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Optimism Is the Currency of Nonprofit Leadership 
The Fulcrum Point – An Opinion Series 

 
 
There are plenty of reasons to be discouraged. 

Nonprofit leaders do not have the luxury of being insulated from the world's 
problems. We confront them every day. 

We see families struggling. Communities divided. Needs increasing. Resources 
stretched. Employees exhausted. Donors uncertain. Institutions under pressure. We 
watch problems grow faster than our capacity to solve them. We experience 
setbacks, disappointments, failed initiatives, difficult board meetings, lost funding, 
and moments when the work simply feels too big. 

Discouragement is understandable. 

Surrendering to it is not. 

Because optimism is the currency of nonprofit leadership. 

Think about how often we ask other people to believe. 

We ask donors to believe their generosity can make a difference. We ask 
employees to believe their work matters. We ask volunteers to believe their time is 
worth giving. We ask board members to believe in a vision that does not yet exist. 
We ask communities to believe circumstances can change. 

And every time we do, we are spending optimism. 

That does not mean pretending everything is fine. 

Optimism is not naïveté. It is not ignoring bad news, minimizing challenges, or 
covering difficult realities with inspirational language. 

Leadership optimism looks reality squarely in the eye and refuses to accept that 
today's reality must become tomorrow's destiny. 

That takes courage. 

In fact, some of the most optimistic leaders I know are also the most realistic. They 
understand the obstacles. They know the numbers. They recognize the risks. They 
acknowledge when something is not working. 
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But they refuse to lose heart. 

That distinction matters. 

There is an enormous difference between saying, "This will be easy," and saying, 
"This is difficult, but I still believe something better is possible." 

The first is wishful thinking. 

The second is leadership. 

Nonprofit leaders have a particular responsibility to protect that belief because our 
organizations exist precisely because something in the world is not yet as it should 
be. 

If everything were fine, many of our organizations would not need to exist. 

Our missions are declarations of optimism. 

Every food bank declares that hunger can be addressed. Every school declares that 
a child's future can be expanded. Every shelter declares that someone deserves 
another chance. Every arts organization declares that creativity enriches our 
communities. Every environmental organization declares that something worth 
preserving can still be protected. 

Every nonprofit, in its own way, is making a statement about the future: 

Things can be better. 

Leaders have to believe that statement before we can credibly ask anyone else to 
believe it. 

That does not mean nonprofit leaders will never become discouraged. Of course 
we will. Leadership can be exhausting. There will be days when optimism feels 
abundant and others when we have to search for it. 

But we must search for it. 

Because there is too much at stake for us to lose heart. 

Our organizations need leaders who can acknowledge uncertainty without 
becoming consumed by it. Our teams need leaders who can absorb setbacks 
without spreading despair. Our communities need leaders who understand the 
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seriousness of the challenges while continuing to believe in the possibility of 
progress. 

Optimism does not guarantee that we will succeed. 

It gives us the courage to keep trying. 

And sometimes that is exactly what leadership requires. 

There will always be another challenge. Another setback. Another funding gap. 
Another discouraging headline. Another reason to wonder whether the work is 
simply too difficult. 

Take courage anyway. 

Believe that progress remains possible. Believe that people can change. Believe 
that communities can heal. Believe that generosity still exists. Believe that 
tomorrow can be better than today. 

And then lead people toward it. 

Optimism is the currency of nonprofit leadership. 

Spend it generously. 

 

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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