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The Healthy Power of Pruning 
 
Every experienced gardener understands a truth that nonprofit leaders sometimes 
resist: Healthy things must be pruned. 
 
Pruning is not punishment. It is not rejection. It is not cruelty. It is care. 
 
Without pruning, gardens become overgrown. Dead branches consume nutrients. 
Diseased limbs threaten healthy growth. Sunlight no longer reaches the areas 
where life should flourish. Eventually, what was once vibrant begins to weaken 
under the weight of what should have been removed long ago. 
 
The same is true for nonprofit organizations. Especially nonprofit boards. One of 
the healthiest governance practices an organization can embrace is the 
disciplined pruning of its board through clear, consistent term limits and 
intentional off ramps for disengaged or unproductive members. 
 
Yet many organizations treat pruning as something negative. Awkward. Personal. 
Uncomfortable.  
 
It should not be. 
 
Does the gardener apologize for pruning the rose bush? Does the orchard owner 
feel guilty about trimming branches that no longer bear fruit? Of course not. 
Because pruning is done in service of health, growth, and future flourishing. 
 
Too many nonprofit boards slowly accumulate dead weight over time. Members 
who no longer engage. Members who attend meetings physically but not mentally. 
Members who contribute little strategic value. Members who create negativity, 
resist progress, drain energy, or quietly anchor the organization to outdated 
thinking. 
 
And because nonprofit cultures often confuse kindness with avoidance, these 
situations linger for years. 
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The result is predictable: Board meetings lose energy. Innovation slows. 
Strong members disengage. Staff morale suffers. The board becomes less 
courageous, less strategic, and less useful to the organization it is meant to serve. 
 
This is not healthy governance. It is organizational stagnation. 
The best nonprofit organizations understand that board service is stewardship, not 
entitlement. A board seat is not a lifetime appointment. It is a season of 
contribution. 
 
Healthy term limits acknowledge this reality. They create natural transition points 
that allow organizations to continually refresh perspective, diversify expertise, 
elevate new voices, and maintain momentum. They also provide a dignified and 
professional off ramp for members whose effectiveness or engagement has 
diminished. 
 
Importantly, pruning does not diminish the value of past service. A branch may 
have produced beautiful fruit for years before its season ended. Many longtime 
board members have served faithfully, generously, and sacrificially. Their 
contributions deserve gratitude and celebration. But honoring prior impact does 
not require indefinite tenure. In fact, one of the healthiest things a board member 
can do is recognize when it is time to create space for new leadership to emerge. 
This is where mature governance matters. 
 
Strong boards normalize transition. Strong boards understand that renewal is 
healthy. Strong boards value mission effectiveness above personal comfort. 
The irony is that organizations often fear pruning because they worry about 
instability, when the greater danger is actually inertia. 
 
A board that never changes eventually loses adaptability. It begins protecting 
tradition over mission. Relationships over results. Comfort over courage. 
 
And in today’s environment, adaptability matters more than ever. Nonprofit 
organizations face enormous complexity: 
Economic pressure. 
Changing donor expectations. 
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Technological disruption. 
Generational leadership shifts. 
Workforce evolution. 
Increasing community needs. 
 
Organizations that thrive in this environment will be those willing to continually 
assess what is helping growth and what is inhibiting it. That includes governance 
itself. 
 
Pruning is not an act of destruction. It is an act of preparation. Preparation for new 
growth. Preparation for healthier culture. Preparation for stronger leadership. 
Preparation for greater mission impact. 
 
The healthiest gardens are not the ones left untouched.  
 
They are the ones carefully tended by leaders wise enough to know that growth 
and pruning are not opposites. 
 
They are partners. 
 
 
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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