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Abstract 

Discourse related to expenditures in the not-for-profit sector limits the capacity for these 

organizations to invest in long-term, sustainable solutions for change. Using a Foucauldian 

perspective and a Faircloughian three-step methodology, this study aims to highlight powerful 

discourse that impedes the change efforts of not-for-profit organizations. Employing a critical 

discourse analysis, this research identifies micro, meso, and macrolevel concepts present in the 

data that exemplify resistant perspectives related to expenditures. Employees, donors and 

volunteers are interviewed at a not-for-profit organization and important themes and concepts are 

identified. Findings highlight the need for this organization to offer alternative discourse related 

to expenditures and provides incentive to other not-for-profits to educate stakeholders around the 

importance of investing in long-term solutions to resistant social issues. 
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Introduction 

Discourse related to expenditures in the not-for-profit sector is at the crux of capacity 

limitations and consequential ability to affect sustainable change (Pallotta, 2012, p. 10). The 

many criticisms of organizational operations in relation to cost-per-dollar ratios, employee 

salaries, pay-for-performance incentives, and overall investment decisions significantly shapes 

the sector and decreases potential for impact (Pallotta, 2012, p. 10). Stakeholders who hold that 

cost-cutting measures should take precedence over bold investments are quick to measure the 

success of a not-for-profit organization by the dollars saved rather than the impact made 

(Pallotta, 2012, p. 10). Through a critical discourse analysis, this study examines the relationship 

between discourse related to not-for-profit expenditures and subsequent stakeholder opinion 

impacting organizational capacity for change. 

An important distinction for this research needs to be made in defining the sector itself. 

Neely (2003) distinguishes between the terms nonprofit organization and not-for-profit 

organization by the legal requirements and implications for each, citing that the term not-for-

profit is “all-encompassing” (Neely, 2003, p. 11) and can refer to either a nonprofit or a charity 

but that a charity must be registered with Canada Revenue Agency and is able to distribute tax 

receipts. This distinction is important, as the literature I found related to research conducted in 

both the nonprofit and not-for-profit sectors regardless of charitable status and both vary in 

financial reporting requirements. There are many distinct differences between the for-profit 

sector and the not-for-profit sector and there are multiple types of not-for-profits. However, a 

very widely recognized difference between for-profit and not-for-profit is related to the way in 

which revenue is generated and perceived and how dollars are spent. For example, research 

related to for-profit and not-for-profit hospitals showed that "For-profits are most likely to offer 
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relatively profitable medical services; government hospitals are most likely to offer relatively 

unprofitable services; nonprofits often fall in the middle. For-profits are also more responsive to 

changes in service profitability than the other two types" (Horwitz, 2005). This research takes 

place in the philanthropic sector and works with participants who are engaged as donors, 

volunteers or board members for an umbrella fundraising organization. For the purposes of this 

study, I focus on and examine not-for-profit organizations (NPOs). The organization chosen for 

this study is an international not-for-profit with excellent brand recognition throughout Canada. 

The organization worldwide raises over $4 billion dollars annually for other local not-for-profits. 

It is a very well-known charity with highly engaged donors and volunteers. The aim of this study 

was to highlight damaging discourse around NPO expenditures to encourage an alternative 

discourse that allows these organizations to invest as businesses do in long-term and broadly 

reaching change. By conducting qualitative research through semistructured filmed interviews 

with stakeholders in the sector, I identified concepts within the language used around 

expenditures to gain understanding of how discourse related to expenditures forms stakeholder 

opinion of and subsequent philanthropic actions. I conducted this inquiry to explore the 

following research question: How does discourse related to expenditures in the not-for-profit 

sector limit capacity for bold investment and sustainable change? 

The theoretical framework for this research is grounded in Foucault’s (1977, 1980, 2000) 

postmodern theory of power and knowledge. Foucault’s theories are often linked to critical 

studies that seek to uncover hierarchies and power imbalances. Foucault (1977) theorized about 

the relationship between power and knowledge. He proposed that knowledge directly correlated 

to power and that one could not exist without the other (Foucault, 1977, p. 27). Foucault’s 

theories primarily address how power and knowledge are used as a form of “social control 



RE-ENERGIZING NOT-FOR-PROFITS THROUGH CDA 9 

 

through societal institutions” (Lock, 2010, p. 1). Foucault did not imbue power with any 

normative value, but rather argued the source of power and knowledge is due to the historic 

formation of subjects embedded in the discursive practice of social relations (Barker & Jane, 

2016, p. 103). Thus, discourse acts as an agent. Discourse, as defined by Foucault (as cited in 

Weedon, 1997), “refers to: ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, 

forms of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledge and relations between 

them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing meaning” (p. 105). Over time, a 

history is created through such discourses and “power is dispersed throughout society through 

multiple narratives that explain or legitimize its existence” (Merrigan, Huston, & Johnston, 2012, 

p. 23). Foucault (as cited in Curtin, 2002) further asserted that discourse “constructs the topic. It 

defines and produces the objects of our knowledge. It governs the way that a topic can be 

meaningfully talked about and reasoned about” (p. 72). In summary, discourse “unites both 

language and practice” (Barker & Jane, 2016, p. 636). 

Analysis of the related discourses in this study revealed patterns of how knowledge is 

formed. For clarity, the knowledge aspect or societal institution relates to the philanthropy sector. 

The power aspect relates to the organizational structure of NPOs and the accompanying 

discourses that impact their effectiveness. Continuous focus within the discourse regarding 

keeping costs low and saving rather than investing in the sector perpetuates the position of 

inferiority to the for-profit sector and other seemingly worthy risk-taking initiatives. The 

application of Foucault’s (1977) theory is relevant to discourse around expenditures in the NPO 

sector because it illuminates the power of discursive practice to create historical cultural meaning 

within organizational language and to sustain power imbalances among organizational structures 

(i.e., governmental agencies, for-profit organizations, etc.). 
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Literature Review 

Scholarly work related to discourse in NPOs mostly examine the quest for legitimacy that 

these organizations face, the attitudes around financial reporting, and the implementation of 

business-like discourse in the field. However, some research has also been done as it relates to 

the divide between public expectations and realities facing NPOs as well as public response to 

levels of compensation of NPO chief executive officers (Gibelman, 2000, p. 59). Little research 

has been done on the subject of how oppressive discourse limits the sector’s ability to generate 

revenue and subsequent impact. My research served to help answer the question of how 

financially related discourse impacts the sector and its ability to solve social ills through bold 

investment by reviewing current discourse and historical influence, damaging discourse, and 

offerings of alternative discursive practice. 

Current Discourse and Historical Influence 

Defining the sector by its terminology and eligibility is important in understanding how 

to study NPO discourse and one way in which the sector could be empowered to elevate the 

discussion towards impact over expenditures. Some of the recent scholarship in the NPO sector 

has either examined current discourse used to define the sector or suggested using marketized or 

business-like discourse. For example, the term not-for-profit defines the sector by what it is not, 

rather than what it is, with the underlying implication that the ideal status of any organization is 

to be “for profit” (Gibelman, 2000, p. 60). It is this type of language that may situate the sector 

as inferior to for-profit organizations and limits the ability of these organizations to take 

business-like approaches to decision making (Gibelman, 2000, p. 60). In addition, given that 

NPO status qualification is governed by legal, economical, functional, and operational 

definitions, much of the literature calls for clarification of these terms as a starting point to 
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liberating and resituating the sector for greater success. Salamon and Anheier (1992) argued the 

“third sector” (p. 125), another term used to describe the NPOs mostly in the United Kingdom, 

has had a lack of attention over the years, leading to inaccurate definitions within the sector. The 

application of criteria to help define eligibility for NPOs is one way some scholars have elevated 

the importance of definitions within the sector. Alternatively, I situated my research in one 

aspect of discourse related to expenditures and analyzed stated beliefs and opinions of 

stakeholders and the subsequent impact on investment behaviour. Little critical research has been 

done in the area of discourse related to NPO financial practices. My focus and review of current 

discourse specifically examines expenditures related to employee salaries, pay-for-performance 

incentives, and investments and how a focus on these metrics can and do impact sector practices. 

Pallotta (2012) posited that discourse related to expenditures in the sector is deeply 

rooted in the history of charity and religious beliefs that ascribed charitable activity as penance 

for sinful acts and, therefore, was not compensated. He further asserted that such widely held 

public beliefs that NPOs should be focused on keeping overhead costs low is seated in this 

history and is a barrier to success (Pallotta, 2012, p. 134). When given the opportunity to invest 

$50,000 of “risk capital” (p. 174)—defined as dollars invested in recruiting top talent, 

fundraising and marketing—Pallotta and his team were able to increase the revenue for AIDS 

Ride 1,982 times for a total of $108 million after expenses. For the breast cancer walk, he was 

able to turn $350,000 over 5 years into $194 million (Pallotta, 2012, p. 36). Adherence to 

historical beliefs and traditions may limit the potential for sustainable change and decrease the 

opportunity to reduce and eliminate social ills by investing in NPOs. 

Some of the NPO research conducted around expenditures and stakeholder opinion 

highlights the consistent belief that keeping costs low should be of primary importance to these 
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organizations and transparency around this activity is integral to donor commitment (United Way 

Centraide, personal communication April 27, 2017). Unfortunately, adherence to traditional 

viewpoints makes investing in bold decisions very difficult for these organizations. Current 

trends in philanthropic giving provide evidence of declining donor interest and trust in many 

NPOs in Canada, with lack of transparency relating to operating costs as a leading factor in 

donors’ decisions not to contribute to particular charities (United Way Centraide, personal 

communication, April 20, 2017). Continued discourse around the importance of keeping costs 

low, consequent giving behaviours, and an absence of public understanding on the importance of 

investing dollars in long-term solutions perpetuate barriers to success for these organizations. 

NPOs play an important role in providing leadership by raising awareness and proposing an 

alternate discourse. 

Damaging Discourse 

Studies of financial measures that are particularly damaging are administrative costs, 

CEO salaries, and pay-for-performance incentives. Gibelman (2000) shed light on the restrictive 

focus on executive salaries and the consequences of such discursive practice, citing the removal 

of tax-exemption status for any NPO that offers salaries outside what is comparative to similar 

organizations (Gibelman, 2000, p. 61). Palmer (2013) cited financial accountability as an 

important aspect for any stakeholder and suggested that reporting “standards, regulations and 

legal structures should be uniform across the entire sector” (p. 217), but he also noted that this 

presents a barrier to smaller NPOs (Palmer, 2013, p. 217). These restraints preserve financial 

limitations placed on NPOs, preventing strategic investment and add additional constraints for 

these organizations that are already struggling to survive and compete against for-profit 

businesses. In addition to facing issues around pay-for-performance, incentives are a 
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controversial offering that is well utilized in the for-profit sector. Pay incentives in the for-profit 

sector are frequently used to entice employees to work harder and increase the bottom line. In the 

NPO sector, incentives or pay-for-performance systems have long been discarded as 

inappropriate and frivolous (Brandl & Güttel, 2007, p. 176). Organizations with a more 

permissive stance on these practices are more likely to allow for implementation of incentives, 

thereby enhancing employee performance and organizational effectiveness (Brandl & Güttel, 

2007, p. 195). The outcomes of research assist in providing evidence to NPOs for the need for 

alternative discourse to incentivize fundraisers to generate more revenue for these causes. This 

research has also drawn awareness to the need for change in discursive practice related to 

expenditures for NPOs and thereby may help to empower the sector. 

The difference between public expectations and the realities facing NPOs is what 

motivated Carson (2002) to study these differences and shed light on the consequences. He 

demonstrated that the public belief that people working for NPOs do not require compensation is 

damaging and increasingly untrue for the sector (Carson, 2002, p. 430). He asserted that the 

understanding from the public does not currently match the maturity of the sector and “the result 

is often public disappointment, frustration, and occasionally, anger” (Carson, 2002, p. 431). In 

the United Kingdom, a review of NPO reporting practices named financial reporting practices as 

a measure of legitimacy in the view of stakeholders. In some cases, however, these organizations 

adopted their practices only to improve the reported efficiency ratio (Connolly, 2012, p. 1160). 

The divide between public expectations and the need for these organizations to invest wisely has 

detrimental consequences to stakeholder relationships because it violates expectancy and inhibits 

trust. It is through the findings in this study that internal stakeholders can be educated about 
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damaging discourse around expenditures and participate in liberating the sector toward 

empowering those that work within it to invest in long-term solutions. 

Many researchers use critical discourse analysis (CDA) to uncover how language 

constructs power dynamics. An example of research that uses CDA with semistructured 

interviews as a method of data collection and analysis is Wilson’s 2001 New Zealand study, 

“Power and Partnership: A Critical Analysis of the Surveillance Discourses of Child Health 

Nurses.” Wilson ran two sets of hour-long, semistructured interviews with five experienced child 

health nurses and then analyzed the interview transcripts using CDA. Wilson’s analysis drew 

strongly on the three-level approach advanced by Fairclough (2010), included a linguistic and 

rhetorical analysis of the texts; an analysis of dominant, contradictory, and silent discourses and 

where participants positioned themselves within them; and an analysis of the broader social, 

cultural, and historical influences affecting this discourse (Wilson, 2001). She was then able to 

highlight the oppressive discourse taking place to provide evidence for its existence and 

suggestions for alternative discursive practices. In another such study utilizing CDA for 

discourse in the NPO sector, Wirgau, Farley, and Jensen (2010) looked at business discourse 

within philanthropy through an analysis of (PRODUCT) RED, a marketized consumer brand 

aimed at raising funds and awareness for HIV/AIDS in Africa. Like this study, a qualitative 

approach is applied to text analysis for the results of my research. 

Defining Impact with Alternative Discourse 

Defining impact and how to achieve it is important in providing alternative discourse for 

the NPOs, but more importantly is how this impact is measured. For Sawhill and Williamson 

(2001), measures of success in one case study of the Nature Conservancy categorized success 

into three areas: impact, activity, and capacity (p. 371). The impact measures assessed “mission 
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success, activity measures would focus on achieving goals and implementing strategies, and 

capacity measures would gauge the degree to which the organization mobilized the resources 

necessary to fulfill the mission” (Sawhill & Williamson, 2001, p. 375). 

Some scholars have suggested marketization of the sector as an avenue to increased 

revenue and impact. Eikenberry (2009) argued that this is a dangerous method of measuring 

capacity, as it shifts the focus away from the mission of the organization (p. 590). In an analysis 

of “RED” a product developed to raise awareness and revenue for AIDS in Africa, Wirgau et al. 

(2010) posited that this method of marketization allows for “corporate partners to set the tone of 

discourse to best fit their own profit-driven needs” (p. 627). Marketization as an alternative 

discourse in the sector is seemingly more harmful than beneficial. 

Kaplan (2006) suggested that NPOs should implement what is called “The Balanced 

Scorecard” (p. 357) to measure effectiveness that looks at “intangible assets, such as the skills, 

motivation, and capabilities of its employees, customer acquisition and retention, innovative 

products and services, and information technology” (p. 357). Although a focus on the balanced 

scorecard primarily relates to keeping costs low to ensure greater revenue, it also looks at other 

measures like employee satisfaction and retention (Kaplan, 2001, p. 357). In Balser and 

McClusky’s (2005) participants perceived NPOs that implemented strategic stakeholder 

communications as having greater overall effectiveness (p. 311). This alternative discourse 

related to stakeholder management allows for the focus to be placed on measures of success, 

other than keeping costs low, which in turn would permit NPOs to invest in recruiting top talent 

and incentivizing employees to create significant impact in the sector. 
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Methodology and a Three-Step Approach 

The methodology used for this study is a CDA, which is a type of analytic discourse 

research that “focuses on the ways discourse structures enact, confirm, legitimate, reproduce, or 

challenge relations of power and dominance in society” (van Dijk, 2010, p. 353). Aspects of 

CDA that consistently align with my theoretical framework relying on Foucault (1977, 1980, 

2000) are that CDA addresses social problems, maintains power relations are discursive, 

discourse is historical, “discourse analysis is interpretive and explanatory, and discourse is a 

form of social action” (Fairclough, 2007, pp. 271–280). 

After a symposium in Amsterdam in the 1990s, CDA was born through the discussion of 

multiple approaches by methodology creators Teun van Dijk, Norman Fairclough, Gunther 

Kress, Theo van Leeuwen, and Ruth Wodak (Wodak & Meyers, 2001, p. 4). Many scholars 

approach CDA with their own unique perspective. For the purposes of this study, I will be using 

Fairclough’s (2013) three-step approach (p. 237) to analyze text and interpret the data. 

Fairclough begins with defining the social problem to be studied and then suggests to analyze 

dialectical relationships, create categories of selected texts appropriate to the research, and 

conduct…analysis of the text (Fairclough, 2013, p. 237). 

To draw relationships and conclusions, Fairclough’s (2010) approach is applied at three 

levels of interpretation: micro, meso, macro (p. 9). I, therefore, designed my research questions 

with this in mind. Fairclough (2010) also posited that textual analysis should not be “isolated 

from analysis of institutional and discursive practices within which texts are embedded” (p. 9). 

For this reason, it was imperative that I consider the context in which this analysis took place. 

For example, this research took place with internal stakeholders close to the participating NPOs 

and many participants used common discourse and intimately understood common practices. To 



RE-ENERGIZING NOT-FOR-PROFITS THROUGH CDA 17 

 

analyze this discourse, I applied concept coding to the data, which fit nicely with Fairclough’s 

(2010) approach because it applies “meso or macro levels of meaning to data” (Saldaña, 2016, 

pp. 119–123) and is appropriate for all types of data including interview transcripts, particularly 

if a critical analysis is applied. 

As the method of inquiry, I chose semistructured interviews that take into consideration 

process as well as any ethical issues that could arise with the participants. Kvale (2007) 

explained seven steps to interviewing human subjects: thematizing, designing, interviewing, 

transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and reporting (pp. 35–36). I utilized these steps to design 

interviews with NPO leaders, staff, volunteers, and large donors to understand how they view 

concepts like CEO salaries, cost-per-dollar ratios or administrative costs, and pay-for-

performance incentive systems. The topic of these interviews related to types of expenditures and 

investments in the sector. I used video to record the interviews for sharing with the interviewees 

after the completion of the thesis and to assist in transcribing and analysis. I analyzed the data for 

groupings of text and key phrases, or composition of words during the first cycle coding process 

(see Appendix A). I then further analyzed these strings of words to uncover concepts that “assign 

meso or macro levels of meaning to data or to data analytic work in progress” (Saldaña, 2016, 

pp. 291–292). As Saldaña (2016) defined in The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers, “a 

concept is a word or short phrase that symbolically represents a suggested meaning broader than 

a single item or action, a ‘bigger picture’ that suggests an idea rather than an object or observable 

behavior” (Saldaña, 2016, pp. 291–292). Once I had grouped these concepts, I then sorted them 

into 20 concepts (see Appendix B) that highlight both meso aspects of discourse, filled with 

values and assessments, and macrolevels of discourse, largely held and powerful societal beliefs 

about NPOs. I developed concepts from themes of personal beliefs, expenditures, and power and 



RE-ENERGIZING NOT-FOR-PROFITS THROUGH CDA 18 

 

identified these in the text by way of concept coding, or looking at “big picture ideas” (Saldaña, 

2016, p. 97) in the text. I then utilized qualitative analysis of the data and drew connections 

between similar words and phrases. As Wirgau et al. (2010) noted, “Advantages of the 

qualitative approach include taking account of the context, not stripping away the richness or 

‘thick descriptions’ and connecting meanings to the social world” (p. 620). Analyzing the 

content of the text may allow for a broad understanding of the complex nature of the discourse 

and may aid in highlighting the hegemonic nature of such discourse or “a form of power that 

comes from privileging one ideology over another” (Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 293). The results of 

this research produced this written component. 

Procedure 

I arranged for the qualitative primary source textual data obtained through semistructured 

filmed interviews with participants who are working, volunteering, or donating in the NPO 

sector to be transcribed; I then analyzed that data. I randomly selected participants by pulling 

from a list of donors, staff, and volunteers from a group of names at an NPO. In total, 14 

participants (three employees, seven donors, and four volunteers) took part in this study. 

Although the majority of participants were donors to the organization, I noted some similar 

perspectives between employees and volunteers. The NPO disseminated an electronic invitation 

on my behalf to participate in the study. I did not receive any contact information without 

explicit permission from the participants themselves. With assistance from the NPO, I scheduled 

participant interviews over the course of 2 weeks either at the site of the organization or in an 

agreed-upon quiet location. I developed open-ended questions related to expenditures in the NPO 

sector, and I presented each participant with the questions along with prompts, as necessary. 

With participants’ permission, I filmed and recorded their responses for subsequent coding. 
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Participants understood that they could withdraw from the study at any time with verbal or 

written notice up and until the data collection was complete and the video postproduction had 

begun. 

Analysis 

I analyzed text from the video of semistructured interviews and identified dominant 

strands of discourse whilst taking into consideration the context, thematic groups, and subgroups. 

I then coded themed data into concepts to analyze and further interpret the findings, noting any 

links to capacity limitations. The three-step approach bridges the methodological gap between 

micro, meso, and macro views through several analytic lenses (van Dijk, 2010, p. 354). For 

example, I have examined the organizational group (meso view) as constructed by its members 

(i.e., stakeholder or philanthropy expectations); the social acts and processes reproduced by the 

group (i.e., role expectations); and finally, the personal values and cognitions of members (micro 

view) that are shared representations of the collective. The latter micro perspective also included 

views of how NPOs could be more effective in their mission. In summary, through this CDA, I 

have demonstrated the ideological need for change within the discourse and the need to advocate 

for the empowerment of the sector from arbitrary and outdated beliefs around expenditures. 

Researcher Reflexivity, Limitations, and Exclusions 

I chose this topic of research because it has relevance to my own life and the lives of 

those around me. I have witnessed what I perceive to be oppressive discourse for the NPO sector 

as perpetuated through discussion around expenditures. I did work in the sector for many years, 

so I am intimately tied with the subject matter. With the proximity to the discourse and some 

preconceived ideas about power inequalities, I had the potential for researcher bias within this 
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study. Given that I employed a critical stance, I feel that I was transparent throughout the 

process, although I was diligent in the analysis to incorporate other views. 

I utilized my networks within the sector to secure interviews for the study, and the video 

and written components highlight some people involved with the charity. I strictly adhered to the 

ethical requirements outlined by the university, obtained approvals from all participants of the 

usage of the data, and ensured final video submission adhered to all ethical standards set by the 

Royal Roads University. 

Limitations of this study relate to drawing from a small population for the sample size 

that may not be replicable in other NPOs studied. I scoped the research to enable me to gather 

robust interview data from a selected group of participants who are intimately connected to the 

NPOs while adhere to the time constraints of thesis work. I found obtaining permissions and 

cooperation from NPO executives to be an essential factor in the scope and size of the study. 

Through a CDA related to expenditures in the NPO sector, I was able to highlight damaging 

discourse and provide an alternative approach to stakeholder communications. 

The Discourse of NPO Expenditures: Research Findings 

I asked participants a series of 14 questions during the semistructured interview process 

(see Appendix C). I recorded their answers through video and the text, which I then arranged to 

have transcribed for analysis. Through the application of concept coding and thematic analysis, I 

highlighted continuous themes related to personal values and beliefs, expenditures and the return 

on investment, and power—personal, organizational, and sectorial. The findings of the research 

showed a propensity for participants to give very similar answers across all 14 questions with 

only a few outliers, which I identify later in this analysis section of this report. Using 

Fairclough’s (2007) three-step approach, I then separated the themes into 20 concepts, which I 
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had identified throughout the text. These themes, which ranged from “you need to spend money 

to make money” to “keeping costs low is a measure of NPO success,” are available in Appendix 

D. I chose these themes by identifying common words and phrases. For the purpose of analysis 

and discussion, I present the top 10 most recurring concepts, in order of frequency: 

Finding 1: Involvement in the Sector Aligns with Personal Beliefs About “Doing Good” and 

Making an Impact for Those in Need 

Participants discussed their personal beliefs about positively impacting and helping 

others. I found that the personal beliefs they shared align with involvement in the sector. 

For example, Participant #1 said, 

I think that I feel like I’ve been relatively fortunate in my life and I feel like I have had 

opportunity in a number of cases to help other people. And I think that I was raised in 

that way and I feel like it’s important for myself as well as others to help others and to 

give gift of my own good fortune. 

Participant # 2 stated,  

I think for me I have spent my career working for not-for-profits and the reason that I 

want to be working for them is because I want to make a difference in my community. So 

I’m motivated not by money but more so by making a difference in the lives of others 

and I found that the best way I could do that was by being actively involved in my 

community. And in order to be involved in my community, I’ve been working for not-

for-profits because I found that’s the best way to do that so far.  

Finding 2: Donor Money Should go Directly to the “Cause” 

Many participants discussed donors’ perceptions of how donations are spent and how 

those funds should be allocated. 
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As one participant #4 said, 

A lot of times there’s a stigma attached to not-for-profit where people don’t want to 

donate because they’re like, “Oh, my money is going to the CEO to have like a vacation 

house,” or “It’s going to higher level people.” It’s not going to that. So I have heard a lot 

of stories. When you hear in the larger media I would say like provincially and things like 

that, a lot of the stories are like this CEO makes this much money or the general manager 

makes this much money. It’s not necessarily about the on-the-ground work that the 

organization is doing. So a lot of people tend to not want to donate based on okay, I don’t 

want to pay for the CEO to drive a nice car or something like that.  

Similarly, another participant noted, 

I know that would turn a lot of people off, because a lot of people say when you’re 

donating to World Vision or whatever you want to know that most of your money is 

going frontline to the people that you are really intending to help. (Participant #5) 

Finding 3: The Definition of Administrative Costs is Not Clear 

Through participant’s discussions of administrative costs, a clear definition of the term is 

lacking. 

As one participant stated,  

So anywhere from like the day-to-day bookkeeping to managing the funds, all of the 

paperwork that goes with nonprofit organizations, like all of the tax receipts that need to 

get sent out, so like the mailing costs and things like that as well and then staff to do that. 

(Participant #7) 

This same participant continued to state, “Building, supplies and salaries going to 

employees, yeah, all employees”  
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Finding 4: You Need to Spend Money to Make Money 

A lack of funding can have a compounding effect, resulting in further need for funds.  

One participant asserted, 

I would say if you’re looking at not-for-profit, and for the most part it’s based on both 

grants as well as private donations, that you’d have to have a significant portion of the 

budget dedicated to marketing and advertising because you need to draw in and also 

retain those large donors. (Participant #10) 

Similarly, another participant stated,  

In terms of spending itself I would say spending on things that could be considered 

unethical, so say if someone needs a new personal computer or something like that which 

is not where you really intend for the funding to go. Obviously you need to have office 

equipment and such, but I don’t think that that really so much would count as risky 

spending, so much as unethical spending and again that brings back to why you have to 

have clearly laid out budgets and also clear accountability for where the money is spent. 

(Participant #3) 

Finding 5: Public and Stakeholder Perception is a Defining Factor in NPO Success 

Several participant discussed the influence stakeholder perception has on an NPO’s 

success. 

One participant explained, 

If it increased the bottom line, I think it would be helpful. I do think we would have to 

look at how the public would perceive some of those like that reality and understanding 

what’s the base maybe that people are starting with. So, if we think about it connected to 
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wage we’re saying for example, the minimum wage is less but then they make tips. So, 

how are we actually positioning it? (Participant #8) 

Another participant noted,  

[The] events that are going to thank your donors, that are going to provide some public 

recognition, maybe something that’s related to fundraising, but those other events 

actually add value for your donors, for your volunteers, and provides an opportunity for 

community to get engaged in your organization in a different way, so there’s value in 

spending some money there, but whenever possible, we really try and push the concept of 

finding sponsorship or negotiating for free space or discounted rates so that as much of 

the donor’s money is going to the actual programs and services, that’s possible along the 

way. (Participant #12) 

Finding 6: NPOs Must be More Transparent Than For-Profits with Their Expenditures 

The data gathered stressed the importance for NPOs to be transparent, particular with 

expenses One participant questioned, “Could they report to the public in some fashion, maybe 

twice a year?” (Participant #13). 

Similarly, another participant stated, “And you can also ask for a complete set of 

financial statements. [As] most organizations have to do audited financials, those are public 

pieces of information and should be available if you request them as well” (Participant #14). 

Finding 7: Outcomes, not Expenditures, Should Indicate Success 

Participants discussed the need for the organization refocus and measure success by the 

outcomes members achieve, not on organizational expenditures. One participant 

asserted, 
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What’s important to me when it comes to expenditures is that you really see the outcomes 

and what an organization says they’re doing, you can see the results in the community or 

in the sector that they are working with. So, when it comes to dollars and cents, I think 

we all need to understand there’s more to it than percentages and numbers. And I really 

think, to me, outcomes are what are most important. (Participant #6) 

Another participant stated, 

But when you’re on the inside, you can see the difficulty especially inside the nonprofit 

sector, the difficulty in trying to continue to hit your financial goals and realizing that 

there is a fair amount of truth to the whole maxim that need to spend money to make 

money, that is a reality in business and in many ways, nonprofit is no different than any 

other business, but I think you really need that that insight perspective to understand that. 

(Participant #9) 

Finding 8: Low Pay Equals Low Quality 

Participants noted that experienced leadership requires adequate pay. One participant 

asserted, 

Some [executives expect pay] in the millions, which seemed really ridiculous, but then 

also some that were say $100,000 or $75,000 for a CEO salary, which again to me 

doesn’t seem reasonable because you’re not going to retain people who are really talented 

even if they are passionate and you have to look at what’s fair as well. (Participant #5) 

Another participant explained, 

I think there is a problem with articles like that with new stories, with social media feeds, 

whatever it looks like because it provides a really limited piece of information for people 

to make some decisions on and if one organization doesn’t pay their CEO very well and 
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another does. How do we know that the work is actually getting done? How do we know 

that it’s delivering on the mission of that organization? (Participant #4) 

Finding 9: You Cannot be Both in the Field for the Right Reasons and Motivated by 

Money—Money is Corrupting 

Participants discussed what motivates individuals to work in the NPO field. 

One participant stated, 

I guess it depends on where that money is coming from. I would say most people that are 

in nonprofit work are in that work probably for more than just monetary incentive. I think 

a lot of people have an intrinsic value, like value system that they feel like they want to 

work in that sort of environment, and so it provides more than just a paycheck. 

(Participant #7) 

Another participant noted, 

When it comes to extra incentives because they’re able to raise more money, I’m not so 

sure that’s a direction I would like to see an organization go, simply because the purpose 

then becomes getting money in the door at any cost so that I can make more money rather 

than raising money for the just for the – just for the purpose of the of the issue that cause 

the people, and it really turns it into more of a, I think, more of a product than looking at 

the humanity of the work that we’re doing. (Participant #8) 

Finding 10: Keeping Costs Low is a Measure of Success 

Participants noted that, for NPOs, maintaining low costs is a benchmark for success. 

One participant stated, 
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Again what’s important to me is seeing that organizations are just doing their best to be 

efficient with their dollars so, when it comes to planning an event, what’s necessary to 

run well is what I hope they spend money on and not as much the extras. (Participant #3) 

Another participant noted, 

Well, working in the not-for-profit sector, I think you see all the time that we’re always 

trying to manage budgets and manage things in the most efficient way possible. So, 

everything that we’re doing on a day-to-day basis is it kind of has that in the back of your 

mind so, whether it’s supplies and that’s affecting kind of how you can work every day or 

your ability to communicate with others in an effective way because you’re trying to do it 

on a small budget, that’s all affected in the same way. (Participant #12) 

Analysis of Findings 

Many of these concepts aligned with the findings of other researchers Pallotta (2012) and 

Gibelman (2000), confirming Foucault’s (2007) theories on discourse and power and 

highlighting inferior language as a factor for the oppression of the sector. I then further analyzed 

the research concepts to identify micro, meso, and macrolevel concepts. 

The critical approach has its theoretical underpinnings in views of the relationship 

between “micro” events (including verbal events) and “macro” structures which see the 

latter as both the conditions for and the products of the former, and which therefore reject 

rigid barriers between the study of the ‘micro’ and the study of the “macro.” (Fairclough, 

2010, p. 31) 

Therefore, Fairclough’s micro, meso, and macro distinctions are not inflexible as they are all 

interrelated but for the purpose of analyzing this study, they are delineated clearly (see Appendix 

E). For example, microlevel concepts were those defined as having mostly to do with personal 
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beliefs; I categorized the theme “spend money to make money” as a microlevel concept when 

looking through the lens of power because participants often discussed this subject when 

referring to limitations of power to make spending decisions. As well, I categorized the “low pay 

equals low quality” and “involvement in the sector is related to personal beliefs of doing good” 

themes as microlevel concepts because they related to the value beliefs about expenditures and 

personal motivations respectively. I determined the mesolevel concepts to be more 

organizational and defined consistently by all participants but especially employees of the 

organization. These concepts included “NPOs must be more transparent than for-profits with 

their expenditures,” “keeping costs low as a measure of success,” “the definition of 

administrative costs is not clear,” and “outcomes, not expenditures, should indicate success.” I 

determined macrolevel concepts to be those that could be globalized to the sector. These 

concepts included “you cannot be both in the field for the right reasons and motivated by money 

—money is corrupting,” “donor money should go directly to ‘the cause,’” and “public and 

stakeholder perception is a defining factor in NPO success.” Most notably, as it relates to power, 

the theme “public/stakeholder perception as a defining factor in NPO success” is an important 

macro consideration when it comes to the ability of organizations within the sector to invest in 

what might be considered riskier initiatives. 

The top three concepts occurring in the discourse are related to alignment with the NPO 

with personal beliefs about “doing good,” “donor money should go directly to the cause,” and 

“the definition of administrative costs is not clear.” Participants identified all of the top three 

concepts 100% of the time during interviews. Some examples of words and phrases participants 

used to describe alignment with personal beliefs include “give back,” “help others,” “I was raised 

that way,” and “do something good for the community.” Almost always, participants provided 
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answers with a more emotive response when answer questions relating to their personal beliefs, 

with interviewees often smiling as the question evoked responses of personal affiliation with the 

cause. All participants discussed the second most mentioned concept relating to donor money 

going directly to the cause when I asked questions about administrative costs, CEO salaries, and 

pay-for-performance incentives. Interviewees offered various answers about what it means to 

give “directly” to the people or cause that is being supported. Yet, the third most occurring 

concept highlighted confusion within the sector around what exactly constitutes administrative 

costs. Additionally, I found “you need to spend money to make money,” “public and stakeholder 

perception is a defining factor in NPO success,” and “NPOs must be transparent with their 

expenditures” to be the next most commonly identified concepts. These concepts were of 

particular importance as they relate to power and discourse. Utilizing Foucault’s (2010) theory 

on power and discourse, I further analyzed these concepts and categorized them based on their 

power over spending decisions within the organization. I identified the latter three as concepts 

most participants were confident would be widely agreed-upon ideas. This has implications for 

the entire sector if these ideas are widely shared, as they influence decision making at all levels. 

Also widely shared amongst the participants were the concepts that “outcomes, not 

expenditures, should indicate success,” “low pay equals low quality,” and “one cannot be both in 

the field for the right reasons and be motivated by money.” When asked about cost-per-dollar 

ratios, participants often cited outcomes as a more important measure of success than saving 

money. Another important concept that participants mentioned often when asked about spending 

on CEO salaries is the idea that the organization would need to spend enough money to attract 

top talent because the organization would need someone “who knows what they’re doing at the 

helm.” In other words, “low pay equals low quality.” These participants also widely agreed upon 
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by the concept that keeping costs low in the NPO sector is an important measure of success. 

Comments like “shoestring budget” and “finding efficiencies” arose frequently throughout the 

interviews. This finding is aligned with the work of Pallotta (2012) and other researchers who 

have found that discourse within the sector tends to focus on saving rather than investing. The 

underlying ideology in these phrases is that NPOs should do whatever they can to decrease costs 

in their organizations. These phrases were not further qualified to allow room for investment in 

strategies that might increase revenue. 

Stakeholder Personal Expectation: Microlevel Analysis 

During the first cycle coding process, I found analysis at the microlevel or text level of 

the data showed many participants used similar words used to describe their thoughts. For 

example, many participants used the terms “do good,” “give back,” and “help others,” and other 

phrases that described this intention 14 out of 14 times for 100% alignment when asked why they 

were involved with NPOs. Participants described their connection to the organization as being 

founded in their personal beliefs about making an impact for those in need. This was true for 

donors, volunteers, as well as employees connected to the organization. This attachment to the 

cause by personal beliefs is likely different from what might be found in the for-profit sector, as 

those individuals’ answers could be related to career or providing for their family. This idea of 

charity work being connected to personal beliefs also holds the idea that expectations of those 

working in the sector should be paid less overall. This idea is closely related to Pallotta’s (2012) 

view on the historical nature of NPO work as penance for sin. 

Other common responses included “spend money to make money.” When asked about 

marketing, all participants agreed that awareness is a key issue for NPOs, which is only gained 

through targeted marketing initiatives that cost money. Each participant understood the concept 
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of needing to spend money to increase revenue and invest in strategies that create change; 

however, I found contradictory discourse (later reviewed in the section on contradictory data 

titled “Incompatible Discourse”) to be common in participants’ answers when looking at cost-

cutting measures as an important identifier of success. These beliefs on the value of money and 

the return involved in investing impacts the power of the individuals within these NPOs to make 

spending decisions. With a lack of resources, there is a limit to the power these organizations 

have within the sector and as compared to the for-profit sector in terms of competing for 

relevance and impact. As Foucault (2000) posited, organizational power comes from discourse 

commonly used within organizations or “Ideological Discursive Formations” (p. 32), which lead 

the thinking and decision making at the board and executive level of NPOs and is perpetuated by 

organizational employees and then stakeholders involved in these organizations. 

Another important concept discovered during the microlevel analysis phase of this 

research was the idea that “low pay equals low quality.” When asked about CEO salaries, many 

participants identified the need to hire people who are qualified to run NPOs, and they would 

cost more. Many participants stated that they want a CEO who is educated and “business-

minded” to be at the helm of the NPO that they are involved with. This awareness, however, was 

met with an apprehension to invest what could be considered “too much” or “inappropriate” 

levels of compensation. 

Organizational Norms and Shared Representations: Mesolevel Analysis 

When asked about measuring NPO success, many participants in this study highlighted 

that “outcomes, not expenditures should indicate success.” I found this answer to be similar 

across all groups of participants, and many people elaborated on the need to look at change in the 

issue at hand or measurable outcomes as the most important indicator of NPO success. A 
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contradictory perspective (which I outline and discuss later in the section on contradictory data 

titled “Incompatible Discourse”) is that “keeping costs low is an important measure of success.” 

It is possible that both concepts can be true in an organization that is looking to balance cost-

saving measures with outcomes; however, as it relates to discourse in this study, I found the idea 

of cost -saving measures often paired in a contradictory way with measuring outcomes. 

Participants mentioned cost-saving measures as an important priority more frequently by 

employees than by donors and volunteers. This is another example of how employee perspective 

can perpetuate damaging discourse and create a self-fulfilling prophecy in NPOs. In an effort to 

be transparent, employees initiated discourse related to cost saving measures when conversation 

focused on outcomes, which could have powerful implications to stakeholder perception. 

Often when participants spoke of cost-saving measures, I noted the discussion was linked 

to administrative costs. Findings indicate “that the definition of administrative costs is not clear” 

amongst participants and perhaps within the sector. This creates confusion both within these 

organizations themselves when communicating to stakeholders, and externally when 

stakeholders attempt to understand NPOs financial metrics. If organizations across the sector are 

not aligned in what constitutes administrative costs, report cost-per-dollar ratios and other 

financials may not only be confusing, they may be incorrect. Clarity is needed within the sector 

to help strengthen the definition of administrative costs. 

In the research, participants clearly expressed that, even if there is confusion around the 

definitions of particular expenditures, NPOs must be more transparent than for-profits with their 

expenditures. All participants agreed that NPOs should have a clear way of reporting their 

financial metrics to stakeholders to hold these organizations accountable to the public. Outcomes 
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as a measure of trust and transparency were not discussed during this portion of the interview 

process. 

Popular Opinion: Societal Views and Macrolevel Analysis 

Some of the most powerful concepts reiterated throughout the interview process related 

to how employees should operate within NPOs. One commonly shared concept among 

participants was the idea that you cannot be both in the field for the right reasons and motivated 

by money—money is corrupting. I found this evidenced in many participant phrases that 

positioned being motivated by money as in direct opposition to caring about the cause. When 

asked about pay-for-performance incentives, one participant said,  

People who are working in a not-for-profit sector are usually there because they care 

more about the cause than they do the money that’s in their pockets, … [and] you might 

have a spouse who can supplement salaries because you care more about the cause. 

(Participant #4) 

The assumption within this discourse is that people working in the NPO sector should just expect 

less overall than if you work in the for-profit sector. Participants often associated being involved 

in NPOs and being passionate about the sector as a form of currency that would help 

“supplement” their income and that those who are motivated by money would be in the sector for 

the “wrong reasons.” Surprisingly, this sentiment came mostly from employees and less from 

donors and volunteers who were interviewed. This was a particularly important finding, as it was 

evident through this discourse that employees have a difficult time reconciling public 

expectations to their own ideals or to the organizational mission. 

When asked to spend money on marketing or any of the items they identified as overhead 

or operating costs, many participants answered that they would want their money to go “directly 
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to the cause” rather than what they defined as overhead or operating costs. Although some 

responses were similar, the definition of what is meant by overhead or operating costs was not 

clear to participants and they were unsure in their answers. Surprisingly, only one of the more 

senior employees at the organization seemed confident when discussing what constitutes these 

expenditures. Other employees of the organization were as unsure as donors and volunteers and 

their answers also varied from one another. 

Many of the participants shared similar beliefs about expenditures in the NPO sector 

regardless of their relationship to the organization. However, employees were far more likely to 

use terms related to public and stakeholder perception as crucial to defining success and seemed 

much more concerned than donors and volunteers with this factor. This was measured by the 

frequency at which employees talked about stakeholder perception as compared to the frequency 

at which donors and volunteers spoke of this. All groups stressed the importance of stakeholder 

perception at one time or another during the interview process; however, employees were far 

more likely to make these comments. Comments from some participants related to the 

organizational change that sometimes occurs as a result of stakeholder opinion related to 

expenditures. Perhaps in an effort to align with public perception about expenditures, it is 

partially employee perception that serves to perpetuate these ideologies and put pressure on the 

sector to focus on expecting less overall. This again is an example of an ideological discursive 

formation (Foucault, 2000) that has power over expenditure decisions within this NPO and 

perhaps within the sector. 

Participants were never more confident with their answers than when they spoke about 

ideologies that they described as popular opinion or general societal beliefs. This was true for all 

three groups of participants: donors, volunteers, and staff members. One of the strongest and 
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most commonly used phrase was “donor money should go directly to the cause.” This idea was 

presented 100% of the time and restated by many participants more than once. When I asked 

participants to define what they meant by “directly,” their answers varied and there appeared to 

be some contradictions, as discussed in the following section on contradictory data. These 

concepts, which participants viewed as societal truths by, aided in forming their personal 

opinions about expenditures in the sector. Although these concepts do carry a universal truth in 

current discourse related to the sector, there exist contradictory ideologies within each. 

Incompatible Discourse: Contradictions in the Data 

Particularly interesting within the concepts and usually seen within the same data set, are 

contradictory ideas related to keeping costs low as a measure of success and looking at 

outcomes, not expenditures to define success. Participants also often described the need to 

borrow some ideas from the for-profit or business sector by investing in areas such as marketing 

and recruiting talented employees, at the same time, speaking to practices that should be reserved 

for the for-profit sector only. Participants approached concepts such as investing in CEO salaries 

and pay-for-performance incentives with caution and expressed responses entrenched in the 

ideology that people who work in the NPO sector should expect less overall. Often, microlevel 

concepts like “spend money to make money” were paired alongside words and phrases that 

called for the need to keep costs low. Participants seemed to approach spending with caution, 

allowing some money to be spent to “keep the doors open” or “hire the right people,” but were 

often cautious to borrow from for-profit practices like pay-for-performance incentives and 

paying CEOs similar salaries to the for-profit sector. Participants also ascertained that, although 

investing was a necessity in order to “build awareness” and “generate revenue,” most donor 

dollars should go directly to the cause. 
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Impact to NPOs: Discussing Links to Capacity Limitations 

The ways participants involved with this charity spoke about expenditures offered 

insights into how spending decisions would be made and subsequent impact on the social ills 

they are trying to address. As the people interviewed in this study are directly involved with the 

NPO through employment, volunteering, or donating, their opinions have a significant bearing 

on decisions made within the organization. The discourse in this study strongly favours saving 

money over investing in long-term, albeit sometimes risky, solutions. Participants often 

identified risk was as being linked to public or stakeholder perception, adding potency to the 

concept that stakeholder perception has a large impact on NPO success. 

Blanket statements like “money should go directly to the cause” can be dangerous for 

NPOs needing to invest in strategies that might increase revenue or could compete with basic 

service delivery. For example, charities that invest in counselling services might pay for the 

salary of a therapist to provide those services, but salaries were identified as administrative costs 

that need to be kept down. Or perhaps an NPO has a marketing plan that requires a large 

investment but would ultimately quadruple revenue. When participants talked about money 

going directly to the cause, they were often not comfortable with less than approximately 75% of 

the funds going toward services other than what was defined as overhead. However, the 

Canadian Revenue Agency clearly legitimized any organization in which up to 35% of their 

revenue goes to administrative costs or overhead (Efron, 2010). This is a well-known fact to all 

NPOs and is used frequently in messaging to stakeholders looking for justification around 

expenditures. Yet, while there is some room to manoeuver around the level of expense, there is a 

reluctance to act upon this factor. Interesting and relevant for NPOs is that administrative costs 

are defined differently across the sector, which can lead to what is called “the overhead myth” 
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(Fish, 2016, para. 14)—“the false conception that financial ratios are a proxy for overall 

nonprofit performance” (para. 15). 

Also impacting success is the dependency of NPOs on public and stakeholder opinion. 

Since this group has such a large impact on the revenue of these organizations, their beliefs 

relating to saving money should be a strong focus, as a lack of funding for investments shift 

attention and resources away from opportunities as an avenue for success. 

For example, saving on hiring a CEO willing to work for $100,000 because he or she 

does not have the education and experience of a CEO who would likely expect $150,000 to 

$200,000 based on education and experience can do much more harm to an organization than 

good. It could be that the CEO with the higher salary expectation is multilingual, can build 

relationships with diverse groups, and can, therefore, generate significantly more revenue for the 

organization. It is not just CEO positions that NPOs struggle to fill with the appropriate people. 

The Nonprofit Employment Practices Survey suggested that the three biggest hiring challenges 

facing the NPO sector are “1) hiring qualified staff with limited budget constraints, 2) finding 

qualified staff, and 3) finding time to recruit and interview” (O’Keefe, 2015, para. 3). 

Contradictory discourse is also a problem for these organizations. Many of the interviewees’ 

answers were entrenched with the concept that keeping costs low is very important in an NPO. 

Three of the participants interviewed work for or are members of the board of directors of this 

organizations, and, as such, ideologies within the discourse are powerful and the consistent 

reiteration of cost-saving measures as a main focus serves to perpetuate stakeholder opinion that 

it is strong measure of success. These same participants stated broadly and often that you need to 

spend money to make money. The inconsistencies in the discourse from those stakeholders, 

whose perception is so critical to NPO success, is confusing for NPOs and can distract from 
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focusing on reaching the strategic goals and objectives outlined by the boards of these 

organizations as they try to accommodate both ideologies. The findings have implications to 

real-life decision making within this and other NPOs, as stakeholder beliefs and discourse related 

to those beliefs impact investment decisions. 

The outliers that surfaced during the research process are worthy of noting. One 

participant suggested that it can be difficult for NPOs to remain focused on their mission because 

they receive funding through grants that have little to do with their mandate. Given that most 

participants recognized the harsh lack of resources for this organization and NPOs in general, it 

stands to reason that many NPOs would follow the revenue to stay afloat. Future researchers may 

wish to examine the relationship between grants and NPO mission outcomes. 

Another participant shared the interesting perspective that people should “just trust the 

organization to spend money in the best way, … [as] they are the experts” (Participant #13). This 

outlier was important, not because NPOs should be blindly trusted without accountability—in 

fact, all participants identified transparency as crucial to public trust—but because it offers an 

alternative that could help soften the insistence from stakeholders to thoroughly examine all 

expenditures. In addition to this, sharing this view could help stakeholders feel more confident 

that NPOs are working well based on the outcomes they are achieving and their track record as 

proof of reliability and trust. 

Throughout the interview process, none of the participants offered alternative discourse 

related to expenditures and public perception. Given the lack of government involvement in 

some of the services and programs being supported by this charity, it would seem that this 

organization and the sector itself might take a lead role in educating their stakeholders on the 

importance of investing and measuring success based on outcomes, not expenditures. Perhaps 
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NPOs can steer away from the temptation of justifying cost-per-dollar ratios, CEO salaries, and 

pay-for-performance incentives and instead start to talk about their mission and the impact they 

are having on the causes they care about most. 

Conclusion 

With over 170,000 charities across Canada (Imagine Canada, 2017), it would seem that 

so many of our social issues should be minimal, if not nonexistent. The question of why there are 

so many and why their impact is so limited was, in part, of the impetuous of this study. I have 

assumed that NPOs take more risks when they consider investing instead of focusing on cost-

cutting measures. Perhaps being fully funded from donor money makes the idea of taking 

calculated risks more difficult for the average stakeholder. However, public companies, which 

are also funded by stakeholders, have more freedom to invest in strategic initiatives. In looking 

at expenditures and the value of return, I noted that organizations that are able to invest more 

seem to ultimately have more power. Since the NPO sector has not yet been allowed to invest as 

the for-profit sector does, these organizations continue to be less successful. 

When it comes to the for-profit sector, it would seem that discourse favours taking risks 

with investments, and there is little stakeholder resistance when dollars are invested in marketing 

initiatives, pay-for-performance incentives and CEOs’ salaries of multibillion dollar companies. 

The discourse in this study also strongly favoured CEOs in the for-profit sector being paid well 

above their counterparts in the NPO sector. After all, these CEOs are responsible for managing 

billions of dollars. However, there are multiple multibillion dollar charities in the world that are 

not allowed the same freedom and trust from stakeholders to invest in these organizations. 

Unfortunately, the result is that many potentially high-performing, educated, and knowledgeable 

employees choose instead to work in the for-profit sector to allow for a lifestyle they and their 
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families can benefit from. Any cognitive dissonance related to their for-profit position can easily 

be assuaged by donating a portion of their salary to their favourite charity every year. Those who 

choose to stay in the sector may also have these qualities but are extremely overworked and 

unable to invest in additional resources to support their strategic initiatives. 

What is worse is the bending of the NPO mission to match the investment ideas of the 

donor in order to stay afloat instead of holding strong and focused on the objectives of the 

organizational strategic direction. When chasing grants becomes a cost-savings and earnings 

exercise, the very valuable time and resources of these organizations is misappropriated. 

In addition to this, laws and regulations perpetuate the inability of these organizations to 

invest when they are focused more on historical opinion than current outcomes. How much is 

spent on what and when should be of little importance to government and to stakeholders 

looking to create measureable change. Instead, leadership in the NPO sector is needed to help 

clarify contradictory language and shift the focus of defining success from cost-savings to 

outcomes achieved. How donors, volunteers, and employees speak about expenditures in this 

sector has far-reaching ideological implications, and it is through these organizations themselves 

that discourse can be transformed to allow NPOs a fighting chance. 

In summary, the research findings confirm the existing theory of power and knowledge 

(Foucault, 2007) elucidating specifically how discourse within the sector perpetuates a power 

imbalance between NPOs and for-profit businesses or other organizational structures. NPO 

stakeholders exhibit the behaviours and language at the micro, meso, and macrolevels that have 

defined the sector. It is difficult for leaders to break out of these institutional patterns, yet the 

contradictory comments highlight at least a sliver of recognition that these are limitations they 

should overcome. Differential sector practices, as defined by their respective discourses, persists. 
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While some cross-pollination between sectors has been discussed, in practice, change is slow and 

requires bold leadership. 
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Appendix A: First Cycle Coding 

Beliefs  Fundraising  Worthwhile Forthcoming Support  Shoestring  Has to be 

done  

Funding  Risks  Invest Perception Used Well Above and 

beyond 

Keeping 

expenses 

down 

Contribute Capacity Public Business  Afraid of 

Negative 

publicity  

Incentivizing  Giving 

Back  

Meaningfully Humanity Actual 

Programs 

Excessive  Impression  Current 

situation 

Build 

Connection

s  

Polarizing  Industry 

Standards 

Directly to 

Cause 

Great Value  Honestly  Circumstance

s  

Efficient  

Compensatin

g  

Legwork Low 

Overhead 

Do Good  Good Segmented  Small 

Budget  

Appropriately Manpower Unethical Effective  As good as 

we could 

be 

new Appropriat

e Salary  

Trustworthy  Awareness Change People  Tight Too high  Skilled 

People 

Larger than 

necessary 

Over the 

Top 

Incorrect  Taking 

advantage  

Negative 

feelings  

People’s 

opinions  

How it 

appears  

results Tradition  Exposure  Direct impact  A lot easier  In business  Met the 

needs  

Detailed 

financial 

reports  

Within 

reason 

Small way Run wild 

with it 

Not for the 

right 

reasons  

Smaller 

budgets  

Reasonable 

Staff 

obviously  

More 

transparency 

Tell people 

where it 

goes 

Put towards 

the cause  

Large 

Risks  

Perception  CEO 

Salaries 

Easy to Jump 

On  

Aren’t 

Positive 

Type of 

Return  

Squandering  Something 

that I’ve 

done all my 

life 

No 

Government 

Funding  

Pay them 

enough  

Operates like 

a company  

Corporate 

Type Affairs  

Smart, 

engaged 

people 

Not a level 

playing field  

Get the 

word out  

Not the 

image you 

want  

It can’t be 

strings 

attached  
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Appendix B: Second Cycle Coding – Themes  

Themes 

Theme 1: Involvement in Sector to Match Personal Beliefs about “Doing Good” and making 

an Impact for people other than self * 

Theme 2: Humanity, Sense of Charity Should be Primary Motivating force Not Money 

Theme 3: Public/Stakeholder Perception is a Defining Factor in NPO Success * 

Theme 4: Public Perception on Spending is Negative  

Theme 5: Donor Money Should Go Directly to “The Cause” * 

Theme 6: You Need To Spend Money To Make Money * 

Theme 7: Lack of Resources  

Theme 8: People Are Overhead  

Theme 9: What is Defined as Administrative Costs Vary from participant to participant* 

Theme 10: You Cannot be both “In it for the right reasons” and motivated by money – 

Money is corrupting * 

Theme 11: NPOs should borrow some practices from For-Profits  

Theme 12: Some practices are reserved for the For-Profit sector only  

Theme 13: Industry Standards should Lead Decision Making  

Theme 14: Low pay equals low quality * 

Theme 15: Outcomes not expenditures should indicate success* 

Theme 16: Keeping Costs Low is a Measure of Success * 

Theme 17: If you Work the NPO sector, You should Expect Less overall than those in the 

For-Profit Sector * 

Theme 18: Giving is part of family History/Tradition and how one was Raised  

Theme 19: There is an Obligation of NPOs to be transparent in what Exactly they are 

spending money on. * 

Theme 20: Donors need to Trust NPOs to make good Investment Decisions  
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

1. What motivates you to be engaged with not-for-profit organizations? 

2. What is your experience in how money is managed in the not-for-profit sector 

3. What do you think about CEO salaries in the not-for-profit sector as compared to those in 

the corporate sector? 

4. What do you think about incentivizing employees, in the not-for-profit sector, to increase 

fundraising by paying bonuses to those that obtain the most revenue for the organization? 

5. What percentage of a not-for-profit budget should be spent on marketing and advertising? 

6. Would you feel comfortable with the charity you support spending your donations on 

marketing? Why or why not? 

7. Define what you think are overhead or operating costs? What types of things are included 

in this? 

8. What do you think not-for-profits can do to ensure they are using donor dollars well? 

9. How would you feel about your donation going toward what you have defined as 

overhead or operating costs? 

10. Do you think not-for-profits should spend money on events? Why or why not? 

11. Can you recall a news article or news story that highlighted spending in the not-for-profit 

sector? What was the story about and what did you think about it? 

12. What would you define as “risky” spending for a not-for-profit? 

13. Would you support a not-for-profit where only 65% of your dollar went to those in need? 

Why or why not? 

14. What do you think is the best way for not-for-profits to report their financial metrics to 

their stakeholders? 
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Appendix D: Top Ten Themes 

Theme 

% 

Participants 

1. Involvement in sector aligns personal beliefs about “doing good” and 

making an impact for those in need  

100% 

2. Donor money should go directly to “the cause” 100% 

3. You need to spend money to make money 92% 

4. The definition of administrative costs is not clear 100% 

5. You cannot be both in the field for the right reasons and motivated by 

money – money is corrupting  

50% 

6. Low pay equals low quality  71% 

7. Outcomes, not expenditures should indicate success 78% 

8. Keeping costs low is an important measure of success 42% 

9. Public/stakeholder perception is a defining factor in NPO success  92% 

10. NPOs must be transparent with their expenditures  92% 
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Appendix E: Top Ten Concepts  

Themes  Microlevel Concepts Mesolevel Concepts Macrolevel Concepts 

Values/Beliefs  ● Involvement in 

sector aligns 

personal beliefs 

about “doing good” 

and making an 

impact for those in 

need (micro- 

values/beliefs) 

D* 

7 

V

* 

4 

E* 

3 

100% 

 

● NPOs must be 

more transparent 

than for-profits 

with their 

expenditures 

D* 

6 

V* 

4 

E* 

3 

92%

% 

 

● You cannot be 

both in the field 

for the right 

reasons and 

motivated by 

money – money is 

corrupting  

D* 

2 

V

* 

2 

E* 

3 

50% 

 

Expenditures/ 

Value of 

Money/Risk 

/Return 

● Low pay equals low 

quality 

D

* 

5 

V

* 

2 

E* 

3 

71% 

 

● Keeping costs low 

is a measure of 

success (meso- 

expenses/metrics) 

D

* 

2 

V

* 

1 

E* 

3 

42% 

 

● The definition of 

administrative 

costs is not clear 

(meso) 

D

* 

7 

V

* 

4 

E* 

3 

100% 

 

● Donor money 

should go directly 

to “the cause” 

(Macro-expenses) 

D

* 

7 

V

* 

4 

E* 

3 

100% 

 

Power 

(of participants) 

● You need to spend 

money to make 

money (micro – 

lack of power and 

ability to influence) 

D

* 

6 

V

* 

3 

E* 

3 

92% 

 

● Outcomes, not 

expenditures 

should indicate 

success (meso-lack 

of power) 

D

* 

7 

V

* 

1 

E* 

3 

78% 

 

● Public/stakeholder 

perception is a 

defining factor in 

NPO success 

(macro – power) 

D

* 

7 

V

* 

3 

E* 

3 

92% 

 

Note. D = Donor; V = Volunteer; E = Employee. 


