
FU
LC

RU
M

POINT

The Fulcrum Point is a candid
opinion series covering
relevant and vital issues in the
nonprofit sector

THE

THE PERIL AND
RESPONSIBILITY
OF NEGATIVE
FEEDBACK

fulcrumleader.com



 

1 
 

The Peril and Responsibility of Negative Feedback 
 
Delivering negative feedback is one of the most uncomfortable responsibilities of 
leadership. It is also one of the most essential.  
 
In the nonprofit sector, where work is deeply personal and mission driven, 
feedback can feel especially fraught. A comment about communication style, 
professional appearance, effort, or focus can land not as guidance but as a 
judgment on character or commitment. And yet, avoiding these conversations 
does not make an organization kinder or healthier. It makes it weaker. 
 
Nonprofit leaders are entrusted with stewarding mission, resources, and people in 
service of impact. That trust comes with an obligation to demand excellence. Not 
perfection, but excellence. The kind that ensures communities are served well, 
donors are respected, and staff are set up to succeed rather than quietly struggle. 
 
Why feedback feels so risky 
Negative feedback carries risk because it touches identity. Many nonprofit 
professionals do not see their job as simply a job. It is an extension of who they are 
and what they care about. When leaders offer criticism, even when it is 
constructive, staff may hear “you are failing” rather than “this can be better.” 
 
Leaders sense this risk and often respond by softening the message to the point of 
meaninglessness or by avoiding the conversation altogether. Over time, small 
issues become entrenched patterns. Verbal ticks undermine credibility with 
donors. Casual dress erodes confidence with external partners. Inconsistent effort 
forces peers to carry more weight. None of these issues are catastrophic on their 
own, but together they diminish effectiveness and morale. 
 
As Peter Drucker famously argued, the purpose of management is to make 
people’s strengths productive. That cannot happen without honest feedback.  
 
Silence is not kindness. It is abdication. 
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The leader’s responsibility to the mission 
Feedback is not about asserting authority or correcting flaws for their own sake. It 
is about aligning individual performance with organizational purpose. When 
leaders demand excellence, they are not being harsh. They are honoring the 
mission and the people who depend on it. 
 
In nonprofit organizations, the cost of underperformance is not abstract. It shows 
up as unmet needs, lost funding, or diminished trust in the community. Leaders 
who avoid difficult feedback may believe they are protecting relationships, but 
they are often protecting their own comfort instead. 
 
This does not mean every issue deserves intervention. Discernment matters. Some 
quirks are harmless. Some preferences are stylistic rather than substantive. 
Effective leaders learn to distinguish between what truly impedes performance or 
credibility and what can be safely let go. The test is simple. Does this behavior 
materially affect outcomes, relationships, or trust. If the answer is yes, silence 
becomes irresponsible. 
 
Feedback requires relationship, not hierarchy 
If offering constructive criticism feels impossible, that is a warning sign. Healthy 
organizations are built on relationships where feedback flows in multiple 
directions. Leaders should be able to say, “I want to talk with you about something 
that will help you be even more effective,” and be met with trust rather than fear. 
 
This kind of relationship does not emerge in the moment of critique. It is built over 
time through consistency, fairness, and demonstrated care. Staff are far more 
receptive to feedback when they believe their leader sees their strengths, 
advocates for their growth, and holds themselves to the same standard. 
 
Kim Scott describes this balance as caring personally while challenging directly. In 
nonprofits, caring personally is often abundant. Challenging directly is where 
leaders falter. The result is a culture of niceness rather than a culture of growth. 
 
Timing, intent, and clarity matter 
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Negative feedback should never be delivered casually or emotionally. Leaders owe 
it to staff to be thoughtful about timing and intent. Feedback should be specific, 
behavior focused, and connected to impact. “You use filler words that distract 
donors during presentations” is far more useful than “you need to communicate 
better.” “Our partners expect a higher level of professionalism in meetings” is 
clearer than “you should dress differently.” 
 
Intent matters just as much. Feedback offered to vent frustration or assert control 
will almost always backfire. Feedback offered to support growth and effectiveness, 
even when uncomfortable, tends to be received over time. 
 
Nonprofit leaders can also take cues from organizations like Bridgespan Group, 
which consistently emphasize talent development as a core driver of mission 
impact. Developing talent requires clarity, courage, and follow through. It also 
requires accepting that not everyone will welcome feedback immediately. Growth 
often begins with discomfort. 
 
The cost of avoiding hard conversations 
When leaders fail to address issues that matter, they send a message, whether they 
intend to or not. They tell high performers that standards are negotiable. They tell 
struggling staff that expectations are unclear. And they tell themselves that 
harmony is more important than effectiveness. 
Over time, this erodes trust far more than a difficult conversation ever could. Staff 
know when leaders see problems and choose not to act. Silence creates 
confusion, resentment, and disengagement. 
 
Demanding excellence is an act of respect 
At its best, negative feedback is not negative at all. It is an expression of belief. It 
says, “I see your potential, and I care enough to help you meet it.” In the nonprofit 
sector, where the stakes are high and the work matters deeply, leaders cannot 
afford to confuse comfort with compassion. 
 
If you do not feel able to offer constructive criticism to your staff, something is 
broken. It may be the relationship. It may be the culture. It may be the leader’s own 
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fear. But it must be addressed. Because demanding excellence, thoughtfully and 
humanely, is not optional. It is the work of leadership. 
 
 
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. 
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