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Territorial acknowledgement

I live and work on the unceded, ancestral territories of the 
Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group, the sc̓əwaθenaɁɬ təməxʷ
(Tsawwassen), the Te’mexw Treaty Association, the 
Stz’uminus, the MÁLEXEȽ (Malahat), and the Quw’utsun 
peoples—nations whose relationship to these islands reaches 
back through countless generations. This place is also known 
within the broader territories of the SEMYOME (Semiahmoo), 
the Á,LEṈENEȻ ȽTE (W ̱SÁNEĆ), and the water-connected 
homelands of the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla Walla peoples.

I’ve chosen to protect this tiny corner of those living 
territories and the island od S’Dayes a conservation covenant 
on my land through the Pender Island Conservancy, ensuring 
it remains a refuge for the soil, the trees, the tides, the 
four-leggeds, the non-leggeds (the endangered Shapr=tailed 
snake), and the wingeds—long into the future.



Who am I?

 Law degree but never practiced.

 Career in the sector, mostly women-serving/gender-

equity organizations.

 Executive Director (ED) and similar roles – Eastside 
Family Place, Migrant Workers Centre, West Coast LEAF, 
Vantage Point.

 Interim ED – Seniors First, Access Pro Bono, BC Civil 
Liberties, VAST, WISH, Surrey Women’s Centre.

 Consultant, advising EDs, boards and the sector.

 Writer, parent, queer, history-nerd, with a taste for bad 

queer romance novels



It’s Not You!

1.The Non-Profit Sector and Leadership

2.The Context of Non-Profit Leadership

3. The Tools for Sustaining Non-Profit 

Leadership

4. Resources and Tips



The Non-profit Sector and Leadership

 3 sectors: Public, 

Private and Non-Profit

 Other titles: ‘Voluntary’ 
‘NGO’ ‘Charitable’ 
‘Social’ ‘Plural’ etc

 Common denominators 

– legally defined by 

purpose, profits 

(surplus) not taxable





Burnout and Non-Profit Leadership
(from Jocelyn Helland)

Over 58% of non-profit workers in Canada report high levels of 
burnout.

71% of non-profit leaders say their workload is “unmanageable”.

One in three EDs/CEOs is actively planning to leave their role 
within 12–18 months

Two-thirds of organizations report higher community need without 
matching funding, creating “structural moral distress” for staff.



Legal Structure
• Volunteer Board of Directors

• Constitutional Purpose

• Membership/Shareholder concepts

• Legal compliance

• Income Tax status

• Non-Profit as Employer



The Context of

Non-profit Leadership



The Context of Non-profit Leadership

The Non-profit leadership 
Role itself

The ‘Overhead Myth’

Tokenism and the DEI 
Window

Governance Structures

Corporate-Colonial Systems

Us and Them HR and 
Union structures

Systemic or Service
Revenue and the 

structures of Money



The Context of Non-profit Leadership

The Non-profit 
Leadership Role Itself

Governance Structures

❑ Isolating

❑ Demands too many areas of 
expertise

❑ Program/purpose expert or 
leadership/manager expert?

❑ Multiple accountabilities

❑ Volunteer boards

❑ Lack of clarity re 
operations/governance

❑ Authority without expertise

❑ The quiet problem



The Context of Non-profit Leadership

❑ Lack of admin support

❑ What actually does ‘admin’ mean?

❑ Networks, professional 
development, and community 

building?

❑ Impact without investment?

❑ Growth is always good

❑ Myth of subjectivity

❑ Robert’s Rules and other 
systems of exclusion

❑ Decolonizing, uncolonizing

and the newness of public 
language

The ‘Overhead Myth’ Corporate-Colonial Systems



The Context of Non-profit Leadership

❑ Racialized Women and the impact 
of performative DEI

❑ Disempowerment versus 
empowerment

❑ The Cost of Emotional labour

❑ The closing window: backlash and 
burnout

❑ The costs of growth

❑ The employer-driven solution 
to leadership distance (Human 

Resources)

❑ The employee-driven solution 
to leadership distance 
(Unionization)

❑ The impact of Us and Them

Tokenism and the DEI 
Window

Us and Them HR and 
Union structures



The Context of Non-profit Leadership

❑ Direct service and the joy of 
helping

❑ Systemic advocacy and the joy of 

change

❑ The invisibility of systemic change

❑ Babies in the river

❑ The power of money

❑ Translating the need to purse 
holders

❑ Multiple sources, multiple 
infrastructures

❑ Money systems versus purpose-
systems

Systemic or Service
Revenue and the 

structures of Money



Strategies for Navigating Context

Co and Shared 
Leadership 
Models

Challenging 
Coporate-
Colonial 
Assumptions

Leadership as 
Community 
Engagement

Communities of 
Practice and 

Peer Networks

Leading a 
Learning Culture

Pride as Healing

Purpose-Driven 
leadership



Purpose-Driven 
leadership



Co and Shared 
Leadership 
Models



Communities of 
Practice and Peer 

Networks

You

Conferences

Social 
Media 
Groups

Workshops/
Learning 
events

Retreats



Challenging 
Coporate-Colonial 
Assumptions

De-Bunking Robert’s Rules of 
Order:

• Sociocracy

• Martha’s Rules
• Consensus

• Pre, during, post-meeting 

agreements



Leading a 
Learning Culture



Leadership as 
Community 
Engagement



Pride as Healing
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