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Nonprofit leadership is fundamentally relational. 
 
Strategy matters. Financial acumen matters. Operational excellence matters. But 
nearly everything a nonprofit hopes to accomplish ultimately depends on people 
choosing to trust, support, follow, fund, partner with, advocate for, or contribute to 
the organization and its mission. For this reason, relationship development and 
management should be viewed as a core leadership competency, not simply a 
fundraising or networking skill. 
 
The constituencies are extensive. Nonprofit leaders must cultivate productive 
relationships with board members, employees, donors, volunteers, funders, 
community leaders, government officials, organizational partners, vendors, 
beneficiaries, and other stakeholders. Each relationship is different, but 
collectively they form an ecosystem that significantly influences an organization's 
capacity and impact. 
 
Strong relationships begin with trust. Trust is earned when leaders are credible, 
consistent, authentic, responsive, and genuinely interested in others. It requires 
listening carefully, following through on commitments, communicating candidly, 
and demonstrating that the relationship matters beyond the immediate 
transaction. 
 
Exceptional relationship builders are also intentional. They do not leave important 
relationships to chance. They identify the people who are essential to the 
organization's success, understand what matters to them, determine how 
frequently and meaningfully they should engage, and create systems that prevent 
important relationships from becoming neglected. A simple note, thoughtful 
introduction, timely phone call, or periodic check-in can create enormous 
relational value over time. 
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Relationships also require investment before they are needed. Leaders who only 
reach out when they need funding, assistance, advice, or influence quickly create 
relationships that feel transactional. The strongest leaders continually make 
deposits into what might be considered a "relationship bank account" by providing 
value, offering assistance, sharing information, expressing appreciation, and 
connecting people to others. 
 
Equally important is the ability to navigate difficult moments. Disagreement, 
disappointment, misunderstanding, and conflict are inevitable. Strong 
relationships are not relationships without tension. They are relationships with 
enough trust to withstand it. Leaders who address challenges directly, respectfully, 
and early often strengthen relationships rather than damage them. 
 
Finally, great relationship builders expand the circle. They continually develop new 
connections while deepening existing ones. They recognize that networks create 
access to ideas, talent, resources, partnerships, influence, and opportunities that 
no leader or organization can generate alone. 
 
Relationships are not peripheral to nonprofit leadership. They are infrastructure. 
The most effective nonprofit leaders understand that every relationship 
represents an opportunity to build trust, strengthen alignment, expand capacity, 
and ultimately advance the mission. They approach relationships with the same 
intentionality they bring to strategy, finances, and operations because they 
understand a simple truth: 
 
Organizations do not accomplish extraordinary things. People do. And people 
accomplish extraordinary things through relationships. 
 
 
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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