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In the nonprofit sector, the financial tension between advancing the mission and
sustaining the team executing it is growing harder to ignore. Funding and structural
limitations paired with a long-standing culture of sacrifice have often made livable
wages and meaningful benefits difficult to prioritize, even as burnout, turnover and

financial stress take their toll on dedicated staff.

Even though it can be challenging, equitably compensating nonprofit employees is not
just a perk but a strategic imperative tied directly to retention, credibility and long-term
sustainability. Below, members of Forbes Nonprofit Council share practical ways
nonprofit leaders can better support their hard-working team members while

responsibly stewarding mission funds.



1. Highlight Noncash Benefits Employees Value Most

It is understood that most people do not leave their jobs because of salary. Livable wages
are a must, but soft benefits are equally important. Nonprofit organizations that can
offer work-life balance, generous paid time, exceptional culture and solid leadership can
retain a workforce longer than a paycheck. Nonprofits need to boast more about
intangible benefits that money can’t buy. - Tara Chalakani, Preferred Behavioral Health

Group
2. Treat Team Investment As Mission-Critical

Building strong, community-centric teams starts with investing in people as a core part
of the mission. Team development, equitable pay and benefits that support quality of life
help people stay, grow and do their best work. That requires disciplined choices about
priorities, recognizing that retention reduces turnover costs and strengthens long-term
impact. - Gregory Johnson, Foundation for the Mid South

3. Pair Pay Transparency With Growth Pathways

Leaders can pair transparent pay practices with intentional growth opportunities so
people feel genuinely valued, even when resources are tight. Clear pathways for
advancement, benefits, flexibility and shared decision-making build equity and trust,
helping staff stay engaged and supported while stewarding mission funds responsibly. -

Libbie Sonnier, Louisiana Policy Institute for Children

4. Compete With Flexibility When Salary Falls Short

It takes more than a paycheck to recruit and retain employees. This is where
nonmonetary benefits help nonprofits stay competitive. One way to do that is with
remote or hybrid work models. With many corporations asking staft to come in full-
time, nonprofits can lean into work-from-home and flexible hours that allow employees
to sustain other aspects of their lives that bring them joy and balance. - Taryn Palumbo,

Orange County Grantmakers

5. Shift From ‘What We Can Afford’ To ‘What We Can’t Afford
To Lose’

To deliver on the mission, every organization has to have skilled, committed and
passionate staff. It may be a mindset shift for some boards, stakeholders and donors, but
having competent staff will take you much further than “hiring whoever we can afford.”
You can’t afford not to hire well; therefore, your organization has to be attractive to
those who can take it to the next professional level. - Magdalena Nowicka Mook, ICF

(International Coaching Federation)



6. Make Compensation Strategy A Board Priority

Address this at multiple levels. Partner with your board to regularly review your
compensation philosophy, salary bands, benchmarks and benefits. Just as importantly,
engage your workforce. Listen to their needs, give them a meaningful voice in decisions,
and communicate clearly that equitable, livable compensation is a strategic priority, not

an afterthought. - Randy Wong, Hawaii Youth Symphony

7. Show Staff The Full Value Of Total Compensation

Leaders can share the organization’s financial investment in their benefits with each
individual staff member. This report would include their wages, medical benefits, life
insurance, paid time off, company matches and anything else paid by the organization. -

Kimberly Lewis, Goodwill Industries of East Texas, Inc.

8. Decline Funding That Can'’t Sustain Fair Pay

Funding people before promises is a discipline to rely on. If an initiative or grant can’t
support fair pay and benefits, don’t pursue it. This approach protects staff and
organizational credibility. It’s effective because missions fail when workforce
sustainability is treated as optional. - Alan Thomas, Association for Materials Protection

& Performance

9. Use Savings From Leveraging Fractional Talent To Fund
Core Staff Compensation

One way nonprofit leaders can address equity, wages and benefits while carefully
managing mission-driven funds is to adopt a hybrid staffing model. By blending
fractional staff with core full-time hires, nonprofits can allocate budgets more efficiently.
The cost savings from this model can be redirected to enhance the compensation and
benefits packages for essential full-time team members. - Victoria Burkhart, The More

Than Giving Company

10. Make Staff-Centered Calls Regarding Growth And
Cutbacks

Staff-first decision-making is one way to address equity. If raises aren’t possible in a
given year, look at providing additional PTO, flex time or other benefits. If cuts have to
be made, cut things before people. If growth is happening, grow salary before headcount.
When the team knows decisions are made with them as a top priority, they value the

mission, the organization and the leader. - Patrick Riccards, Driving Force Institute



11. Build Transparent Pay Frameworks With Board Oversight

Nonprofit leaders can promote equity and retention by treating workforce sustainability
as an institutional responsibility rather than an overhead cost. Transparent pay
frameworks, fair benefits and board-level oversight strengthen credibility and stability.
When people are financially secure, institutions perform better, partnerships endure and
missions are delivered with greater credibility. - Ekramy El Zaghat, World Fund for

Development and Planning

12. Practice Radical Clarity Around Pay And Tradeoffs

One thing we push with nonprofit leaders is radical clarity. Be honest about what you
can pay, why and how decisions are made. Pair that with real flexibility, growth paths
and benefits people actually use. Equity is not just higher salaries. It is predictability and
respect. When staff trusts the system, they are more inclined to stay even when the
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13. Align Workload Expectations With Livable Compensation

Ilead from the principle of fair proportion—I don’t believe in the working poor. We
balance workload expectations with livable compensation and offset financial strain with
benefits like mental health days and standard three-day weekends. By narrowing our
focus, we do fewer things well without overextending mission resources. This approach
supports equity, sustainability and staff well-being. - Jamee Rodgers, Community

Foundation of Rappahannock River Region

14. Consider The Factors That Most Attract Those Who Share
Your Passion And Mission

No doubt, it is a competitive environment for the workforce and quality talent.
Nonprofits have to do the best they can with what they have. Providing a workplace with
work-life balance, a positive and encouraging environment, and the opportunity to grow
personally and professionally may be key factors that attract people who share your
passion and mission. It goes beyond finances—be that choice. - Aaron Alejandro, Texas
FFA Foundation

15. Conduct A Compensation Analysis To Stay Competitive

Nonprofits can invest in a compensation analysis to ensure wages are aligned with their
geographic region and nonprofit subsector. A compensation analysis not only provides a
framework for adjusting pay to a livable and competitive range but also signals to
employees that the organization is committed to supporting its most critical resource: its

people. - Arvetta Jideonwo, Wheeler Mission
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