
From Mission-First to Mission-and-Resilience: How Nonprofits Must 

Manage Mounting Operating Challenges in 2026 and Beyond 

Section I. Introduction: The End of Stability and the Beginning of a New Era for 

Nonprofits 
For much of the past decade, many nonprofit organizations operated in an environment that, 

while complex, remained broadly manageable. Funding streams were imperfect but reasonably 

predictable, labor markets were tight but navigable, regulatory expectations evolved gradually, 

and organizational change could often be approached incrementally. Strategic planning tended 

to assume continuity rather than disruption.​
​
That operating context ended in 2025.​
​
In 2026, nonprofit organizations and their leadership and funders are entering a fundamentally 

different era. Mission remains the central purpose of nonprofit institutions, but organizational 

resilience and management capacity have become equally decisive determinants of long-term 

viability and impact. Strong mission alignment alone is no longer sufficient to sustain 

performance. Instead, success increasingly depends on the ability to manage uncertainty, absorb 

shocks, and adapt organizational systems to persistent volatility.​
​
Multiple  forces converged in 2025 to accelerate this transition. Government funding disruptions 

affected large segments of the sector, economic uncertainty impacted philanthropy, workforce 

shortages intensified, donor behavior continued to shift, and demand for nonprofit services rose 

across multiple fields. National surveys conducted in late 2024 and early 2025 indicate that many 

organizations entered this period with limited financial flexibility, unfilled staff positions, and 

growing operating pressure, allowing reasonable inference about the operating environment 

nonprofits face entering 2026.  These conditions show little evidence of rapid reversal and, in 

many cases, reflect durable structural change rather than temporary disruption.​
​
As a result, nonprofit leaders and their funders now face a dual imperative. One dimension 

remains firmly anchored in mission, outcomes, and community impact. The other requires 

sustained attention to the durability of the organization itself — its financial stability, workforce 

sustainability, regulatory exposure, technological capacity, governance systems, and enterprise 

risk profile. In this emerging operating environment, mission success and organizational 

resilience are no longer separable objectives.​
​
This paper examines the operating challenges that define this new era. It explains why 

traditional mission-first management assumptions are no longer sufficient, introduces a practical 

framework for organizing the principal operating risks facing nonprofits, and presents a 



sector-specific prioritization model designed to help boards, senior executives, and funders 

concentrate attention on the most immediate and consequential threats to organizational 

resilience and long-term mission success.1,2,3 

Section II. Why Nonprofit Management Must Change: From Mission-First to 

Mission-and-Resilience 
For much of the modern nonprofit era, many organizations operated under a mission-first 

management paradigm. Strategic planning focused primarily on program expansion, service 

delivery, and impact measurement, while financial resilience, workforce sustainability, enterprise 

risk oversight, and institutional capacity were often treated as secondary or supporting concerns.​
​
That model is increasingly misaligned with current operating conditions.​
​
In 2026, nonprofit performance will be shaped as much by volatility and disruption as by internal 

execution. Delays in government reimbursement can disrupt payroll. Persistent labor shortages 

can constrain service delivery regardless of demand. Regulatory changes, enforcement actions, 

cybersecurity incidents, and reputational events can affect organizational stability with little 

advance warning. Under these conditions, organizations that do not explicitly manage operating 

risk and institutional resilience will be exposed to failure even when their missions remain 

strong.​
​
This shift does not require nonprofits to dilute their values or retreat from mission. It requires a 

recalibration of management focus. Successful organizations are moving toward a 

mission-and-resilience operating model in which leadership places increasing and sustained 

strategic emphasis on financial durability, workforce pipelines, compliance systems, 

technological readiness, governance capacity, and cross-enterprise risk management.​
​
Survey evidence suggests that many organizations struggling to make this transition are already 

experiencing structural strain. National nonprofit finance and workforce surveys continue to 

report difficulty covering operating costs, filling vacant positions, and responding to rising service 

demand. These patterns indicate not isolated operational challenges, but growing misalignment 

between traditional management models and the operating environment nonprofits now face.​
​
The implication for nonprofit leaders and their funders is clear. Organizational resilience has 

become a core determinant of mission success. Institutions that systematically strengthen their 

capacity to anticipate, prioritize, and manage operating challenges are more likely to sustain 

impact, retain talent, preserve funder confidence, and maintain public trust through 2026 and 

beyond.1,2,4 

 



Section III. A Strategic Framework for Managing Fourteen Operating Challenges 
The transition to a mission-and-resilience operating model is being driven by a set of structural 

operating challenges that now shape nonprofit performance across the sector. What 

distinguishes the 2026 environment is not only the novelty of these pressures, but the 

acceleration of these developments and their simultaneous presence, persistence, and 

interaction.​
​
These challenges do not affect all nonprofit sectors equally. Funding risk dominates some 

organizations, while workforce shortages, regulatory exposure, technology disruption, or 

service-delivery instability dominate others. The purpose of the framework presented here is not 

to suggest that all risks are equally material across the sector, but to provide a structured basis 

for sector-specific prioritization.​
​
This suggested framework should not be interpreted as rigid or exhaustive. Additional risks may 

emerge or recede over time, and individual risks may overlap across categories or affect multiple 

dimensions of organizational performance.​
​
The following section identifies the four major Risk Categories and the principal operating risks 

associated with each category.  

Definition of Risk Categories 

The four Risk Categories outlined below reflect how operating challenges are typically 

viewed within nonprofit organizations. While individual risks within each of these 

umbrella risk categories may span multiple categories, this structure helps boards and 

senior executives organize oversight responsibilities and organize more efficiently 

mitigation efforts in a resource-constrained environment. 9–10 

The four risk categories and their related risks are: 

Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 1–3, 5 

       – Funding volatility and government reimbursement instability 

– Donor behavior shifts and changing philanthropy patterns 

– Mission sustainability and rising program demand under constrained funding models 

Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 6–8 

– Trust, transparency, and accountability expectations 

– Political polarization and legal or policy uncertainty 

– Regulatory expansion and enforcement exposure 

Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 4, 7, 21 

– Workforce shortages, burnout, and compensation competition 

– Leadership succession and management pipeline constraints 



– Labor and employment regulation growth and workforce classification risk 

Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 11–16 

– Cybersecurity threats and financial fraud exposure 

– Data privacy regulation and multi-jurisdiction compliance complexity 

– Artificial intelligence adoption, governance, and ethical risk 

– Climate-related disasters and operational disruption 

– Transitioning away from legacy systems 

Together, these fourteen operating challenges define the management environment nonprofit 

leaders must navigate in 2026 and beyond. The four Risk Categories to which the individual 

operating challenges have been assigned provide a practical structure for determining 

enterprise-level exposure for related risks.  The four risk categories form the foundation for the 

sector-specific prioritization analysis presented in the next section. 

Section IV. Sector-Specific Strategic Priorities and Sequencing: Top Risk 

Categories by Sector 
The prioritization framework presented below reflects a ten-year operating horizon. Many of the 

risks identified are structural and multi-year in nature, requiring organizations to begin planning 

and sequencing mitigation strategies starting in 2026 if they have not already begun to do so.​
​
The nonprofit sectors presented below are listed alphabetically for ease of reference. Within 

each sector, the four risk categories are listed in descending order of priority, from the most 

immediate to the least immediate for the sector under consideration. In practice, distinctions 

among adjacent risk categories are often subtle, and multiple categories may warrant equal 

priority in a given organization. 

Effective prioritization requires boards and senior executives to focus first on the category of risk 

most likely to disrupt mission delivery within the next 12–16 months. For example, a human 

services organization experiencing acute workforce shortages may achieve greater near-term 

stability by concentrating on recruitment, compensation, and supervisory capacity before 

investing heavily in new technology platforms or long-term fundraising initiatives. Sequencing 

mitigation efforts in this manner allows organizations to deploy limited leadership time and 

financial resources where they are most likely to preserve service continuity and organizational 

resilience. 

Arts & Culture Organizations 

1. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

2. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

3. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

4. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 



Rationale: Arts organizations depend heavily on contributed revenue and discretionary spending 

while managing fragile earned-income models. Audience volatility, donor concentration, and 

staff burnout combine to elevate sustainability and workforce exposure.17 

Education and Higher Education Nonprofits 

1. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

2. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

3. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

4. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 

Rationale: Enrollment pressure, tuition dependence, faculty recruitment challenges, digital 

transformation, and compliance mandates combine to create persistent financial, workforce, and 

technology exposure.18 

Environmental and Conservation Organizations 

1. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 

2. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

3. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

4. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

Rationale: Policy volatility, advocacy exposure, science-driven technology needs, climate 

disruption, and grant dependence create concentrated regulatory, funding, and operational risk 

profiles.12 

Foundations and Grantmaking Organizations 

1. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

2. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 

3. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

4. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

Rationale: Grantmaking institutions face fiduciary oversight obligations, payout regulation, 

reputational trust risk, and growing data governance complexity.16 

Health and Healthcare Nonprofits 

1. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 

2. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

3. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

4. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

Rationale: Healthcare nonprofits face intense regulatory oversight, reimbursement volatility, 

acute workforce shortages, and heightened cybersecurity exposure.17 



Human Services Organizations 

1. Workforce & Human Capital Risk Category 

2. Regulatory, Public Policy & Compliance Risk Category 

3. Funding, Philanthropy & Mission Sustainability Risk Category 

4. Technology, Data & Operational Risk Category 

Rationale: Human services organizations rely heavily on government contracts and 

fee-for-service reimbursement while operating in labor-intensive service environments.18 

Section V. Conclusions and Implications for Boards, Senior Executives, and 

Funders 
This analysis provides a practical framework for understanding and addressing the operating 

risks that nonprofit organizations are increasingly facing and for navigating the inevitable 

challenges that will shape performance in 2026 and beyond.​
​
Four conclusions emerge from the analysis.​
​
First, strategic simultaneity has become one of the defining characteristics of the nonprofit 

operating environment. Boards and senior executives must manage multiple enterprise-level 

risks at once rather than addressing a single dominant challenge.​
​
Second, organizational capacity has become a strategic constraint in its own right. Financial 

resources, leadership bandwidth, governance capacity, and implementation timelines limit how 

many initiatives can be pursued effectively at once, reinforcing the importance of disciplined 

prioritization.​
​
Third, risk exposure varies substantially by sector. Effective governance therefore depends less 

on comprehensive risk coverage and more on careful sequencing and sustained attention to the 

most consequential operating challenges.​
​
Fourth, the nonprofit sector is undergoing an irreversible transition from a mission-centered 

operating model to a mission-and-resilience operating model. Organizational resilience is no 

longer a supporting function or episodic concern. It has become a core strategic responsibility 

and a central determinant of long-term mission success.​
​
For boards, senior executives and their funders, the central governance challenge in 2026 and 

over the coming decade will be the ability to concentrate sustained attention on a small number 

of mission-critical operating challenges while maintaining visibility over emerging threats. In an 

environment of permanent uncertainty, resilience is no longer optional. It is essential. 
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