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CASE STUDY
Bankruptcy? Not An Option: Rescue Of A Nonprofit Organization
This real-life case study is part of The Excellence In Leadership series that addresses leadership, human
resources, and other timely topics authored by M. Louise Walters, PhDC and William R. Griffin, JD of
The Leadership Center. Titles include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bankruptcy? Not An Option: Rescue Of A Nonprofit Organization
Camille’s WorldSafe Conundrum: What Should Be Done About Karen Brooks?
Managing Conflict
Organizational Communication: Did I Hear You Correctly?
Human Resources In A Historical Context
Portrait Of A Leader: Interview With A Project Manager
Interview with Bill Sterritt: An Evolution of Learning
Seven Decades Of Human Resources Practices: Interview With Bill Sterritt
Importance Of Training And Development In The Workplace
Reagan And Gorbachev – It All Comes Down To Leadership
Global Human Resources
Compensation And Benefits Strategies For Retaining Employees

These case studies are published by The Leadership Center (www.theleadershipcenter.com). Louise
Walters and Bill Griffin are available to give live presentations and training on these and many other
topics.

ABSTRACT
This is a real-life scenario paper that discusses the theories of change management. It follows up with
a detailed example of how someone from outside discovered that a non-profit organization was in deep
financial trouble. It describes how the organization crafted and implemented a turnaround plan that
allowed the organization to stay in business.
Keywords: change, values, beliefs, artifact, turnaround

Bankruptcy? Not An Option
Page 2 of 12

INTRODUCTION
In his book, The Prince, Niccolo Machiavelli, an Italian diplomat, politician, historian, philosopher,
writer, playwright and poet of the Renaissance period, addresses a ‘new order of things’ – the term
which today is synonymous with our interpretation of ‘change.’
Most literature discusses change in for-profit organizations. Change is also found in nonprofit groups.
Change is not always positive. Downsizing and consolidation are but two types of changes that could
be viewed as negative; although too much growth too quickly could be viewed as a negative change as
well. Executives and boards of directors must effectively manage both positive and negative change.
Machiavelli’s caveat about initiating a ‘new order of things’ is prudent, although there are times when
there are few options but change.

DEFINITIONS
This case study of change employs some definitions. The Merriam-Webster Unabridged Dictionary
(2019) defines culture as “…the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes
an institution or organization …” (Merriam-Webster 2010). Organizational terms used in this paper
include:
•

VALUES
An example of this is the plaque on the office wall that
declares, “We value hard work, fair and honest
dealings, and the production of quality products.”

•

BELIEFS
Examples of this include an employee’s belief that the
boss is untrustworthy and difficult to work with, or
that a newly developed membership recruitment
campaign is a good investment because it will generate
a large number of new members.

“It must be considered that
there is nothing more difficult
to carry out, nor more doubtful
of success, nor more dangerous
to handle, than to initiate a
new order of things.”
Niccolo Machiavelli
1513

•

SYMBOLS
An example of this is the business practice of “casual
Friday” where employees may choose to trade
business-like attire for more casual wear in exchange
for a modest monetary contribution to a charity.

•

ARTIFACTS
Examples of this include a collection of the
organization’s curated bric-a-brac that resides in a
well-appointed executive office; or a hallway that showcases framed photographs taken of each of
the Association’s board chairs during their term of office. Random House Publishing displays first
edition books framed in shadow boxes scattered throughout its hallways. The California
Pharmacists Association has lined its Board of Directors conference room walls with antique
apothecary jars, scales, and vials.

•

TURNAROUND
An effort to save an organization that has run into trouble -- usually financial trouble. It may
include corrective actions that are far outside the envelope of behavior in a healthy company.
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CONFRONTING A PROBLEM SITUATION
(NOTE: To ensure confidentiality, names have been changed or the individuals are referred to by the
position held in the Association; and the city where the Association is located is not identified. The
organization, referred to now as the “ABC Association,” is real, and is operating.)
To use a general medical analogy, organization
assessments ‘take the temperature of the
organization.’ The tools used will vary
depending on the organization and their
issue(s). Consider the ABC Association:
The ABC Association is a non-profit 501(c)(6)
business league tax exempt organization. It has
920 members. ABC prides itself on being the
vanguard of its industry. The mission of the ABC
Association is to promote and preserve the
ability of its members to conduct business. ABC
operates on funds generated from membership
dues, checking account interest, and fundraising
activities (seminars, expositions, events). ABC
has a paid staff that includes a chief executive
officer (CEO), an office manager/bookkeeper,
and two membership representatives. A
volunteer board of directors is its governing
body.
During the regular board of directors meeting
on the third Friday morning of the month,
Jane, the organization’s CEO, informed the
board members that she had accepted a similar
CEO position with a larger organization in
another area of the state. She presented her
letter of resignation which included giving two
weeks’ notice. Two weeks was a short time
frame between the board meeting and the last
day Jane would be with the ABC organization.
ABC needed to find a replacement – and fast.
An interim CEO would keep the organization
going and would provide some ‘breathing room’
so the board could conduct a meaningful search
for a qualified replacement.
Henry, the board chair
(the chief elected
volunteer) of the ABC
Association approached
the XYZ organization
management firm
about providing interim
management services.
A surprise resignation

Discussion was held
about the needs of the ABC Association. Terms
were agreed upon, and the XYZ firm was
retained. The benefit of contracting with an
association management company is that the

management company offers a full array of
management services and can tailor those
services to the needs of the client.
Emily, one of the XYZ management company’s
top account executives, was assigned to the
ABC Association as its interim CEO. The official

“The enlightened ruler is heedful, and
the good general full of caution.
Victory usually goes to the army who
has better trained officers and men.”
Sun Tzu
6th Century BCE
start date of the contract was the Monday after
Jane’s departure. However, it was agreed that
on the afternoon of Jane’s last day, Henry
would introduce Emily to the staff, and she
would then meet with Jane.
In her initial introductory review Emily spent
considerable time with Jane, the outgoing CEO.
Together they reviewed files and
correspondence. Emily was particularly
interested in ABC’s financial position, including
the computer-generated accounts receivable
and accounts payable reports.
Jane described the accounting process that the
organization used. All incoming funds (dues
payments from members and checks from
events) were immediately turned over to the
bookkeeper to record and deposit. Accounts
payable went into a drawer in the CEO’s desk
which was the ‘holding pen’ for all bills
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received during the month. Jane explained
that at the end of the month, she would give
the accounts payable folder to the bookkeeper
who entered the bills into the bookkeeping
program. Then, payment checks were

a range of alternatives, each with distinct risks
of its own and none completely ‘solving’ the
problem” (Drucker, 1955). An organization
assessment was the first thing to do, so bright
and early on Monday morning, Emily arrived at
the ABC offices and held get-acquainted group
meetings with the staff. She then followed up
by holding one-on-one sessions with each staff
member. Later that morning, Emily also
touched bases with Henry, ABC’s board chair,
and provided a brief update of her initial
organization assessment.
Returning from lunch after a busy morning of
meetings and telephone calls, Emily found that
the day’s postal mail had arrived. It was
placed unopened in a file folder on her desk
waiting for her to open, review and route.
Emily wondered why the mail was unopened.
She asked the bookkeeper and was told those
were Jane’s instructions.

“… the first and most difficult job in
decision-making is always to find the
right question. And there is rarely
one ‘right answer’ in a business
situation; at best there is a range of
alternatives, each with distinct risks
of its own and none completely
‘solving’ the problem.”
Peter Drucker
1955

Opening the mail, Emily was disappointed to
find only three membership dues checks
totaling $975. The rest of the mail included
over a dozen bills – many Emily didn’t recall
seeing when she and Jane reviewed the
accounts payable in the ‘bill drawer.’ Adding
up the payables that had arrived in Monday’s
mail, Emily’s concern began to increase. The
bills amounted to $6,500.

authorized, printed, signed, and mailed. The
system was simple, although it was a little too
loosey-goosey for Emily’s comfort level. At the
time of the review, the ‘bill drawer’ included
approximately $2,500 of accounts payable
items. That Friday was Jane’s last day of work
with the ABC Association.
Over the weekend, Emily kept thinking about
the ‘bill drawer.’ She kept wondering why the
accounts payable process was different than
the accounts receivable process. The accounts
receivable were entered into the bookkeeping
system the day that bills and notices were sent
out. However, accounts payable were not
entered into the bookkeeping system on the
day they were received. Instead, accounts
payable were entered into the bookkeeping
system when Jane decided it was time to pay
them. Emily kept wondering “why?”
In 1955, management author Peter Drucker
said, “… the first and most difficult job in
decision-making is always to find the right
question. And there is rarely one ‘right
answer’ in a business situation; at best there is

Her concern skyrocketed as Emily slid open the
bill drawer where the former CEO had stored the
payables file. Emily was shocked to find that,
instead of the
$2,500 in
accounts
payable that
she and Jane
had reviewed
the previous
A surprise stack of unpaid bills
Friday, the
drawer now contained a file folder four inches
thick stuffed with bills that totaled in excess of
$20,000. Most were at least ninety days overdue.
Emily’s instincts about the ‘bill drawer’ had been
right on target.
Emily surmised that Jane had been opening the
mail, pulling out the bills, hiding them
somewhere (other than in the bill drawer),
then giving some of them to the bookkeeper at
the end of the month. Clearly, the
organization’s financial procedures were far
too casual and did not comply with Generally
Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP). This
situation was compounded by the fact that the
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organization did not have enough money in the
bank to pay its bills. The typical bank balance
was $5,000. When Emily contacted the bank,
she learned that the checking account balance
was $1,250. If a major cash infusion didn’t
occur in the next ten business days, ABC
wouldn’t even have enough funds to pay the
staff much less any outstanding bills.
Emily next accessed the monthly financial
report generated for the prior week’s board
meeting. The report showed the bills payable
that had been entered into the computer. But
what the report didn’t show were all the bills
that that suddenly materialized and made up
the four-inch pile of bills found in the ‘bill
drawer’ that Monday. Instead of being in sound
financial condition as Jane had led Emily and
the board to believe, ABC was in serious
financial trouble. And it seemed that the only
person who knew it (besides Emily) was Jane,
ABC’s former CEO – who had just left town.
Emily telephoned Thomas, the organization’s
treasurer, and set up an emergency meeting for
that afternoon. When they met, Emily explained
to Thomas that she had discovered the stack of
unpaid bills totaling almost $30,000 which had
inexplicably materialized in the ‘bill drawer.’ As
they reviewed each bill, it became apparent that
most of the debt was for renovations. But
“Renovations of what?” Emily asked.
Emily was in for another surprise. In an ‘oh, by
the way’ moment, Thomas mentioned that ABC
owned a $250,000 asset –- the Association’s
new building (artifact). But ABC also owed
$250,000 in loans used to purchase the
Association’s new building. Jane had convinced

and another from the bank, leasing out the
space would cover the remaining portion of the
funding needed to help pay down the $250,000
that the Association financed for twenty years.
To pay off the loans, Jane sold the board of
directors on the idea of a ‘Make A
Payment & Reduce The Debt’ campaign.
Members and others could choose among 240
monthly payments ranging from $2,500 for
payment #1 to $24.99 for payment #240. In
other words, when the member wrote a $1,250
check during the ‘Make A Payment’ campaign
to pay for month #120 of the loan, the funds
were to be placed in a segregated interestbearing account until it was month #120. Then,
the ABC Association would use the original
$1,250 principal
augmented with
the interest
earned over ten
years to offset
payment #120.
The bad news
was that the
organization had
fallen far short of
its goal of raising
its $250,000.
Although Jane
was very
Another surprise: $30,000 of
enthusiastic
unauthorized renovation bills
about the
project, many members were skeptical about
the plan and were reluctant to participate.
Consequently, there wasn’t as much buy-in as
Jane had originally forecast.
ABC Association member and stakeholder concerns
notwithstanding, Jane bulldozed ahead anyway
and made extensive and expensive renovations to
the facility instead of focusing on identifying a
reliable lessee to occupy the extra space and help
pay for part of the building. When the bills
started arriving, Jane began looking for another
job, meanwhile hiding the bills.

With a $250,000 bank loan, the ABC Association
bought its own building

the board of directors that ABC needed to own
its own building instead of leasing office space.
Six months earlier, ABC had purchased a vacant
building, renovated it, and moved in. The plan
was to lease the unused space that ABC didn’t
anticipate using. With a loan from the seller

When the dust all settled, renovations to the
building totaled over $30,000. Most bills had not
yet been paid and many were over 90 days past
due. In fact, the majority of the bills weren’t
even entered into the bookkeeping system. With
a sinking feeling, Emily quickly realized that the
monthly loan payments and the costs of the
improvements coupled with the day-to-day
operating expenses comprised most of the past
due bills in the four-inch thick folder.
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THE PLAN FOR CHANGE
(NOTE: Not all organizational change is positive – there can be negative change, too. Some of what
Emily and the ABC Association were facing was negative.)
Emily and Thomas immediately met with board
chair Henry. The trio then met with the board
chair-elect and the past board chair. Together
they hammered out a plan to eliminate the debt.

had negotiated new payment terms and
schedules. All creditors were very cooperative.
Some creditors were kind enough to forgive a
part of or all of the debt.

In the past, the board relied on the CEO to make
operational decisions. The board placed its faith in
Jane to operate in an above-board and honorable
fashion. However, because the Association did not
have an adequate system of financial controls,
Jane was able to ‘brush under the rug’ some major
problems. One way of describing the situation is
that the board abdicated its responsibility to its
hired chief executive officer -- a bad business
practice. The board’s over-reliance on and overconfidence placed in Jane were the key elements
in the financial distress of the organization. Sadly,
these situations are not uncommon occurrences in
non-profit organizations.

Then, initial letters stating the problem and
outlining solutions were sent to each of the 920

Based on her deep experience as a CEO of a variety
of nonprofit organizations, Emily knew it was
critical to move quickly and manage this financially
‘negative change’ into a financially ‘positive win’
for ABC. The Association desperately needed a
paradigm shift. Peter Drucker (1955) states the
importance of “…developing alternative solutions;
determining their advantages and disadvantages,
their prospective gains, risks and costs, their
efforts, their impacts and their timing.”
The rescue strategy was to be upfront and
communicate with the members of ABC, the
Association’s creditors, and the general public.
That required a commitment by the board and
staff to re-energize the organization. It also
required a recommitment by the board to step
up and lead the organization.
In his 6th century BCE writings titled The Art of
War, Sun Tzu, a Chinese military general and
strategist, writer, and philosopher who lived in
the Eastern Zhou period of ancient China, said
“Leadership causes people to follow their
superiors willingly” (Sun Tzu, 6th Century, BCE).
The ABC Association’s board of directors rose to
the challenge and put Sun Tzu’s theory into
place. By mid-week, Emily and Thomas, the
treasurer, had spoken with every creditor and

“…all people who are affected by
change experience some emotional
turmoil. Even changes that appear to
be ‘positive’ or ‘rational’ involve loss
and uncertainty. Nevertheless, for a
number of different reasons, individuals
or groups can react very differently to
change – from passively resisting it, to
aggressively trying to undermine it, to
sincerely embracing it.”
John Kotter (l)
Leonard Schlesinger (r)
2008
members as well as other stakeholders. These
were followed up with special monthly update
letters to all members and stakeholders. Over
the course of the next 24 months, a number of
members privately told Emily they did not have
much trust in Jane (beliefs), and they thought
her agenda had been at odds with theirs (values)
for some time which is why they did not
participate in Jane’s ‘Make A Payment’ plan.
Management authors John P. Kotter and Leonard
A. Schlesinger (2008) addressed the subject of
change in an article in the Harvard Business
Review this way: “…all people who are affected
by change experience some emotional turmoil.

Even changes that appear to be ‘positive’ or
‘rational’ involve loss and uncertainty.
Nevertheless, for a number of different
reasons, individuals and / or groups can react
very differently to change – from passively
resisting it, to aggressively trying to undermine
it, or to sincerely embracing it.”
THE WALTERS INFINITE CIRCULAR
ORGANIZATIONAL FRAMEWORK

of checks and balances was instituted).
Responsibilities were defined for the
treasurer (a volunteer board member) and
the staff members who were involved in
financial processing. To prevent one
person from hiding accounts payable, two
people opened the mail, and each bill was
immediately entered into the accounts
payable section of the bookkeeping system.
•

An audit using an impartial CPA firm was
conducted immediately and each year
thereafter.

•

The annual budgeting process was
completely revised. The process was
driven by a newly adopted Walters
Committee Activity Evaluation &
Recommendation Form which was coupled
with the Walters Infinite Circular Planning
Framework. The proposed budget was no
longer developed by the CEO and merely
“rubber stamped” by the board. Instead,
the process was led by Thomas, the
treasurer, and ABC’s newly established
finance committee.

•

In conducting her operational review, Emily
discovered that all the Association
members had the same membership
anniversary date: March 1. Emily
discovered that a few years earlier, ABC
decided to place all the members on the
same annual dues renewal date because it
accomplished two things:
1.) A large in-flux of membership dues
dollars early in the year allowed ABC to
squirrel away most of the funds into a
savings / investment account to earn
interest income. Each month, ABC would
draw the equivalent of one month’s funds
to cover that month’s expenses.
2.) Keeping track of the hundreds of
membership dues transactions was assumed
to somehow be better and less
complicated. But in doing so it was
necessary that ABC use accrual accounting
where all income (dues, events, and so on)
is equally spread over twelve months.

FIGURE 1 – Full Page Illustration On Page 11

Following discovery of the financial ‘can of
worms,’ Emily worked with the board, officers,
and staff to develop and implement several
changes (turnaround).
•

It was determined that there was no need
to amend the corporate charter. It was
agreed to review and modify the bylaws
and other governance documents. There
was also a need to create a written
operating document, so Emily developed a
manual of operating procedures. She also
created a policy manual by combing
through the Association’s files.

•

At the board level and committee level,
training was conducted. Emily and Henry,
ABC’s board chair, used a newly created
organization chart coupled with job
descriptions to explain what the board
members were supposed to do, what the
officers were supposed to do, and what the
committee chairs and committees were
supposed to do. The board was also given
an orientation on what the staff
responsibilities were.

•

Transparent financial procedures were
instituted that separated tasks (i.e., a set
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It’s a good process, assuming that one
month’s income is sufficient to cover one
month’s expenditures. Going over-board
on a number of expenses (including the
office renovation) could quickly put the
Association in financial jeopardy. And
that’s exactly what happened.

When Emily and Thomas, ABC’s treasurer,
recommended that ABC adopt a cash-based
method of accounting, the board agreed.
Fortunately, the Association’s membership
representatives kept detailed records,
including the date each member joined, so
Emily and Thomas were able to construct
an updated dues schedule.

•

Revenue sources other than membership
dues were explored. Two new revenue
generating events were created which
helped whittle down the debt.

•

As part of the strategic plan, all committees
and their assigned staff members met and,
using the Walters Committee Review &
Recommendation Form, discussed, evaluated,
and prepared written recommendations
about whether to:
1.) Keep the activity as is;
2.) Keep the activity but make specific
changes;
3.) Replace
the current
activity with
a new
activity; or
4.)
Discontinue.

As they were reviewing the members’
record and as they began their discussion of
the budget, Emily and Thomas noticed
another issue: the Association had not
increased membership dues for four years.
Emily, a proponent of zero-based
budgeting, she worked with Thomas and
the finance committee to establish a
preliminary budget and then develop a
membership dues schedule both of which
were presented to the board of directors.
Both were unanimously approved on an
interim basis until ABC held its strategic
planning session.
•

A hold was put on hiring a permanent CEO
until the Association could solve its
financial problems and present a positive
financial position to potential candidates.

•

Repayment plans and terms with creditors
were established (as discussed earlier).

•

A financial belt-tightening program was
implemented. For example, a salary freeze
was imposed, the travel budget was
reduced, and all events were required to
be at least revenue neutral.

•

Issuing of all checks required two
signatures: The CEO and either the board
chair or treasurer.

•

No contracts could be entered into without
signature of the board chair and CEO. The
board would ratify actions to sign contracts.

•

Some stakeholders contributed to the
‘Make A Payment’ campaign anyway.

•

Some members voluntarily doubled their
annual membership dues in an effort to
reduce the Association’s financial burden.

Then, the
forms
submitted
by each
committee
were
reviewed
FIGURE 2 –Full Page Illustration
On Page 12
by Emily,
Thomas,
the treasurer, and the finance committee.
The information was then compiled into a
proposed budget. The board of directors
reviewed the proposed budget, made
revisions as appropriate, and approved the
budget. The approved budget was used by
the committees and staff to plan and
manage their work during the year.
•

ABC’s building was eventually sold. The
funds from the sale of the building were
just enough to pay off the loan from the
bank and the loan from the seller.

•

In the capacity of a tenant, the Association
moved into a comfortable suite of offices.
The cost of the office space lease was
absorbed by the building owner.

Bankruptcy? Not An Option
Page 9 of 14

LESSONS LEARNED & CONCLUSIONS
It took two years of hard and concentrated
work by the members, board, staff, and Emily
to move the organization into a positive
financial position. Along the way, a renewed
sense of commitment grew, and a new handson philosophy was developed.
The Association regained its vanguard position,
and today it is once again an industry leader.
Sometimes organizations get into trouble. This
can happen when board members, officers,
committee chairs, committee members, and /
or paid staff do not have a clear understanding
of the organization and of their responsibilities.
Ongoing training and orientation are necessary
at all levels.
Board members and committee members must
be mindful to not abdicate their responsibilities
to staff.
Board and committee members must stay
engaged by showing up and participating at
every meeting.
There should be a deliberate, methodical
annual budgeting process.

Each month, the treasurer should review bank
statements, accounts payable, accounts
receivable, cash position, loan balances, and
other important indicators of financial health.
The treasurer should meet monthly with
appropriate staff members to review the
organization’s financial position. Based on
these reviews, the treasurer should provide a
written report to accompany the financial
report which the board members receive every
month.
Assignments of responsibility, both at the board
and staff levels, must be based on the
qualifications of the person. It is dangerous to
assign management of a construction project to
a person who has no experience in that arena.
It is dangerous to assign management of a
costly project or event to someone who has no
experience in that area.
Checks and balances are measures
organizations can take to preventive one
person (or more) from damaging the
organization due to inadequate skill,
capability, or intent.

Staff members and committees should not
spend any Association money that has not been
approved by the board.
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FIGURE 1 – The Walters Infinite Circular Organizational Framework
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FIGURE 2 – The Walters Committee Activity Evaluation / Recommendation Form
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