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Leading a Turnaround Through Troubled Times 
By Florence Corpening, former Executive Director, YWCA of Winston-Salem/Forsyth County 

Executive Coach/Outfitters4, Inc. 
 
Unlike many new Executive Directors, I had the opportunity to work as an Interim Director before officially 
assuming leadership at the YWCA of Winston-Salem. I mention this because I knew exactly what I was getting 
into: staff morale was at an all-time low, funders were unhappy and had reduced or eliminated their gifts, 
National was unhappy because of multiple non-compliance issues, and we had a half-finished building to figure 
out what to do with. Yet I couldn’t wait to jump in and get started. So what is it about nonprofit management 
that pulls us so strongly that we can’t wait to tackle seemingly insurmountable odds?  I’ll explore this theme and 
others below. 
 
When I first arrived at the YWCA in 1995, money was the topic of the day, every day. Urgently needed funds 
were short and there was no real plan in place to address the problem.  It was my first challenge and it made me 
realize that it must always be the first order of business for any Executive Director. Without a real plan, you can’t 
raise money. Without money, you can’t provide services or programs and you can’t advance your mission. Most 
executive directors come to a nonprofit because they want to do some good in the world and are passionate 
about the work of a particular organization. In my case, I always knew that I wanted to work at the YWCA. 
However, most lack formal training in finance and if they came up through the ranks in programming rather than 
advancement, they may also dislike fundraising. Behind this dislike, of course, is anxiety. 
 
You must learn to tackle your anxiety and discomfort surrounding about the subject of money and fundraising. 
Many of us, especially in the South, were taught that it is impolite to talk about money. Yet we must talk about 
it! Learning to reframe how I thought and talked about money was essential. Donors talk about money in their 
daily business conversations, and they expect us to do the same. I found that it helped to think of fundraising as 
the vehicle that allows others – who didn’t have the privilege of working at my favorite organization- to be part 
of the work. Linking the conversation about money to the vision for the organization made it palatable for me.  
 
Part of dealing with unstable finances is facing difficult realities and painful choices.  One of our biggest 
expenses was payroll. Having enough well-trained and qualified employees is essential to an organization that 
provides services to vulnerable populations, but you have to make sure that every single position is really 
needed. Ultimately, we made many cuts and began the slow process of regaining our footing.  
 
In 2008, the economy collapsed and by 2009 we were compelled by circumstances to reorganize everything 
about the entire organization. This was much harder than what we went through in 1995. By this time, I was 
deeply invested in the organization from every staff position to our donors and the community we served. 
Everyone was hit hard and it was heartbreaking to see need all around and not be able to help. Somehow we got 
through it. Sharing information and keeping communication with the staff open and direct was essential. I made 
it my business to ensure that if bad news had to be delivered, that it came from me, not from one of my 
managers. I felt strongly that I had to protect them from that pain and stress wherever I could. I held weekly 
meetings and whenever a big decision had to be made, I involved the team so it would be a team decision- but I 
would be the one to communicate the team’s plan. People will pull together and work very creatively when 
faced with shared uncertainty. I’ve never been more humbled or more proud than when meeting with my staff 
to discuss additional cuts, people volunteered to take pay cuts or work fewer hours to preserve other people’s 
jobs. Giving everyone the opportunity to ask questions made it much easier to secure buy-in, which radically 
improves your chances of success. Top-down “because I said so” simply doesn’t work, especially when dealing 
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with a crisis. As problem-solvers we tend to think we can do it all, but, of course, we can’t. Hire the very best 
people you can, keeping in mind that it’s best to build a team with complementary strengths- hire those who are 
strong where you are weak and with the integrity to speak up when different opinions are needed. When 
leading a large organization, you have to delegate and let go of the details. Focus on the desired end and 
empower your staff to determine the best way to achieve the outcome within parameters you establish. It’s 
easy to get distracted by things that ultimately don’t matter. So learn to edit, filter and let go.  
 
People on the front lines always know more about what’s going on and what needs to be done than virtually 
anyone else. They are the eyes and ears of the organization and they know what’s on the member/constituent’s 
mind. Very often these employees are paid little and overlooked by management- and that’s a mistake. I 
encourage you to spend time at the front desk if your organization has one, or in the field with junior staffers. 
 
There’s no room for “big I’s” and there are no “little we’s”- everything we did was a BIG WE.  You have to walk, 
listen and then talk. And when you ask for input, you then have to figure out a way to implement as much of 
that input as you can that makes sense. Otherwise, you’ll train people not to contribute or make suggestions.  I 
have one brain and it can only do so much. If you invite others in, together you can solve just about any 
organizational problem. As CEO, your job is to lead, coach and mentor your staff. Encourage them to think 
beyond their limits and then clear the path to help them get there.  
 
It’s very important for the CEO to say “I’m sorry” or “I was wrong”. These short words can have tremendous 
impact, but can be very hard to say. At one point, without knowing why, I was regularly making my staff cry. It 
took someone who loved me with courage to correct my cutting attitude. When I finally understood how much 
damage my attitude was doing, I apologized to my staff. With this simple act, the entire dynamics of our 
meetings shifted and people suddenly began to speak up and engage in creative problem-solving.  
 
It’s important to listen to yourself when you speak. Often it may not be the words you used but the way you 
used them that was unkind and unnecessary. I still work on this one.  
 
Be aware of timing. If you are upset going into a meeting, you will pass that stress on to your team. In my case, I 
had a standing meeting every week with one individual that was always contentious and always left me angry 
and frustrated. I didn’t realize the negative impact those meetings had on the ones that followed with my team. 
Changing the team meeting time made a tremendous, positive difference. So pay attention to timing, your 
mood, and your energy level. We all make mistakes and my philosophy is: Make a mistake once, deal with it and 
don’t repeat it. When the inevitable mistakes happened, I made it a habit to ask “How would you re-do this if 
you could?” and “What would you do differently next time?”  Mistakes should be taken seriously but when the 
focus shifts to learning rather than blaming, fewer tend to be made.   
 
People have feelings and issues and you have to recognize and deal with them. Many times something personal 
is behind the public meltdown so it’s important for your staff to know that they can be their true selves in the 
sanctity of your office. And if they need to cry, that’s ok too. Trust and respect go hand in hand. By valuing and 
respecting your employees you are still an effective CEO. Recognizing their time and contributions is especially 
important in a nonprofit where money is not the first reward. Look for and acknowledge the value each person 
has and help them see that this is important to the organization. Their individual talents are the treasure of any 
organization. It’s important to recognize their contributions publicly, not just one-on-one. When you can, reward 
them financially as well. I usually opted out of the bonus pool to make the staff pool bigger. I also declined raises 
if there wasn’t enough to give everyone a raise. These were private decisions that the staff never knew about 
and I’m still glad I made those choices. 
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The CEO/ED should think of themselves as a resource for the Board. The Board has the responsibility to make 
the major decisions and it’s the CEO’s job to provide correct, timely and reliable information to the Board. Yes, 
they are a resource for the CEO to call upon when help is needed, but never forget- you serve them- not the 
other way around.  The CEO should not run the Board meetings. Sit next to your Chair so that you can share 
information or notes and provide backup to her/him as needed. This is their meeting, not yours. 
 
It’s essential to have a close relationship with your Chair. Meet regularly away from the office and share a meal 
and some personal conversation.  There’s something special about meeting someone in their space- not yours- 
that enables conversation to move more readily from purely business and into the realm of trust and friendship. 
Another thing that helped me a great deal was to have every Board member fill out a profile sheet. This 
captured whether they were married and had children as well as other special interests, birthday and 
anniversary, where they worked, what else they were involved in. Study this and know it! Send cards and notes 
that speak to them personally. These are small gestures but they will strengthen your relationship with every 
board member and that is essential to being able to work together. 
 
If you disagree with the Board about how to handle something, meet with your Chair and present your 
recommendation- but make it clear that it’s only your recommendation and that you recognize this is their 
decision. Practice saying this:  “I recognize this is your decision.”  If you communicate well and have a strong 
relationship with your Board, this will rarely happen. But if it does, give them your best advice and if the vote 
doesn’t go your way- let it go and move on. And lastly, don’t let the title take away the inner person you are. 
Strive to find time for yourself and your family and a life away from the organization you love. There’s no perfect 
recipe for finding balance, but delegate where you can and put structures in place so that things will function 
well whether you are there on a given day- or not. Your best gift is independence for your organization. 
 
Florence Corpening 
Executive Coach/Outfitters4, Inc. 
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