
How to save an NGO 

Three steps for a successful 
Turnaround  - and the leaders it 
takes to be successful
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better 



TALKING POINTS TODAY

Challenge 
ahead

The challenge we have

Think

It takes courage to think differently 

Thinking about it differently

Act

And stay net-income positive

3 steps to turn around

We will never share client data

1. Where we mention a client‘s name, we 
received advance, written permission 

2. In all other cases lessons learned are 
anonymized 



Change & Disruption like never before

With kind permission of

1. The Business Model of many NGOs requires 
adapting or transforming 

2. Over-reliance on institutional donors is not viable

3. Cost & Capacity need to flex faster! 

4. Donors change policies rapidly and many are 
reducing grants. 

5. Individual givers are expected to tighten their belt 
too. 

6. Increased competition from social enterprises, 
other NGOs and corporates.

7. Systematic innovation is key for success - is your 
NGO innovative enough to continue work?



The mindset we need

Think

Leaders to achieve a turnaround succeed at
 
a.  Putting the facts on the table

b. Call for a shared sacrifice with clear goals and 
timing, urgently

c. Innovate how things are done (adapt) and/or 
What is being done (transform) 



Change

Turnaround requires culture change

Beyond the financial turnaround, the business need to 
change. For that, culture change is essential

 
Successful NGO leaders communicate the need to change the 
business model and supporting culture in two ways 

a. Adapt - find better & more efficient ways to do the same

b. Transform - do new things



Saving an NGO

1. Shocks, trends and changing environment
2. What are the costs of doing nothing to 

those we serve?
3. What do we know? What do we need to 

know? 

Plan

1. Leadership 
2. Business Model & Culture
3. Finances 

Think
1. Clear sacrifice
2. Clear deadlines
3. Clear metrics

Act



Financial Distress - What does it mean? 

Short term     Long term
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• Structural Distress - Financial distress created 
by organisational inefficiencies, practices or 
programmes. 

• This distress is driven by longer term trends and 
often has a root in strategy and management 
issues. 

• Immediate Distress - Financial distress caused 
by a sudden shock, change in income or ability to 
operate.

• This distress is often outside of the control of the 
organisation, but is exacerbated by poor 
organisational planning and safety nets. 



How to Turnaround?

• Financial distress will mean: 
• strained financial resources, 
• increased donor scrutiny, 
• demoralised management, 
• concerned employees and 
• struggling beneficiaries. 

• The challenges are often felt across the full 
range of departments, finance, HR, policy and 
communications. 

• These 3 steps can help address all of those 
challenges and work to turn the organisation 
around. 

Plan 

Control  

Evaluation 



Evaluation 

There needs to be a clear understanding of what 
the real problems are! 

• Financial Analysis
Where are the losses coming from? 

• Examine The Activities and Operations
Are there offices/programmes that are 
underperforming or no longer relevant and 
therefore underfunded? 

• Review Personnel
Over time, programme staff become core 
staff, departments swell but don’t contract 
and teams carry staffing levels that are 
unnecessary now priorities have changed.   

Engagement is Key - Meet with: 

• Staff 
• Beneficiaries 
• Donors 
• Management 
• Governance 

The evaluation process needs to be swift and 
robust. The organisation as a whole is the 
goal of this process! 



Control  

·  Create a daily cash-flow report and track all spending 
·  Approve each expense before it is spent
·  Switch to lower-cost vendors for essential services and 

supplies
·  Evaluate your staffing needs and make changes

 
● Review all programmes and services offered and 

start to address activities which do not generate 
sufficient revenue to support the management of 
the organisation – End programmes or reduce the 
cost of delivery.

● Inform all stakeholders of any actions and ask for 
their support after implementing these changes



Plan    
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• Form an advisory board that will help guide and support 
you through the rebuilding of your organisation and the 
help guide the turnaround process.

• Bring your key employees together to have a candid 
discussion on how to rebuild the organisation — ask for 
their cooperation and seek advice based on their 
expertise

• Take the opportunity to create a collaboratively 
development strategic plan. Use the crisis to your 
advantage and build a new, agile organisation that is 
designed to flex with change. 

• Invest of you can. A cash flow crisis in the short term 
many not include organisational reserves. Use reserves 
not to support a failing organisation but to rebuild a new 
one. 



THANK YOU!

ANY QUESTIONS?



Do Good. 
BETTER!

Stay in touch! 

Check out our blogs and upcoming events 
www.mzninternational.com 

Subscribe to our Newsletter
Receive updates on events, insights and ideas for NGOs and private businesses
https://mzninternational.com/newsletter/

Upcoming webinars: 
Non-Profit Financial Planning in Uncertain Times

14 October 2021 @ 2:00 pm - 3:00 pm UTC+2

NGO of the new normal: agile, innovative, entrepreneurial and digital

27 October 2021 @ 2:00 pm - 3:00 pm UTC+2

http://www.mzninternational.com/
https://mzninternational.com/trainings/#Webinars
https://mzninternational.com/webinar/non-profit-financial-planning-in-uncertain-times/
https://mzninternational.com/webinar/ngo-of-the-new-normal-agile-innovative-entrepreneurial-and-digital/

