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This report focuses on 
strategic planning in the 
not for profit sector and 
how organisations are 
responding, including 
the pressures on 
execution, leadership 
capacity, technology and 
governance, and how 
these factors are shaping 
long‑term resilience.
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Introduction

Key findings
•	 Most organisations remain 

confident their strategy is 
still relevant, underpinned by 
recent refresh activity.

•	 Nearly two thirds of 
organisations (65%) have 
made difficult strategic 
choices in the past year.

•	 The most difficult strategic 
trade-offs are balancing 
demand vs capacity and 
growth vs sustainability.

•	 Financial limitations and 
external factors present 
the strongest barriers to 
achieving strategy.

•	 The greatest people-
related strategic risk is 
workforce capacity.

•	 Technology is widely seen 
as essential to strategy, with 
82% rating it as critical or 
mission‑critical.

•	 The strategic challenge 
with technology is whether 
organisations have the 
capability, investment 
discipline and leadership 
focus to realise its potential.

•	 Succession planning remains 
an issue, with only 24% of 
organisations having plans 
in place.

•	 Most organisations use 
data to inform strategy, but 
visibility, consistency and 
timeliness are inconsistent.

•	 Cyber preparedness is 
improving, but levels 
of readiness still vary 
across organisations.

Aidan Smith  
Partner, Audit & Assurance 
Head of Not for Profit 

Not for profit leaders are navigating one of the 
most challenging operating environments the 
sector has faced in years. Funding uncertainty, 
workforce shortages, rising service demand and 
increasing expectations around governance, 
technology and risk are forcing difficult decisions 
about where to focus, where to invest and, just as 
importantly, what to stop doing.

This report reflects the views of leaders making those 
decisions. The insights are grounded in lived leadership 
experience, not theory.

Over half of respondents (51%) are CEOs or Executive 
Directors, with a further 11% drawn from executive 
leadership teams and 14% from boards and board chairs. 

The organisations represented span a wide cross‑section 
of the sector, including charities (38%), member and peak 
bodies (18%), disability service providers (12%), faith‑based 
organisations (8%), education providers (7%) and health and 
community services organisations (6%). They also range 
in scale, from smaller organisations with turnover under 
$5 million to larger entities with annual revenue exceeding 
$20 million (22%), reinforcing that these challenges cut 
across size, mission and operating model.

This report focuses on how not for profits are responding in 
practice, including the pressures on execution, leadership 
capacity, technology and governance, and how these 
factors are shaping long‑term resilience.

We wish to thank all respondents for participating and 
contributing to the survey.

We trust you find the insights and analysis in this report to 
be valuable to you and your organisation. 
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Strategic Direction

The plan
In an environment shaped by funding uncertainty, workforce pressures and rising service demand, 
having a clear and shared strategic direction is no longer a “nice to have”, it is essential for 
long‑term resilience.

The strategic direction provides not for profits clarity on purpose, priorities and trade‑offs, guiding 
leaders and boards as they balance mission impact with financial sustainability, regulatory obligations 
and growing community expectations.

Across our work with boards and leadership teams, we see a clear shift in how strategy is being 
approached. Many organisations are moving away from static, long‑range plans towards more 
practical, adaptive frameworks that can respond to change while remaining anchored to purpose. 
The challenge is not just setting direction, but ensuring it is understood, owned and actively used to 
inform decision‑making at every level of the organisation.

To understand how well current strategies are standing up to today’s conditions, we asked 
respondents how confident they are that their strategic plan remains relevant.

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU THAT YOUR CURRENT STRATEGIC PLAN REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY? 
(1 = NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL – 10 = EXTREMELY CONFIDENT)

Survey respondents expressed strong 
confidence that their current strategic plans 
remain relevant, with most ratings clustered at 
the upper end of the scale. While this reflects 
a sector that is clear on purpose and direction, 
the spread of responses below the highest 
confidence levels suggests many organisations 
are actively navigating change and testing 
whether their strategies are keeping pace with 
evolving conditions.

These high levels of confidence are reinforced 
by how recently organisations have revisited 
their strategic plans. More than half of 
respondents report refreshing their strategy 
within the past 12 months, with the majority 
having done so within the last two years. 
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WHEN WAS YOUR CURRENT STRATEGIC PLAN 
LAST SUBSTANTIALLY REFRESHED?

55%
Within the

last 12 months
23%

12–24 months
ago

14%
2–3 years

ago

8%
More than

3 years
ago

The results highlight a smaller but important 
cohort of organisations where strategies have 
not been refreshed for several years. In a rapidly 
changing operating environment, this raises 
questions about how organisations are testing 
assumptions, responding to emerging risks, 
and ensuring strategic direction remains fit 
for purpose.

While many organisations are refreshing 
their strategies regularly, the time horizons 
that current plans extend into the future are 
becoming noticeably shorter. This reflects 
a sector that is actively engaging with 
strategy but doing so in a way that prioritises 
adaptability and responsiveness over 
long‑range certainty.

HOW FAR INTO THE FUTURE DOES YOUR 
CURRENT STRATEGIC PLAN EXTEND?
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Understanding how far strategies extend into 
the future provides important insight into how 
leaders and organisations are balancing impact, 
risk and execution in an increasingly uncertain 
operating environment.

The majority of respondents indicate that 
their strategic plans are relatively adaptable, 
with over three‑quarters reporting that it is 
moderately easy or easy to alter their strategy. 
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HOW EASY IS IT TO ALTER YOUR 
STRATEGIC PLAN

22%
Di�cult

61%
Moderately easy

16%
Easy

1%
Very di�cult

However, nearly a quarter of organisations 
still find it difficult to change their strategic 
plans. This points to structural or governance 
constraints that can limit responsiveness, 
such as infrequent review cycles, rigid 
approval processes or a lack of clarity around 
decision rights.

Combined with earlier findings, the results 
indicate that while many organisations are 
working to become more responsive, they have 
not yet achieved this consistently. The ability 
to adjust strategy when funding, workforce 
pressures or community needs change is 
becoming increasingly important to sustaining 
impact over time.

Plan inclusions
To understand how leaders are translating 
strategic intent into action, we asked 
respondents what elements are currently 
included in their strategic plans. 

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING ARE 
CURRENTLY INCLUDED IN YOUR 
STRATEGIC PLAN?

Organisational purpose, vision 
and values 95%

Workforce capability and culture 75%

Brand positioning and reputation 63%

Collaboration with other NFPs 
or partners 60%

Impact measurement and outcomes 58%

Governance and risk framework 56%

Client or member growth and retention 52%

Advocacy, policy or 
government engagement 51%

Service model or service mix changes 49%

Technology and digital uplift 47%

Data, reporting and insight capability 42%

Leadership succession planning 41%

Cybersecurity and information risk 38%

Geographic expansion or consolidation 30%

ESG and sustainability commitments 23%

Other 3%

The strategic plans are overwhelmingly anchored 
in purpose. Almost all respondents (95%) include 
organisational purpose, vision and values, with 
workforce capability and culture also featuring 
strongly (75%). This confirms that the sector remains 
deeply mission‑led and people‑focused.
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Around half of organisations include areas such 
as brand, collaboration, impact measurement 
and governance, suggesting a broadening 
strategic lens.

However, fewer than half explicitly address 
technology and digital uplift (47%), data 
and insight capability (42%), leadership 
succession planning (41%) or cybersecurity 
and information risk (38%). These are the 
foundations that increasingly determine 
whether strategy can be executed 
and sustained.

The least included elements point to 
longer term sustainability and system level 
decisions. Only 30% of respondents include 
geographic expansion or consolidation, and 
just 23% address ESG and sustainability 
commitments in their strategic plans.

The relatively low inclusion of ESG 
(environmental, social and governance) and 
sustainability commitments is particularly 
notable in the current environment. For many 
organisations, sustainability is no longer 
just about environmental responsibility; it 
is increasingly tied to funding expectations, 
workforce attraction and retention, risk 
management and long‑term service viability.

As expectations around sustainability and 
outcomes continue to grow, organisations 
that do not yet reflect these considerations 
in their strategic planning may find it harder 
to maintain funding, partnerships and 
long‑term impact.

Looking ahead, sustainability is likely to 
become a core consideration in strategic 
decision‑making, shaping choices about 
service delivery, workforce planning, asset 
use and long‑term investment. Organisations 
that begin embedding sustainability now are 
better placed to respond as expectations 
continue to evolve.

Barriers
Despite clear strategic intent, many 
organisations face significant constraints in 
delivering on their goals. To understand where 
pressure is being felt most, respondents were 
asked to identify barriers that are limiting their 
ability to achieve their strategic objectives.

WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO YOUR 
ORGANISATION ACHIEVING YOUR 
STRATEGIC GOALS?*

Cost pressures 59%

External uncertainty 49%

Financial sustainability 47%

Resource flexibility 22%

Scale limitations 22%

Skills shortages 22%

Strategy execution 22%

Regulatory change 22%

Increased service demand 21%

Competition for resources 21%

Leadership capacity 19%

Change fatigue 18%

Collaboration challenges 18%

Risk aversion 16%

Data and insight gaps 15%

Board & management alignment 14%

Long‑term clarity 14%

Talent attraction and retention 14%

Technology limitations 12%

Short‑term focus 11%

Other 7%

No significant barriers 3%

* respondents were able to select multiple options
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The most significant barriers to achieving 
strategic goals are financial and external in 
nature. Cost pressures dominate, cited by 59% 
of respondents, followed by external uncertainty 
(49%) and financial sustainability (47%).

This highlights how strongly current economic 
conditions, funding volatility and rising 
operating costs are shaping what organisations 
can realistically deliver. For many organisations, 
strategy is being tested not by a lack of clarity 
or ambition, but by the practical limits of 
affordability and financial resilience.

Below these headline pressures, barriers spread 
across a range of execution and capacity issues, 
each affecting around one in five organisations. 
Skills shortages, strategy execution, regulatory 
change, resource flexibility and scale limitations 
are all cited by 22% of respondents, alongside 
increased service demand and competition for 
resources (21%).

While less dominant individually, these 
constraints combine to slow delivery and reduce 
momentum, particularly when leadership, data, 
technology and governance enablers are not yet 
strong enough to support rapid adaptation.

Overcoming barriers
Respondents were asked an open-ended 
question about how they are overcoming 
these barriers. The findings reflect a sector 
focused on doing what is possible in challenging 
conditions, with leaders strengthening 
governance, revisiting priorities more often, and 
working hard to sustain the funding needed to 
deliver impact.

Across the comments, a small number of 
practical approaches come through consistently: 
diversifying income, building leadership 
and workforce capability, collaborating to 
extend scale and reach, and strengthening 
the use of data and risk discipline to support 
decision-making. The key themes are presented 
in the following column, with selected quotes on 
the next page to illustrate how organisations are 
responding in practice.

Governance
Board and leaders focus on 
the future

Flexibility
Regular reprioritisation and 
staged targets to pivot quickly

Funding diversification
Reducing reliance on source by 
building philanthropy pipelines 
and new income streams

Capability uplift
Targeted investment in leadership, 
recruitment, training and 
short-term specialist resources

Partnership & collaboration
Working with peers, government 
and partners to extend scale, 
share load and create leverage

Risk & evidence
Treating barriers as strategic risks 
and using data to prove outcomes 
and guide decisions

Resilience mindset
Pragmatic perseverance: 
acknowledging constraints, 
communicating often, 
keeping momentum

9

Strategic Direction



How leaders are 
overcoming barriers

“�Allowing more time for board and 
management for forward thinking, not just 
focusing on reporting.”

“�It remains challenging to take an 
investment approach with limited 
day‑to‑day funding.”

“�Engaging external providers to help 
manage risk aversion by demonstrating 
universal not for profit challenges.”

“�Mid‑term flexibility and refresh.  
Staged and bite‑sized targets 
versus whole.”

“�I am not sure we do overcome them… we 
work with them, sometimes against or 
despite them.”

“�We are working with other like‑minded 
operators in our sector to collaborate 
with, merge or acquire complementary 
activities that fit within our 
strategic goals.”

Key takeaways
•	 Regularly test whether your strategy is 

still fit for today’s conditions, not just 
whether it remains aligned to purpose.

•	 Treat strategy as a living framework 
by building in clear review points, 
decision triggers and authority to 
adapt when conditions change.

•	 With shorter planning timeframes, 
being clear about what happens now 
and what is deliberately deferred is 
increasingly important.

•	 Assess whether your governance 
structures genuinely enable 
strategic agility.

•	 Go beyond purpose statements 
by embedding the leadership, 
technology, data and cyber 
capabilities required to 
deliver strategy.

•	 Integrate sustainability and 
ESG considerations into core 
strategic decisions.

•	 Recognise financial pressure as a 
given and prioritise execution capacity 
over continual strategy reset.
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Over the past year, many leaders have been 
required to make difficult strategic decisions 
in response to competing priorities and 
constraints. Understanding how widespread 
these trade‑offs are provides important context 
for the types of strategic choices organisations 
are now facing, and the level of pressure under 
which decisions are being made.

IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS, HAS YOUR 
ORGANISATION BEEN REQUIRED TO MAKE 
DIFFICULT STRATEGIC CHOICES DUE TO 
COMPETING PRIORITIES OR CONSTRAINTS?

65%
Yes

35%
No

Nearly two‑thirds of respondents (65%) report 
having to make difficult strategic choices in the 
past 12 months. This confirms that trade‑offs are 
now a routine part of strategic decision‑making, 
rather than an occasional exception.

Strategic Choices

To understand the nature of these decisions, 
respondents were asked to identify the strategic 
trade‑offs they have found most difficult.

WHICH STRATEGIC TRADE-OFFS HAVE 
BEEN MOST DIFFICULT?*

Demand vs capacity 42%

Growth vs sustainability 42%

Short‑term pressure vs 
long‑term strategy

38%

People wellbeing vs delivery 29%

Mission vs constraints 26%

Innovation vs risk 22%

Competing stakeholder priorities 18%

Risk appetite in new initiatives 18%

Pausing or stopping initiatives 18%

Quality vs scale 15%

* respondents were able to select multiple options

The most difficult strategic trade‑offs suggest 
a sector operating at capacity, where growth, 
demand and long‑term ambition are being 
constrained by sustainability and immediate 
pressure. The fact that demand versus capacity 
and growth versus sustainability lead the list 
highlights that organisations are increasingly 
questioning not what they want to do, but what 
they can realistically sustain.

In this environment, strategy is less about 
optimisation and more about protecting people, 
purpose and viability under ongoing strain.

As operating environments become more constrained and uncertain, strategy 
is increasingly defined by the choices leaders make, not just the plans they set. 
Strategic success is shaped by how deliberately leaders prioritise, where they 
choose to invest, and what they decide not to do.
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WHICH PART OF YOUR STRATEGY IS 
CURRENTLY UNDER THE MOST PRESSURE?

Growth objectives 44%

Workforce capability 18%

Technology uplift 18%

Impact measurement 6%

Governance capacity 6%

Partnerships 4%

Other 3%

ESG commitments 1%

Growth has become the main source of 
pressure. Rather than simply reflecting 
ambition, growth is now where leaders in 
organisations are working through challenges 
around capacity, funding, and sustainability. In 
other organisations, leaders are experiencing 
less pressure because they are intentionally 
simplifying operations and focusing their efforts 
on areas most at risk of being stretched too thin.

Strategic pressure
Understanding where pressure sits is only part 
of the picture. Just as important is knowing 
where boards and executive teams are 
focusing their strategic attention, especially 
when resources are limited and priorities 
are competing.

WHICH AREAS CURRENTLY CONSUME THE 
MOST STRATEGIC ATTENTION ACROSS 
THE BOARD AND EXECUTIVE TEAM?*

Funding uncertainty 49%

Service demand 44%

Governance and risk 41%

Workforce issues 34%

Compliance 30%

Technology 28%

Partnerships 21%

Reputation 13%

Other 7%

* respondents were able to select multiple options

These results show us that board and executive 
attention is dominated by stabilisation, not 
transformation. Leaders are spending most of 
their time managing funding uncertainty, service 
demand and risk, which suggests strategy is 
currently focused on keeping organisations 
viable, rather than investing in the capabilities 
that would relieve pressure over time.

Looking ahead, respondents were asked to 
identify where they believe the most significant 
strategic rethink is likely to be required over the 
next 12–24 months.

WHICH AREA OF YOUR ORGANISATION IS 
MOST LIKELY TO REQUIRE A STRATEGIC 
RETHINK IN THE NEXT 12–24 MONTHS?

Operating model 26%

Service model 21%

Not sure 17%

Capability mix 11%

Geographic footprint 10%

Partnerships 8%

Governance 4%

Other 3%

Many organisations anticipate the need for 
change; with operating and service models 
most often identified as areas requiring review. 
Although there is uncertainty about what comes 
next, there is a clear sense that change will need 
to start internally.

When asked to describe the hardest strategic 
decision their organisation is currently facing, 
responses reveal the real choices being made 
behind the strategy. Rather than tactical or 
technical issues, leaders describe decisions that 
go to the heart of sustainability, growth, identity 
and long‑term viability.
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The themes below reflect the areas where boards and executive teams are feeling the 
greatest pressure and responsibility.

•	 Growth versus sustainability

•	 Financial sustainability and 
revenue reinvention

•	 Capacity, workforce and people risk

•	 Purpose, identity and letting go

•	 Operating and service 
model transformation

•	 Risk appetite, governance and 
decision paralysis

•	 Structural change, consolidation and 
existential questions

“�The organisation’s hardest strategic 
decision is determining how ‘aggressively’ 
to reinvent a core revenue engine in 
order to continue and sustainably fund 
a new, ambitious mission strategy — 
without overexposing the organisation to 
operational or financial risk.”

“�That the organisation can substantially 
grow revenue at the pace required without 
fundamentally reshaping capability, 
investment and structure.”

“To grow or not to grow?”

“�Reliance on government contracts.”

“�We are grappling with the idea that 
success is letting go — charities don’t need 
to exist forever. How do you bow out in a 
way  that allows others to take the mantle 
and innovate for the next challenge?”

“�Capacity vs demand and assurance 
of funding availability.”

“�Whether the organisation, in its  
current form, is viable.”

“�That we will not have sufficient funding 
and manpower or headspace to work 
on the present while planning for 
and implementing strategies that are 
future focused.”

“�That the externalities that were around 
when we started our strategy are still 
there — in many cases they’re not. The 
world we are operationalising our plans in 
is a different one.”

“�That we can continue to do what we have 
always done the way we have always 
done it and still be competitive in the 
NFP space.”

Key strategic challenges organisations are facing
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Key takeaways
•	 Test major decisions against demand, 

capacity and sustainability, not just 
mission alignment.

•	 Seek input from those closest to the 
issues and make sure their feedback 
shapes decisions in a meaningful way.

•	 Revisit what you are ultimately 
trying to achieve and for whom, so 
every choice stays anchored to your 
core purpose.

•	 Treat growth as conditional, with clear 
thresholds for when to pause, slow or 
shift to protect people and finances.

•	 Challenge core assumptions around 
funding continuity, workforce 
availability and external stability.

•	 Begin structured scenario planning for 
operating and service model changes.

•	 Use risk appetite and decision rules to 
make difficult calls earlier.

Respondents were asked to identify the 
assumption underpinning their strategy that 
causes them the greatest concern with the 
following key themes being identified.

1  �Funding assumptions feel fragile
Confidence in ongoing funding, grants and 
surplus generation is low.

2  �Growth is no longer taken for granted
Leaders question whether growth is 
realistic or sustainable.

3  �Workforce capacity is a strategic risk
Strategies assume people capacity that 
may not exist.

4  �External stability can’t be relied on
Policy, regulation and economic conditions 
are shifting faster than plans.

5  �Business as usual may no longer work
Legacy models and ways of operating  are 
being questioned.
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As strategic choices become harder and more constrained, the focus shifts from 
intent to execution, and to how organisations measure progress in an environment 
of ongoing pressure.

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU IN YOUR ORGANISATION’S ABILITY TO EXECUTE ITS STRATEGY 
AS INTENDED? (1 = NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL – 10 = EXTREMELY CONFIDENT)
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The graph shows measured confidence rather 
than conviction. Most responses cluster in the 
middle‑to‑upper range, with ratings of 7 and 8 
accounting for the largest share, indicating that 
many organisations believe they can execute 
their strategy, but not without friction.

Respondents were asked how frequently 
progress against strategic priorities is 
formally reviewed.

HOW FREQUENTLY IS PROGRESS 
AGAINST STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 
FORMALLY REVIEWED?

Annually 21%

Quarterly 54%

Monthly 10%

Ongoing 15%

Measurement
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Most organisations review strategy regularly, but how deeply they engage with it differs. 
The predominance of quarterly reviews suggests boards and executive teams are giving strategy 
more frequent attention than in the past.

Respondents were asked which non-financial metrics they monitor and assess as part of tracking 
organisational performance.

WHAT NON-FINANCIAL METRICS DO YOU MONITOR AND ASSESS?

Client or member engagement 71% Progress against mission or purpose 40%

Client or member satisfaction 59% Client or member outcomes  
(delivery against purpose) 35%

Staff turnover or retention 59% Brand awareness or perception 34%

Employee engagement 57% Organisational reputation 34%

Progress against strategic milestones 
or initiatives 54% Workforce capability or skills coverage 29%

Client or member growth 51% Strategic alignment across 
the organisation 28%

Operational efficiency 51% Social impact outcomes 22%

Program or service effectiveness 49% Leadership or succession readiness 19%

Client or member retention 47% Balanced scorecard 15%

Website traffic or digital engagement 47% Diversity and inclusion indicators 15%

Delivery in accordance with 
government or statutory obligations 44% Environmental and social 

responsibility metrics 10%

The gap appears when measurement shifts 
from activity to impact. While over half track 
progress against strategic initiatives (54%) 
and operational efficiency (51%), far fewer 
consistently track mission progress (40%), 
outcomes against purpose (35%) or social 
impact outcomes (22%).

In practice, that means many organisations can 
report that work is happening and sentiment 
is holding, but have less consistent evidence 
that strategy is changing outcomes in the 
way intended. This is where execution often 
stalls: not because teams aren’t delivering, 
but because the line of sight from initiatives to 
impact isn’t measured tightly enough to guide 
decisions, prioritisation and investment.

Most organisations are 
measuring what is easiest to see 
and act on day‑to‑day: client 
or member engagement (71%), 
satisfaction (59%), employee 
retention or turnover (59%) and 
employee engagement (57%). 
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Respondents rated how confident they are in the quality of information used to assess progress 
against strategic priorities, on a scale from 1 (not confident at all) to 10 (extremely confident).

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU IN THE QUALITY OF INFORMATION USED TO ASSESS STRATEGIC 
PROGRESS? (1 = NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL – 10 = EXTREMELY CONFIDENT)
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Confidence in information quality sits in the middle ground, with most responses clustered 
around 7–8. The relatively small proportion at the highest confidence levels suggests many 
organisations have usable information, but not always the depth or reliability needed to support 
tougher strategic calls.

Respondents were asked to identify the single biggest constraint currently limiting effective execution 
of strategy.

WHAT IS THE SINGLE BIGGEST CONSTRAINT ON EFFECTIVE EXECUTION TODAY?
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The results show us that execution constraints 
are overwhelmingly people‑related, not 
technical or cultural. Workforce constraints 
dominate (33%), well ahead of external 
environment factors (22%) and leadership 
capacity (15%). Together, these results suggest 
that strategy is most often stalling due to 
limited people capacity and capability, rather 
than lack of intent, governance processes or 
organisational culture.

The relatively lower emphasis on technology 
limitations (13%) and governance processes 
(4%) reinforces this pattern. While systems 
and structures matter, the primary 
execution challenge for most organisations 
is having enough people, with the right 
skills and leadership bandwidth, to deliver 
strategy in an increasingly uncertain and 
resource‑constrained environment.

What leaders need
Respondents identified the one change that would most strengthen their organisation’s 
strategy execution over the next year. Key themes emerged.

Workforce capacity and headroom
What came through most strongly is the need for more people, stronger skills and 
greater leadership headroom to relieve pressure and support delivery.

Funding certainty and financial flexibility
Repeated calls for funding certainty, operational overhead funding and revenue uplift 
to support investment.

Board alignment and governance support
Many responses point to board buy‑in, alignment, refreshed skills and mindset, 
rather than structural change.

Technology and systems uplift
Technology, data, CRM, AI and process automation feature strongly as enablers, 
especially where they remove low‑value work.

Focus and strategic discipline
Several responses call for ruthless prioritisation, clearer direction, and deciding what 
won’t be done.
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Together, the responses suggest that improving 
execution is less about new strategy and more 
about creating the capacity, certainty and focus 
to deliver what already matters.

A selection of comments

“�Increased human resourcing to remove 
non‑strategic work, using AI to automate 
low‑value tasks.”

“�We need additional staff to alleviate 
us operating at 110%. The leadership 
team don’t have headroom to think and 
execute strategically.”

“�A ruthless strategic narrowing, deciding 
what won’t be done this year, plus bringing 
on additional specialised capability.”

“�Increased certainty around 
program funding, government and 
non‑government.”

“�Having the right team and board buy‑in.”

Key takeaways
•	 Leaders must regularly test whether 

their strategy can be delivered with 
current workforce capacity, funding 
certainty and leadership headroom.

•	 Quarterly strategy reviews should 
be used to actively reset priorities 
and make trade‑offs, rather 
than functioning primarily as 
reporting checkpoints.

•	 Shift performance measurement 
from activity and engagement 
metrics to a focused set of outcome 
and impact measures that support 
decision‑making.

•	 Strengthen the quality and 
timeliness of information to support 
better decisions.

•	 Build workforce capacity and 
leadership bandwidth into execution 
planning from the outset.

•	 Focus strategy measurement on a 
few meaningful outcomes, rather than 
more activity metrics or reporting.
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As strategic pressure intensifies, people and leadership capability are emerging as 
the defining factors in whether strategy can be delivered.

Across the sector, organisations are navigating 
sustained workforce shortages, rising cost 
pressures, leadership bandwidth constraints 
and increasing expectations around governance 
and wellbeing, all while demand for services 
continues to grow.

This section explores the human and leadership 
challenges shaping strategic delivery today. 

It examines where organisations are feeling the 
greatest pressure, how leadership capacity is 
being tested, and what this means for sustaining 
performance, culture and impact over the 
medium term.

Respondents were asked to rank their major 
human resource challenges, from most 
challenging to least challenging.

RANK YOUR ORGANISATION’S MAJOR HUMAN RESOURCE CHALLENGES  
(MOST CHALLENGING - 1ST TO LEAST CHALLENGING - 6TH)

Leadership depth or 
succession planning 

Employee mental
health and wellbeing

Recruitment and
retention of sta�

Remuneration

Legal and regulatory
compliance

Training and
upskilling

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

31% 21% 13% 13% 10% 12%

28% 19% 28% 15% 3% 7%

19% 13% 10% 18% 25% 15%

16% 12% 15% 19% 16% 22%

8% 13% 21% 15% 19% 24%

4% 21% 12% 19% 25% 19%

Leadership depth and succession planning 
emerge as the most significant human 
resource challenge, with nearly one‑third of 
respondents ranking it as their top issue. This 
points to a sector where execution risk is 
increasingly concentrated at the leadership 
level, driven by sustained pressure and limited 
succession pathways.

Employee mental health and wellbeing 
follows closely, reinforcing the link between 

leadership strain, workforce sustainability 
and organisational headroom. By contrast, 
recruitment, compliance and remuneration 
are more often seen as challenges to manage 
rather than the primary barriers to performance, 
suggesting the people challenge is less about 
numbers and more about capacity, capability 
and resilience at the top.

Respondents were asked whether succession 
plans are in place for key leadership roles.

People and leadership
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DO YOU HAVE SUCCESSION PLANS IN PLACE FOR KEY LEADERSHIP ROLES?

24%
Yes

46%
Partially

30%
No

Only 24% of organisations have succession 
plans in place for key leadership roles, while the 
majority are either partially prepared (46%) or 
have no plans at all (30%).

With three in four organisations lacking fully 
embedded succession plans, leadership 
continuity remains a material risk. The 
opportunity lies in treating succession planning 
as a strategic enabler, not a human resources 
formality, and integrating it into board oversight, 
capability planning and execution priorities.

Respondents were asked to identify the 
people‑related issue they believe poses the 
greatest strategic risk to their organisation.

WHAT PEOPLE-RELATED ISSUE POSES THE GREATEST STRATEGIC RISK?

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Organisational culture
and engagement

Skills gapRemuneration
pressure

Leadership
depth

Workforce
capacity

30%

22%
21%

15%

12%

The greatest people‑related strategic risks are concentrated in workforce capacity (30%) and 
leadership depth (22%), indicating that execution risk is being driven by human bandwidth and 
continuity rather than engagement or culture.
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While remuneration pressure is material, the 
data suggests the more fundamental risk is 
whether organisations have sufficient people 
and leadership depth to sustain delivery under 
ongoing pressure.

Organisational culture and engagement remain 
a quiet strength for many not for profits, 
underpinned by purpose, values and a strong 
connection to impact. Culture continues to play 
an important role in sustaining organisations 
through change, particularly when workforce 
and leadership pressures are high.

Leaders were then asked what leadership 
capability gap most needs addressing to deliver 
their strategy.

The responses point to leadership and capability 
gaps that are structural rather than technical. 
Strategy delivery is being constrained by a 
heavy reliance on a small number of individuals 
and limited bench strength below the CEO, 
leaving many leaders caught in day‑to‑day 
operations with little space for strategic focus.

What stands out is the human cost of this 
pressure. Burnout, under‑resourcing and 
key person risk feature strongly, suggesting 
execution would be most improved not by 
adding new capabilities, but by redistributing 
leadership load, strengthening the second tier 
and creating room for leaders to step back and 
lead strategically.

Key takeaways
•	 Treat leadership depth and succession as immediate strategic risks, and address 

them through deliberate board oversight.

•	 Actively protect leadership headroom by redistributing operational load and 
strengthening the second tier.

•	 Embed succession planning into core governance and execution discussions.

•	 Treat workforce capacity and wellbeing as real constraints, and reflect them in 
how priorities are set and work is sequenced.

•	 Refocus leadership on doing fewer things well, with clear priorities to reduce 
overload and burnout.

•	 Invest in leadership capability and empowerment below the CEO to reduce 
key‑person risk and enable strategic leadership to occur.

Respondents identified the leadership and 
capability gaps they currently have.

“�Execution is bottlenecked at the CEO level 
because there is no other senior leader 
with true enterprise‑wide operational 
mandate and capacity.”

“�Operational leadership needs to lift 
– strategic leadership and the ability 
to critically think and execute on 
their decisions.”

“�The CEO (me) is about to leave due to 
burnout and poor pay. We are going to 
replace 1 FTE CEO with 2.6 FTE senior 
staff. That tells you all you need to know.”

“�Leadership is too much involved in 
operational matters rather than focused 
on delivering on strategy.”

“�Building the bench strength 
below the CEO.”

“�The gap between managing business as 
usual and strategic leadership.”
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Technology, data 
and cyber
Technology, data and cyber capability are increasingly shaping what organisations 
can realistically deliver. This section explores how critical these capabilities are 
to achieving strategic objectives, and where gaps may be limiting performance 
and resilience.

HOW CRITICAL IS TECHNOLOGY TO ACHIEVING YOUR STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES?

28%

54%

1%

17%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Mission critical

Somewhat
critical

Critical

Non critical

Technology is no longer viewed as a supporting 
function, but as a core enabler of strategy. An 
overwhelming 82% of organisations describe 
technology as either critical (54%) or mission 
critical (28%) to achieving their strategic 
objectives. This signals a clear shift away 
from technology being purely an operational 
concern, toward it being embedded in service 
delivery, efficiency, decision‑making and 
organisational resilience.

What is particularly telling is how few 
organisations see technology as peripheral. 

Only 17% rate it as somewhat critical, and just 1% 
consider it not critical at all. This suggests that 
most leaders recognise technology as essential 
to scaling impact, managing workforce pressure 
and responding to rising complexity.

The strategic challenge therefore is not whether 
technology matters, but whether organisations 
have the capability, investment discipline and 
leadership focus to realise its potential.
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HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU IN YOUR ORGANISATION’S USE OF DATA TO INFORM 
STRATEGIC DECISIONS? (1 = NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL ‑ 10 = EXTREMELY CONFIDENT)

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

10
Extremely
confident

98765 
Moderately
confident

4321
Not confident

at all

0%0%

4%
6%

4%

21%

12%

26%

21%

6%

The above graph shows that confidence sits 
in the moderate-to-strong middle, rather than 
at the high-conviction end. Nearly four in 
five respondents (79%) rate their confidence 
between 5 and 8, with the strongest clustering 
at 7 (25%) and 8 (21%). This suggests most 
organisations are using data to inform 
strategic decisions, but often with limitations 
around coverage, consistency and timeliness.

What stands out most is the lack of 
“decision-grade” confidence. No respondents 
selected 10, and only 6% rated confidence at 
9, indicating very few organisations believe 
their data capability is truly strong enough to 
drive tough trade-offs, investment decisions or 
rapid course correction. In practical terms, data 
is informing strategy for many organisations, 
but it is rarely leading it.

HOW CONCERNED ARE YOU ABOUT CYBER RISK AS A STRATEGIC THREAT?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Highly
Concerned

Concerned

Somewhat
concerned

Not
concerned 6%

25%

54%

15%
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Cyber risk is clearly recognised as a material 
strategic concern, not just a technical issue. 
Nearly seven in ten organisations (69%) 
report being either concerned (54%) or highly 
concerned (15%) about cyber risk, indicating 
that most leaders now see cyber threats as 
capable of disrupting operations, services 
and trust.

At the same time, the distribution suggests a 
degree of managed concern rather than crisis 

mode. With 25% somewhat concerned and 
6% not concerned, the data points to a sector 
that is broadly aware of cyber risk, but where 
confidence in preparedness and response 
capability likely varies.

Taken together with earlier findings, this 
suggests that many organisations recognise 
cyber risk, but are still building the governance, 
capability and investment needed to respond 
with confidence.

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU IN ORGANISATIONAL READINESS TO RESPOND TO A MAJOR 
CYBER INCIDENT? (1 = NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL ‑ 10 = EXTREMELY CONFIDENT)
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35%

10
Extremely
confident

98765
Moderately
confident
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Not confident

at all

1%
3% 3%

4%

1%

31%

10%

18%

22%

7%

The graph makes it clear, most organisations 
rate their cyber incident readiness as only 
moderate. This suggests there’s some capability 
in place, but there’s still work to do to ensure 
those plans hold up when it matters most. While 
we’re seeing encouraging signs of stronger 
preparedness in some areas, this level of 
resilience isn’t yet the norm. The data is a timely 
reminder that ongoing assessment and regular 
scenario testing are essential for building true 
cyber resilience.

What stands out is the lack of high‑conviction 
confidence. Only 10% rate readiness at 9–10, and 
9% sit at 1–4, pointing to a sector where cyber 
response capability is uneven and, for many, 
still untested. 

When viewed alongside earlier findings 
that cyber risk is widely recognised as a 
strategic threat, this suggests a clear gap 
between awareness of risk and confidence in 
response capability. 

In practice, cyber preparedness appears to 
be developing, but not yet embedded as a 
consistently robust, organisation‑wide discipline.
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Unlocking value
When asked which technology or data 
capability would most strengthen their strategy, 
respondents pointed to a small number of 
clear priorities.

The insights highlight a small number of 
technology and data capability pillars that 
would most strengthen strategic delivery:

•	 Integrated systems and CRM

•	 Dashboards and BI

•	 Data governance and reliability

•	 AI and automation

•	 Cyber uplift and human factors

The responses show a clear shift from seeing 
technology as a toolset to seeing it as an 
integrated capability.

What comes through most clearly is the 
need to reduce fragmentation by integrating 
systems and data, improving visibility through 
dashboards, and building greater confidence in 
the information used to make decisions. Interest 
in AI and automation is growing as a way to 
relieve pressure, alongside a broader view of 
cyber as a people and governance issue, not just 
a technical one.

Overall, organisations are signalling that the 
greatest value lies in better integration, clearer 
technology direction and decision-ready insight, 
not simply adding more platforms.

Key takeaways
•	 Make technology decisions based on their impact on service delivery, workforce 

capacity and long‑term resilience.

•	 Improve data quality, consistency and timeliness so data plays a real role in 
strategic decisions.

•	 Invest in dashboards and business intelligence that support real‑time 
prioritisation and course correction.

•	 Use AI and automation to remove low‑value tasks and ease pressure on leaders 
and teams.

•	 Treat cyber risk as an organisation‑wide discipline by strengthening governance, 
preparedness and staff awareness.

•	 Test cyber incident response regularly and clarify who makes decisions when 
something goes wrong.
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Governance and risk

As operating environments become more complex and constrained, governance 
and risk oversight play an increasingly critical role in shaping strategic outcomes. 
Boards are being asked to do more than provide assurance; they are expected to 
actively support, challenge and guide strategic decision-making while balancing 
risk, sustainability and long-term impact.

This section explores how effectively boards are fulfilling that role, and where governance capability 
is strengthening or limiting organisational performance.

HOW EFFECTIVELY DOES YOUR BOARD SUPPORT AND CHALLENGE STRATEGIC DECISION-MAKING? 
(0 - NOT CONFIDENT AT ALL, 10 - HIGHLY EFFECTIVE)
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98765
Moderately

e�ective

43210
Not confident

at all

2%2%

5%

16%

3% 3%

14%

6%

13%

23%

13%

Boards are generally viewed as effective 
contributors to strategic decision‑making, 
with a clear majority of respondents 
rating effectiveness in the upper range. 
Two‑thirds (66%) rate their board at 7–10, 
and the strongest concentration sits at 8 
(24%), suggesting many boards are actively 
engaged in supporting and constructively 
challenging strategy.

At the same time, the spread of responses 
indicates variation in consistency and depth. 
Nearly a third of organisations rate board 
effectiveness at 5 or below, and only 16% place 
their board at the highest level.

27



TO WHAT EXTENT IS THE BOARD INVOLVED IN SHAPING STRATEGIC PRIORITIES, RATHER THAN 
ONLY APPROVING THEM?

32%

49%

19%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Highly engaged
throughout
the process

Limited
involvement

Actively
involved

A strong majority (81%) report being either 
actively involved (49%) or highly engaged 
throughout the process (32%), suggesting that 
most boards are contributing to priority‑setting 
and strategic direction, not just sign‑off.

Overall, boards appear broadly effective, 
with the greatest opportunity now being 
to strengthen the consistency and depth of 
engagement, particularly earlier in shaping 
strategic direction.

Risk
Risk appetite shapes how organisations balance 
ambition and sustainability, how quickly 
decisions are made, and how confidently boards 
and executives pursue growth, innovation 
and change.

Boards are present and involved, yet the 
extent of their strategic challenge is not 
consistent across all organisations.

HOW CLEAR IS YOUR ORGANISATION’S 
RISK APPETITE WHEN MAKING 
STRATEGIC DECISIONS?

40%
Somewhat

clear

7%
Not
clear

24%
Very clear

29%
Clear
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While just over half of organisations (53%) 
describe their risk appetite as clear or very 
clear, a large proportion (40%) sit in the middle 
ground, indicating that risk boundaries are 
understood in principle but not always clearly 
articulated or consistently applied.

The findings suggest that most organisations 
have a sense of their risk boundaries, but fewer 
have translated that understanding into a 

clear, shared framework that actively supports 
strategic decision‑making. Strengthening risk 
appetite clarity is less about increasing risk, and 
more about enabling confident, aligned choices 
in a complex environment.

To understand where board attention is 
most concentrated, respondents were asked 
to nominate up to three strategic risks that 
currently receive the greatest focus.

WHICH STRATEGIC RISKS CURRENTLY RECEIVE THE MOST BOARD ATTENTION?*
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32%
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22%
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* Respondents were asked to nominate up to 3 strategic risks

Board attention is heavily focused on financial 
sustainability, with 84% of organisations 
identifying it as one of their top three strategic 
risks. This reflects a strong emphasis on 
organisational viability and funding certainty, 
with financial considerations often shaping how 
other strategic risks are viewed and prioritised.

Outside of financial sustainability, board 
attention is spread across a range of risks. 
Reputational, people and cyber risks are 
recognised, but receive less consistent focus, 
while demand exceeding capacity attracts 
relatively little attention despite its clear 
connection to service and workforce pressures.

The findings suggest boards are prioritising 
short‑term stability, with an opportunity to take 

a more integrated view of how financial, people, 
cyber and demand risks interact to shape 
long‑term resilience.

Board reviews
As expectations on boards continue to expand, 
regular reflection on board performance 
has become an important element of 
effective governance. 

Formal board reviews provide an opportunity to 
assess how well boards are supporting strategy, 
challenging assumptions, refreshing skills and 
responding to emerging risks.
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HOW OFTEN DOES THE BOARD FORMALLY 
REVIEW ITS OWN PERFORMANCE 
AND EFFECTIVENESS?

13%
Every

2-3 years

52%
Annually

19%
Not formally

reviewed

16%
Irregularly

Formal board performance review is common, 
but not yet universal. Just over half of 
organisations (52%) report that their board 
undertakes an annual review, indicating 
a solid baseline of governance discipline 
and self‑reflection.

However, nearly half (48%) fall outside this 
annual cycle, including 13% reviewing every two 
to three years, 16% doing so irregularly, and 
19% not undertaking formal reviews at all. This 
variation points to uneven governance maturity 
across the sector.

Where board performance is not reviewed 
regularly, opportunities to strengthen strategic 
challenge, refresh skills and address emerging 
risk may be missed, particularly as expectations 
of boards continue to expand beyond 
compliance into active strategic stewardship.

Respondents were asked to identify the 
governance improvement that would 
most strengthen their organisation’s 
long‑term resilience.

The five core pillars that came out were:

Succession and continuity

Board capability and skills mix

Strategic engagement 
and challenge

Risk, performance and 
decision discipline

Governance foundations 
(constitutions, roles, charters)

What stands out is that organisations 
overwhelmingly point to governance 
fundamentals, rather than structural overhaul 
or compliance fixes. The most commonly cited 
improvements focus on succession planning, 
board capability and composition, and deeper 
strategic engagement, particularly staying 
focused on long‑term priorities rather than 
operational detail.
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“�Succession planning for board 
and executive”

“�Board review needed, discussions can 
venture too operational and not aligned to 
delivery of strategy.”

“�Stronger alignment between the 
board and management in relation to 
strategic priorities.”

“�Deeper strategic engagement from 
the board.”

“�Increasing board/director education 
on their responsibilities, risks 
and roles, ideally in a customised 
approach that suited this unique NFP 
industry association.”

Key takeaways
•	 Involve boards early in shaping strategic priorities, not just reviewing or 

approving them.

•	 Clearly define risk boundaries and use them to guide strategic decisions 
and trade‑offs.

•	 Bring people, cyber, capacity and demand risks into board decision‑making.

•	 Make regular, structured board performance reviews a core governance practice.

•	 Prioritise succession planning for both board and executive roles.

•	 Strengthen board capability through targeted governance education, skills‑based 
composition and clear role definitions.

•	 Align boards and management on strategic priorities, decision rights and 
performance expectations to support long‑term resilience.

What comes through is a focus on capability 
and confidence, rather than intent. The calls 
for governance training, skills‑based boards, 
clearer roles, stronger alignment between 
boards and management, and more effective 
risk and performance review suggest 
that resilience is being held back less by 
commitment and more by how governance is 
set up and supported. In many cases, boards 
are engaged and present, but not always 
equipped or structured to provide consistent 
strategic challenge as conditions change.

The responses also point to the importance 
of continuity in both people and processes. 
Stronger succession planning for board 
and executive roles, refreshed constitutions 
and charters, and more disciplined risk 
and performance practices reflect a desire 
to reduce reliance on a small number of 
individuals and improve decision quality 
over time. This aligns with earlier findings 
that leadership depth and continuity remain 
critical, and that governance capability 
continues to be built rather than fully settled.
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Not for Profit 
Strategy Pillars
We know that a strategic plan has to be a living tool, ensuring you 
can achieve your mission-driven goals.
We’ve developed our NFP strategy pillars, a focused process designed to drive operational efficiency. 
This framework provides a structured approach to streamlining internal processes, optimising 
resource allocation, and enhancing overall organisational effectiveness. By implementing these pillars, 
we help not for profits minimise waste, maximise impact and achieve sustainable growth, allowing 
them to concentrate on their core mission.

Not for profit 
strategy 
pillars

Governance  
& risk

Growth & 
management

Technology 
& innovation

Financial 
management

ESG & 
sustainability

Operational 
efficiency & 
resilience

Leadership, 
people & 
culture

Alliances, 
partnerships  
& mergers
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SIMON JAMES
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About us

HLB Mann Judd 
– Advisers and 
Accountants
HLB Mann Judd works 
closely with not for profit 
organisations across Australia, 
supporting boards and 
leadership teams as they 
navigate financial, governance 
and strategic challenges.

Our specialist not for profit 
team, understands the 
practical realities of balancing 
purpose, funding, people 
and accountability. Led by 
Aidan Smith, Head of Not 
for Profit Australasia, our 
Sydney team of more than 40 
specialists works alongside 
organisations to strengthen 
financial stewardship, manage 
risk and support sound, 
sustainable decisions.

We support not for profits 
across audit and assurance, 
strategy and advisory, 
governance and risk, tax, 
sustainability and digital 
assurance, providing practical 
advice that reflects the 
sector’s complexity and 
constraints. Our focus is on 
helping organisations build 
capacity, use resources well 
and support long‑term impact.

The Exclusive Not for Profit (ENFP) 
Community
The Exclusive Not for Profit Community (ENFP) was 
established in 2010 following discussions with senior not 
for profit leaders who were looking for a trusted forum 
to explore strategic issues, test thinking, share day to day 
board and leadership challenges, and learn from peers 
facing similar pressures. The community was created to 
support meaningful collaboration and strengthen impact 
across the sector.

Membership is complimentary, supported by partner 
HLB Mann Judd and Commonwealth Bank, who share a 
commitment to supporting not for profit leaders through 
practical insight, connection and capability building.

The ENFP community is built around three core principles:

•	 Educate – sharing relevant, practical insights on the issues 
that matter most to not for profit leaders

•	 Collaborate – creating space for open discussion, shared 
learning and peer support

•	 Connect – strengthening relationships across the sector

As a member of ENFP, you have access to:

•	 Ongoing learning opportunities, including webinars, 
in‑person sessions and curated resources focused on 
current and emerging issues

•	 An exclusive LinkedIn community of more than 1,300 not 
for profit leaders, providing a space to share experience, 
ask questions and stay connected

•	 Access to a trusted network of professional advisers 
with deep experience working alongside not‑for‑profit 
organisations
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DISCLAIMER

All material contained in this presentation is written in general terms and should be seen as broad guidance only. No material 
should be accepted as authoritative advice and any person wishing to act upon the material should first seek considered 
professional advice that will take into account the specific facts and circumstances. No responsibility is accepted or assumed 
for any action taken by anyone in reliance on the information in this presentation.

HLB Mann Judd firms are part of HLB International, the global and advisory accounting network.

Liability limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation.
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