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Preface

One of the great satisfactions in a search for quality performance—in
any area of life—is the opportunity to see human beings at their best and
to relish their enthusiasm for what they do. In America, we can usually
expect people to get a twinkle in their eye when asked about their pri-
orities and valued experiences such as family, hobbies, or sports. When
they are asked about institutions—such as workplaces and schools—
their responses are often more tempered. But that hesitancy disappears
when they are asked to describe the nonprofit organizations they admire.
And when individuals invested directly in the progress of such nonprof-
its—directors, managers, and volunteers—are asked to comment on
even modest accomplishments or innovations, smiles burst across their
faces and twinkles dance in their eyes. “Let me tell you about this
earned-income idea we have for improving the computer equipment in
our office,” said one executive director, leaping from her chair. That kind
of exuberance is commonplace in America’s best nonprofits.

In Search of America’s Best Nonprofits grew out of enthusiasm for
several books on quality performance in the for-profit sector. To date,
the nonprofit sector lacks a resource for behind-the-scenes analysis or a
system for review and assessment that offers practical as well as philo-
sophical perspectives. Such publications on the subject of performance
and quality in corporate America are quite easy to find on bookstore
shelves. This book is intended to fill the void in the nonprofit sector,
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providing an inside look at admirable organizations and a clear para-
digm to evaluate excellence in nonprofits.

Being able to approach and then identify quality organizations is
important to all Americans, not only to nonprofit leaders but also to job
seckers, volunteers, and individual donors. “‘Knowledge is power’ is a
cherished value in our society,” notes nonprofit author Joan Flanagan,
“and we all need to know the truth about charities before we give to
them.” Understanding what makes a nonprofit admirable allows every-
one invested in the future of charitable efforts to determine excellence
for themselves and to experience the satisfaction of discovering organi-
zations of remarkable character.

Compelling mission, effective leadership, innovative strategies—
these are some of the common denominators among organizations of
quality character and activity; they are necessary prerequisites for being
judged “excellent.” However, every person brings a unique set of values
to the evaluation process. Readers will note that many high-profile and
respected Americans featured in this book were asked to provide their
own definition of an “excellent” nonprofit. In Search of Americas Best
Nonprofits combines the suggestions of national leaders and trendsetters
with a thorough research process to help citizens assess their own prior-
ities when deciding which organizations they wish to participate in. The
decision to donate to, volunteer with, or work for a nonprofit should be
based on thoughtful consideration and the evaluation strategies
described in these pages.

In conducting research for this book, we sought out leaders and
government officials, recognized observers of contemporary values, and
other participants in American nonprofit organizations and asked,
“What is working? What are you excited about?” First of all, people are
thankful for the opportunity to focus on the positive. Second, they
know when they've got a good thing going, and they want to stay close
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to it and enjoy it and in many cases spread the word to others. Third,
the people who responded to our exhaustive research questionnaires or
submitted to our interviews have found in the nonprofit sector a real
secret to a successful life: the fact that investing in something that makes
a difference, that matters to you, is the most rewarding experience you
can hope for.

Many individuals expressed the frustration that they care deeply
about particular nonprofits but see problems, shortcomings that detract
from the honest ability to call an organization “excellent” or even to
acknowledge that they admire its performance. They are still thankful
for opportunities to work for, volunteer with, and donate to meaning-
ful charities, but their enthusiasm is tempered by awareness of patterns
or blind spots that don't allow the organization to grow and adapt to
changes in society.

Given a few moments to collect their thoughts, virtually all per-
sons interviewed could articulate what they admire in nonprofit orga-
nizations—qualities of mission, leadership, and day-to-day practice that
these individuals hold as standards for every charitable entity with
which they would consider involvement. The conclusion: Americans
know what is right about nonprofit organizations. Sometimes the stan-
dards are a carryover from best business practices, such as expecting an
annual ourside audit of financial statements; other times the standards
are a direct result of experiences with the finest traditions of charitable
activity, such as looking for a mission statement that clearly addresses
meeting the needs of a particular population. “I give to the American
Red Cross,” said one state official, “because a year ago, donations of
blood to this organization saved my brother’s life. I know the good these
people do, and I want to be a part of it.”

Americans also know generally how to look for information.
Facts about the organization should be offered to anyone considering
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a donation, employment, or volunteer service. The lack of a mission
statement—setting forth the “reason for being”—is not a good sign.
Cooperation with national oversight structures is considered a good
sign: it suggests a willingness to be held accountable and is thus an
indication of financial integrity.

None of us has the time to do a thorough analysis of every char-
ity we hear about. Americans appreciate an “inside peek” at how the
best organizations function. By going behind the scenes at nonprofits
with a variety of service agendas, we can gain an understanding of the
underpinnings of outstanding leadership and quality mission fulfill-
ment. And we also learn from the observations of others, in this case
fellow citizens who have served in some of the country’s finest non-
profits and American leaders who have spent their careers forging a
strong economy built in part on the contributions of excellent organi-
zations and nonprofit agencies.

Many people participated in the exhaustive process of creating this
book through candid dialogue about the organizations they admire
most. They invested their time and energy, as well as a generosity of
spirit, to share their experiences and observations. It is also important to
acknowledge the attitude that these individuals brought to the ques-
tionnaires and interviews: they weren't simply good sports about the
countless questions and clarifications; they were active partners in the
discovery process. Dozens of people took the process of nominating
excellent nonprofits as an opportunity to renew their understanding of
and appreciation for the organizations they contribute to or serve. “We
came out of this soul-searching process with some fresh ideas for the
agency,” commented one volunteer, “and that made the investment
most worthwhile.” One prominent community organizer noted, “I
have encountered so many organizations over the years that I think I've
come to evaluate them almost intuitively. It has been useful to me to

xviii
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articulate clearly the kinds of questions I would want others to ask
before they invest in a nonprofit.”

It is also important to call attention to the many organizations
who submitted documentation but were not selected to be a part of this
text. The standards of excellence suggested in this text are remarkably
high, and there were many stable and well-managed organizations that
only just missed the final cut. They deserve thanks for their willingness
to undertake the self-evaluation process.

As virtually every nonprofit investor noted, the present pace of
change is remarkable, and the challenge for sustaining top-caliber orga-
nizations is powerful. Everyone who participates in nonprofits, no mat-
ter how modest the impact, makes a contribution toward keeping the
sector dynamic and flexible, prepared to face change with energy, enthu-
siasm, and a wealth of ideas for improvement.

Organizations that reflect these admirable qualities are precious
gems in our society. Some of the organizations we learned from are dia-
monds in the rough. They are young organizations formed to meet
social needs that are only just emerging; or they are nonprofits that serve
rural communities or populations in Third World nations; or they deal
with not-so-media-attractive clients and thus don’t garner much public-
ity but are run by people who have a vision for what they do and whom
they serve. Admirable organizations like these have philosophies and
strategies that the most established sector executives can learn from.

Other nonprofits are dazzling creations of amazing scope and size.
Their integrity, like a powerful magnet, draw large numbers of people
from all walks of life as donors and volunteers. They are large, well
established, and well managed. Dozens of individuals cited the same
well-known organizations as the ones they admired most. It is impor-
tant to seek out the little-known gems, but these jewels of the sector
were also a pleasure to explore.

XiX
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The Americans who have shared their observations of admirable
nonprofit organizations for this text offer inspiration and practical guid-
ance to their fellow citizens—to the donors, board members, volun-
teers, clients, employees, advocates, and analysts who sustain America’s
best nonprofits. A handful of individuals manage these organizations,
but many others recognize the value of their service. The search for the
finest nonprofits is an effort to polish the diamonds of the sector and to
reflect on the reasons for their value. Calling attention to admirable
organizations and guiding the process of evaluating them will help
Americans to be well-educated participants in the nonprofit commu-
nity and to be more aware of and active in this cherished heritage of giv-
ing to others.

July 1997 Richard Steckel
Littleton, Colorado

Jennifer Lehman

Denver, Colorado
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