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You’re already doing more 
with less. That’s a way of 
life for nonprofits.  
It’s never been more critical, however, to make smart use of your 
people and financial resources. This recession makes it even more 
challenging to focus on training and supporting your team. Staff and 
the board are in survival mode and stressed to the hilt. You’re 
pressured to cut the budget without cutting into programs. That means 
putting the squeeze on internal line items. 

At the same time, you need a team that’s productive today and when 
the economy turns around. You know from experience that training is 
fundamental to organizational success, but it’s still tempting to see it as 
a luxury during these turbulent times.  

You’re thinking you’ll have to sacrifice training - but just for now. 
Unfortunately, that’s not the smart approach. In tough times, you need 
effective training more than ever. 

This article offers resources to help you make the case for training, ease 

workplace tensions, focus current goals, and emerge in good shape 

when the recession clouds clear. 

What type of training 
should you prioritize? 

Tips for implementing 
training successfully 

Resources and 
References 
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Why is training 
indispensable now? 
Implemented properly, training has at least two immediate returns: it 

builds staff skills and performance, and it gives you and your team 

confidence in a future together.  

Training helps meet today’s challenges more successfully 

If you’re going to survive the recession, you need everyone on your 

team performing to the best of their abilities. If you had some 

underperformers before the recession, it’s unlikely that they’ll start 

thriving under even more pressure and constraints. 

Before the recession, nearly 1 in 5 nonprofit employers believed that 

their organization had difficulty meeting its objectives because their 

employees did not have sufficient skills.1 

Sector employees agree. When asked, 36% of staff said that the 

amount of training they received was too little for the demands of their 

job.2 Furthermore, about 50% of nonprofit employees report that the 

level of skill required in their position has grown since they started 

their job.3 

Chop your training budgets today and you’ll risk eroding competence 

that may already be precarious. 

Retain & engage performers 

It’s tempting to think, “Why should I 

invest in training? They should be lucky 
to have a job in this environment!” That 
shortsighted approach won’t get you far. 

Remember how hard it was to find that 
great performer last time?  

Even in this economy, there’s still 
demand for good people throughout your 
organization. Keep your top performers 
engaged with challenging work, and 

supported by the training they need, and 
you’ll strengthen your commitment to 
each other. 

Training is a vote of 
confidence in the future 
Your team is already on edge about the recession. One 

in five nonprofit staff thinks that senior management 

isn’t doing enough to see the organization through these 

tough economic times. In small organizations, that 

number jumps to 1 in 3 staff.4  

Training investments keep your team feeling prepared 

to do their jobs, despite today’s increased pressures. It’s 

also a tangible way to demonstrate your commitment to 

their growth and to keep them focused on their future 

within your organization. 

Training correlates to organizational success 
We know that, eventually, the economy will turn 

around. In the meantime, prioritize training to help 
your team do better today, and position your 

organization for successful recovery. 
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To help establish your training priorities, look first at 
your organizational focus areas, then at the skill gaps 
within those key areas only. If you look at all of the 
immediate training needs in the organization, it’s 
easy to become overwhelmed and tempting to 
address non-priority areas. Resist this temptation and 
focus on the key areas that are going to have the 
greatest impact on your situation today. 

Step 1: Rank organizational priorities 
Where’s the organization hurting most? Have you 
lost a major funder and need to get a new one on 
board fast? Perhaps your client base has swelled and 
frontline staff can’t accommodate the growth 
effectively? Maybe inexperienced managers are 
reinforcing the gloomy atmosphere around the office 
because their HR skills haven’t been tuned for a 
recessionary environment. 

Identify and rank your key organizational priorities. 
Use the 80/20 rule: pick the one or two areas (20%) 
that promise to have the greatest impact (80%) and 
focus your training on them.  

You’ll probably have multiple priorities looming 
right now. It may be challenging to rank them. While 
they may all seem important, use the 80/20 rule to 

identify those that are most critical today. Ask your 
board and key staff to help rank them. This collective 
approach will also help build consensus and give you 
needed reinforcement when others lobby to have 
their interests addressed more immediately. 

Step 2: Identify skill gaps in priority areas 
After ranking your organizational priorities, identify 
and rank the skill gaps within those priority areas. If 
your training budget is tight and you can’t focus on 
all of the skill gaps in your priority areas, zero in on 
those that will have the greatest immediate impact. 
Narrow or broaden your focus, depending on your 
budget, but always keep the goal of maximizing 
impact on your current key performance areas. 

Previous studies highlight common skill gaps among 
nonprofits. More than 40% of managers identify 
these skills as falling short of organizational needs: 
legal knowledge, marketing, campaigning, research, 

fundraising/resource development.6 

Earlier studies also point to common gaps in 
management training (financial, HR, performance), 
leadership development, and technical skills. 

Many of these gaps are echoed on the staff side. Past 
studies showed that one in three fundraisers in large 
organizations ($4 million+ annual revenue) don’t 
think they have the training needed to do their jobs. 
For fundraisers in small shops, a full 50% feel 

underprepared.7 

More recently, 42% of employers identified 
fundraising, and 34% identified proposal writing as 

skill gaps in their organizations.8 

Again, identify the skill gaps that are critical to your 
organization’s priorities and focus your training on 
those key areas. 

 

Focus on the priority 

areas that are going to 

have the greatest impact 
on your situation today. 

Even after you’ve made the case for preserving training, you’ll likely be 
approaching it with a smaller budget. During the downturn, prioritize 
practical job skills over career development.  

Training focuses on building the skills someone needs to do their current job. 
Development focuses on developing skills for a future job.5 If you can’t afford 
to do both right now, prioritize job skills that will help your team face today’s 

challenges. 

What should you prioritize? 
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Now that you’ve narrowed the focus to key organizational priorities, 

and identified the skill gaps needed to improve performance, it’s time 

to make sure that the training you implement is successful. 

Tie your training plans tightly to the skill gaps 

Training doesn’t have to be expensive or formal to be effective. It does, 

however, need to be well planned and tied directly to the skill gaps that 

you have prioritized. 

For each training activity, you must be able to identify what the person 

will be doing differently that closes the identified skill gap. For example, 

if your funding has been cut and you’ve identified grantseeking as a 

priority skills gap, successful training is achieved when the fundraiser is 

writing more effective proposals.  

Likewise, if service demands are up and the key skills gap is the lack of 

staff that know how to conduct intake assessments, you might focus 

your training on cross-training others within the organization so that 

they can conduct assessments. 

In both cases, the training outcomes focus on learning how to do 

something, or learning how to do it better, and both are tied to 

identified skill gaps and organizational priorities. 

Training: presentation + application + feedback 

The goal of training is to improve performance. It’s action-oriented and 

focused on helping learners to do things differently. 

According to HR expert Tim Rutledge, “Good training involves three 

stages: presentation (what they need to know about), application 

(practicing the skills that apply the knowledge), and feedback (finding 

out how the application went and learning for next time).”9 

In the best training, all three stages happen during the training event 

itself. It’s equally critical, though, to make sure that the application and 

feedback also happen when the person returns to their job.   

If you can’t enable learners to practice their new skills on the job and 

offer regular, constructive feedback that will continue to help improve 

performance, don’t waste your limited budget on sending them to a 

training event. 

Invite your team to 
identify the gaps 

You may already have a sense of the 
skill gaps in your priority areas. Even 
if you are confident of your 
assessment, invite staff in those 

departments to contribute to the list 
and help establish their own training 
priorities. 

As we know, many of your staff may 
already feel underprepared to perform 
their jobs successfully. An invitation to 
speak up may increase their interest in 
finding the way forward together. 

As you work together to zero-in on 
training priorities, remind them to 
keep the focus on present needs. 

If a staff member suggests a training 

opportunity, work with her to identify 
the following: 

• What activities will you need to 

practice after the training event? 
• What additional resources (e.g. 

coaching, tools) will you need to 
practice effectively? 

• How will we give each other 
feedback about your learning 
progress? 

• How will we measure and 
celebrate when the training has 
been successful? 

 

Tips for successful 
implementation 
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Go internal 

Nonprofit employees are more likely than their for-

profit counterparts to receive training from outside 

trainers.10 While it’s often necessary to “bring in the 

experts” for some skill areas, look for experts within 

your organization and volunteer base as well.   

If someone goes to a conference or course, agree in 

advance that they will host a staff lunch-and-learn 

when they return. It’s a good incentive for the 

attendee to focus on learning at the event, and those 

who didn’t attend can hear the highlights. 

Ask your corporate partners or donors if one or more 

of your staff can sit in on their internal training 

programs. The examples they use may not have a 

nonprofit focus, but for many areas, the skills 

themselves will be similar. If you need to train a large 

number of people, ask if they will second their trainer 

to you for a period of time. 

If a staff member has just taken a course, identify a 

more senior colleague to act as their coach. Establish 

routine check-ins where they discuss specifics about 

how well the training is affecting performance. If 

several people have attended the same training, 

create a support network among them where they 

can all share successes and struggles. 

Go local/virtual 

Look for training opportunities that are close to 

home or online instead of those that require 

significant travel. Local opportunities will cut down 

on both travel costs and time away from the office.  

Over the past decade, it’s become easier to find 

quality training sessions close to home. More 

professional associations are establishing local 

chapters in addition to offering audio- and web-

conferences. As well, training providers are offering 

e-training options and the variety of their courses is 

growing too. 

Keep it bite-sized 

When you work with your team to identify training 

priorities, you’ll likely find that many of them are 

small and quite task-oriented, rather than concept-

based. Look for training opportunities that are bite-

sized and focused – those that will only keep 

someone away from their desk for 2-3 hours. They’ll 

be more skill-focused, and will allow the learner to 

get back to work and start using his or her new skills 

immediately. 

A growing number of learners prefer training that’s 

self-paced. In a classroom setting, skills and 

experience often range widely, so an instructor will 

have to cover territory that’s already familiar to some 

learners in the group. With self-paced e-training, 

learners can skip over areas where they already have 

solid understanding and delve deeper into those 

topics where they need more time. 

Are you helping maximize your team’s success and 

productivity during these tough times?  

It’s never been harder to make training a priority. It’s 

also never been more important to do so.  

Focus on your key organizational priorities. Drill 

down to the skill gaps that impede your progress. 

Make sure that your training is tied directly to those 

gaps and that it’s reinforced with real workplace 

application and ongoing feedback. 

When you make training a priority, you’ll rekindle 

the commitment of your team, give them the tools 

they need to succeed now, and emerge from the 

recession stronger and more nimble than ever. 

  

Summary 
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About CharityVillage 
Campus 

CharityVillage Campus is a series of self-paced, web-based  
e-training courses. Developed by senior nonprofit 
practitioners, the courses help build essential skills and 
knowledge that you can start using immediately. Campus 
courses focus on practical, high-quality training in core 
nonprofit subjects like fundraising, volunteer and event 
management, and strategic organization management. All 
courses are backed by a 100% satisfaction guarantee.  

To learn more, visit: www.charityvillagecampus.com 

 

Can we help you tend to your training needs?  
Please contact us anytime at: 

 
campus@charityvillage.com 

Training Resources 
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