Nonprofit Employment: Same Universe, Worlds Apart by Patricia Duarte, Decision Insight, Inc.
The nonprofit world of work is a “parallel universe”, similar on the surface but culturally different from for-profit employment.  As a management and search consultant, I work with client companies on both sides of the sector-divide. For many the grass looks greener on the other side.
While the economy and layoffs have affected people in both sectors, a steady stream of mid career professionals and corporate executives are eager to apply their skills and experience to the public sector.  Beyond the basic need for employment the reason stated is the desire for more meaningful work. In fact, “meaningful work” is consistently the number #1 factor for job satisfaction on employee surveys in both sectors – above money and benefits.  Despite higher pay and benefits in the for-profit sector, fewer nonprofit professionals seek equivalent positions in for-profit companies.
In Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, author Daniel H. Pink, examines the three elements of sustainable motivation—Autonomy (free-will and accountability), Mastery (personal and professional development), and Purpose (meaningful work and making a difference).  
The Brookings Institute did a study that compared job satisfaction among thousands of workers across the US in three sectors: Nonprofit, For-profit and Government. Questions about the work, opportunities for growth, management, peer relationships and in all areas, including pay and benefits, nonprofit responses were more favorable  than responses from workers in the for-profit and government sectors.  Source: Brookings Institute, Health of the NonProfit, For-Profit, Public Service Sectors, 2002.
Despite similarities in operational structure, the nonprofit workplace culture is different because the “bottom line” for nonprofits is Purpose and Mission. It is this fundamental difference that is so attractive – an opportunity to get paid to apply skills to Purpose. From Gen Y to Boomers, people want to make a difference and do meaningful work. The nonprofit sector taps that motivation and provides that opportunity more effectively than for-profit companies.
Compensation is a topic worth further note and discussion. While the Brookings study suggest nonprofit responders are “satisfied”, paying less  has been, and continues to be, an accepted practice in the nonprofit sector. In my opinion, this attitude and practice that should be challenged. Education and training required for jobs in nonprofit equals or exceeds  equivalent for-profit jobs, yet the expectation those who serve our communities and society’s most vulnerable should work for less is imbedded in our collective consciousness. This has led to a disturbing acceptance only the affluent – those who can afford to work for less – fit the bill. This contributes to the growing concern  nonprofit staff and leadership do not reflect the diversity of the communities they serve, cannot truly relate and are potentially less effective.
Limited budgets are a reality in every industry, but it is the expectation equitable and competitive pay practices contribute to for-profit success, that differs from the nonprofit world. This attitude is imbedded in the business model and aligns with service and performance expectations. Some argue a similar attitude and approach by nonprofits will keep the sector strong and vibrant.  This will require donors and funders to embrace the concept for change to occur.
Job seekers are eager for meaningful work but most find crossing the sector-divide is anything but easy. Many, outside the nonprofit sector, feel shut out. Boards and managers are skeptical about hiring outside the sector. Besides salary expectations it’s tough for some to see the transferable skills or how they will be successfully applied in a completely different culture. In addition to traditional operational management skills, dedication, long hours, high demands, tenacity, perseverance, political savvy, consensus-building, stakeholder engagement, board relations and public spokesperson are just a few of the talents required of nonprofit leaders.
There is much nonprofit and for-profit professionals can learn from each other.  A career in nonprofit is not for everyone, but for those fortunate enough to serve, it can be a meaningful, fulfilling career.
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