhaul the culture overnight, but she 
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can model transparency, celebrate progress publicly, and establish simple norms 
that reduce confusion. Over time, the team begins to align. Meetings become 
more productive. People feel valued. The environment begins to shift. Again, green 
shoots. 
 
The lesson is consistent. Leaders who choose to engage the environment as it is 
rather than as they wish it to be put themselves in the best position to move their 
teams forward. 
 
Practices That Help Leaders Bloom 
Blooming where you are planted requires a combination of realism, resolve, and 
creativity. These practices can help leaders make meaningful progress even in 
challenging circumstances. 
 
1. Start with what is in your control 
Leaders often underestimate the cumulative power of small improvements. Define 
a short list of actions that can be executed without additional resources. Look for 
places where better communication, clearer expectations, a modest process 
change, or improved follow-through can create positive momentum. 
 
2. Strengthen relationships before attempting major change 
Every environment becomes more workable when trust increases. Prioritize honest 
conversations with staff, board members, funders, and partners. Clear the air on 
frustrations. Seek to understand what people care about. When people feel seen 
and valued, they participate more fully in the work ahead. 
 
3. Identify one or two leverage points 
In most organizations there are a few high impact areas that, if improved, influence 
everything else. It might be a fundraising practice, a program design flaw, a chronic 
staffing gap, or a decision-making bottleneck. Focusing attention on the right 
leverage point helps scarce energy produce real results. 
 
4. Look for early signs of progress 
Green shoots are often small. Leaders who notice and celebrate them help their 
teams feel momentum even when bigger goals are still ahead. This creates 
resilience and encourages continued effort. 
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5. Work with the board to improve one aspect of governance 
Boards do not need perfect alignment before they can help the organization grow. 
Encourage committees to function with more clarity, ask for strategic rather than 
operational support, or establish a board development cycle. Even one 
improvement can make leadership work easier. 
 
6. Maintain a learner’s posture 
Difficult environments can still be classrooms. What systems need strengthening. 
Where are expectations unclear. What leadership muscles need development. 
Leaders who stay curious tend to adapt more effectively and make better 
decisions. 
 
Moving Toward Blooming Conditions 
When leaders adopt this philosophy, the organization begins to change. 
Conditions improve because someone took responsibility to create improvement. 
Over time, these modest gains accumulate, and what once felt like a static or 
challenging landscape becomes more nurturing. Teams feel the shift. Stakeholders 
notice. Donors respond. Culture stabilizes. 
 
Thriving rarely comes from perfection. It comes from the disciplined practice of 
cultivating progress wherever you stand. Leaders who bloom where they are 
planted show their teams what is possible even before conditions are ideal. They 
prove that growth is always within reach, and that leadership is as much about 
creating opportunities as it is about navigating constraints. 
 
The ground may not be perfect, but it is still ground. There is always a place to 
plant, to water, and to grow. 
 
For more information about Fulcrum Nonprofit Leadership, please visit our 
website at www.fulcrumleader.com or reach out to us directly via email at 
hello@fulcrumleader.com. 

http://www.fulcrumleader.com/
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