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Making the Move From 
Profit to Purpose

transition into not-for-profit from the
profit-driven corporate world is
something that more executives are

Marmolejos, however, has been cause-driven
since early childhood. Here is his story.

Ramon’s motivations for being involved in the
world of purpose spring logically from his
background and his natural tendency to reflect
deeply on the world. He was born in the
Dominican Republic, into a modest family,
who emigrated when he was five years old, to
the US. He distinguished himself early on, by
becoming the first member of his clan to attend
university (prestigious Ivy League at that!),
and this was equally the first trigger of an

Some obvious aspects of the transition into nonprofit from profit-
driven corporations—and others more subtle and unexpected.

By Antoine Tirard and Claire Lyell

A
making these days than was the case ten or
even twenty years ago. Some aspects of the
change are obvious, and others more subtle and
unexpected. Here, we chart some of the
recurrent themes we observe to be important,
via the stories of several leaders who were kind
enough to give of their time and insights.

Not Quite Fair
It would be tempting to believe that all or most
executives working in nonprofit today are and
always have been driven by the passion to save
the world, or whatever aspect of the world it is
that they are so keen on. However, while this
may sometimes be the case, it is not always so,
and many of our interviewees repeated phrases
such as “it was never on my radar screen” or “I
did nothing in particular to search in the
nonprofit sector - it just fell into my lap”.
What does emerge, however, is that once
they are “in”, the cause becomes one of the
main drivers in their professional lives. Ramon
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uneasy immigrant catholic guilt at being a
success, while his elder brother was not
making the same progress in his new life.
During his time in university, Ramon noticed
that there were “not many brown or black
faces” around him, and started to question
what kind of system could have brought this
about. You could say that he was highly
sensitive to his environment, and deeply aware
of things not being quite fair.
Fate struck to underline Ramon’s feelings,

as he spent his first week in his first job after
graduation, at Pepsi. As the Twin Towers fell,
he heard a subtle voice in his head, asking him
if he was truly doing what he should be doing –
he had heard Steve Jobs’s legendary
commencement speech earlier, and it had
marked him! Having left Pepsi, Ramon found
makeshift ways over the next four to five years
to contribute more, but it was only while at
business school in Spain, that he met a small
but crucial group of like-minded people. As
part of their coursework, they created
Emzingo. This social enterprise is part of a
massive shift in the social sector, and creates
trans-formational learning experiences in
developing economies for its clients and
participants. Emzingo has managed to disprove
the false dilemmas of suffering and being poor
in order to do good.

Take The Plunge
When examining the motivations for some, it is
clear that many did not have a conscious
calling, but that the signs were nevertheless
there all the time. Almost all speak of some
sort of need for a test or a sense of
dissatisfaction with the status quo before
moving into nonprofit. Sometimes even subject
of study, focus of project work and one’s own
charity giving can be strong indicators of a
change at some point in the future. The shift

may come from a different initial motivation,
such as the chance to “step up” in terms of
stature, size of organization, and so on, as it did
for Anabel Hoult.

According to her Anabel had little experience
in not-for-profit work, apart from a short
project in Sierra Leone during her degree work
in Human Sciences, as well as volunteer work
in the UK with underprivileged children. She
is perhaps too modest, as many of us have done
far less than that.
However, perhaps what Anabel means,

when she says that purpose work “was not on
her radar” was that she did not see it as a
legitimate means of making a living. She had
spent ten years building a massive capacity as a
leader and motivator of teams, at world-class
companies such as Virgin and Carphone
Warehouse, and so had developed a taste for
being challenged and stretched in this kind of
context. What was different this time was that
she was looking for another sort of test, and so
much so that she left her job with no new role
in place, searching for an international role in
an organization that was challenging the status
quo.
After a brief foray into a startup company,
into which she was invited via her INSEAD
MBA network, she was told of an opportunity
to become the COO of Save The Children.
When she looked into this, she found all kinds
of positive points, including a sense of pride at
the work, and the fact that this was a step up in
terms of responsibility, as she would be a
member of the Board. While there was a cut in
salary to accept, she felt that this was not a
“one way street” and so took the plunge when
offered the job.
The quality of people at Save the Children
and the challenge of working with them is
something about which Anabel talks with great
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enthusiasm, just as she enjoys the variety of
backgrounds from which they come. She
speaks with reverence about how many of
them are at the absolute top of their fields,
whether this be in technical or fundraising
areas, or indeed in marketing and
communication. She has come to understand
deeply the need to manage and motivate
different groups in separate ways, and so she
has developed an ability to engage in a variety
of ways, according to context and audience.
A recognition of her fundamental strengths is
what keeps Anabel lucid about future plans.
She derives great pleasure from running a tight
ship, so certainly does not see herself moving
into politics or government, preferring the
simpler dynamic she works with now. Her
lasting statement is “I would encourage more
people to do it – you learn a lot.”

EQ Grown Immeasurably
One crucial aspect all of our interviewees
spoke of was how to bring the staff and others
they work with “on a journey”. Few, if any,
traditional relationships of hierarchy and power
exist in the kind of structures that exist in
nonprofit. Particularly when you are dealing
with volunteers or sometimes unwilling
partners or collaborators. When the old model
does not apply, the leaders have to learn new
and at times uncomfortable behaviors. This
was a particular challenge for Dondi Joseph,
whose background in traditional business in the
Philippines meant that he was used to calling
the shots with no questions asked.

Five years ago, Dondi decided “it was time to
tackle the causes of poverty, as opposed to
band-aid solutions”. He has an abhorrence of
corruption and poor governance, which
contribute directly to the poverty of the

Philippines. The decision to weigh in was not
at all difficult, although he knew that he would
be putting himself at odds with politicians and
“pseudo-leaders”.
It took about a year to settle into his new
“calling” but almost five years to learn to
“engage for change” rather than to “just battle
away”.
As for the skills that Dondi has derived from
his work in the nonprofit sector, he speaks of
patience and engagement, underlining the fact
that he “listens more”. He has become more
adept at persuasion alongside the authoritarian
CEO approach that is particularly prominent in
the Philippines, and feels that the work he does
with the different organizations is stretching
his talents in all aspects of communication.

Dondi lives in a country with a short-term
approach to political thinking, and at the same
time a particularly resistant attitude towards
change. He says “as a businessman, these
things just bug the hell out of me.” The
satisfaction of developing his capabilities in
listening, problem-solving, strategic planning
and organizational development is tremendous,
and he knows he is rounding off his stature as a
leader and a businessman. He feels that his EQ
has grown immeasurably, as he has learned to
motivate volunteers, the business community,
stakeholders and government towards change,
however painful that movement might be.
There is no question in Dondi’s mind about

whether he will continue his non-profit work,
and indeed, at the time we spoke for this
article, he had just spent a few weeks
volunteering at a foundation run by friends,
helping street children to find a new life. He
may be “only” at 30% of his time just now,
but, as he and his wife find themselves in an
empty nest, and as his need to build more
financial security recedes, it is pretty obvious
that we will see more of Dondi in the activity
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of purpose than profit. This is a man with a
mission, and he will continue to marshal the
resources necessary to achieve it.

No More Top-Down
The path towards getting things done and done
properly is one that leaders recognized as being
bumpier and more unpredictable than in
comparable corporate contexts. Nick Grant, a
former cost-cutting and re-organization expert
in the strategy consulting field, tells of the
interesting ride he has had.

When Nick Grant joined Cancer Research as
Director of Strategy, he soon discovered that
he had hundreds and hundreds of different
stakeholders to get to know and to “take with
him on a journey”. This image is one he uses a
great deal, when describing the fact that there
is no longer any “top-down” driving in his
professional life. He observes acutely the
challenge of bringing people on board when
they are not naturally won over by analysis or
logical arguments, and in a consensus driven
culture where top-down management is not the
norm.
Passion and emotion abound in the nonprofit

world, as all our interviewees have observed,
but Nick is the most candid on this question.
As he puts it: “I have never seen so many
tears! People are being themselves and much
more genuine than in the corporate world, and
it is so much easier to get excited about cancer
survival rates exploding than it is about
increased profits.” However, he is quick to
balance this with the fact that emotion can be a
block to change, as others have stated. People
get attached to the idea of doing good,
whatever the strategic arguments that may

surround them. The new skills derived from
working smartly within this environment are
tremendously powerful.

Can I Afford It?
One concern shared by almost all those we
interviewed, at least before they actually got
into their roles, was “Will I have to
compromise my standard of living to a degree I
find uncomfortable?” And what we observe is
that the reply is almost universally “no”.
There are various ways that the transition can
be made palatable, and sometimes the gaps
between former and current salary are not as
large as we might imagine. Not only is the
difference sometimes smaller, but also there
are some crafty ways of managing the
difference. Ramon and Nick both experienced
this.
Ramon and the other founders of Emzingo

took a particularly intelligent approach to the
startup phase of their business, each one
holding on to his previous role (and salary) for
some time, before making the leap, and they
staggered who took time out and worked for
money, to maintain the momentum, even
though this occasionally led to some quite
precarious juggling! All three of the founders
is now in the business full time, and while they
are not as wealthy as they once were in their
bank accounts, they have created an
equilibrium of contribution to society that
offsets any small pecuniary discomfort they
might still feel.
Nick experienced an innovative approach to

remuneration while he was working as a
“partner” of Save the Children. BCG worked
in partnership with Save the Children to send
consultants on missions across the world, with
a dual contribution to a reasonable (but
reduced) salary. This meant that there were
few if any barriers to a consultant going off on
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this adventure, and no single party suffered
unduly.
None of those we met were able to speak of

an improved financial situation as a result of
working in the nonprofit sector, but equally not
one of them was complaining of any suffering
either, in this respect. Tabloid papers may
make currency of this kind of thing, but it
seems clear to us that there must be a fair
tradeoff in this area, as much as anywhere else.
If you want to attract and retain a great leader,
you must collaborate to find a solution that is
comfortable for all. If that means six figure
salaries, then it is the job of the organization to
work towards even greater surplus, so as to be
able to pay that salary and gain the greatest
value.

Come Together
Even if sometimes salary cuts can be the less
fun part of making a move to the nonprofit
sector, it is important to remember, as almost
all of our interviewees did, that it is not a “one
way street” into this field. The need to stop
separating corporations from nonprofits was
vividly advocated by Alexander Friedman,
chief investment officer of UBS Wealth
Management and former CFO of The Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, in a 2010 Financial
Times article: “These days, it has become
something of a trend to demonize capitalists
and praise philanthropists. But if we are to
make true progress in tackling our most
pressing social problems and live up to our
moral obligation to help those in extreme
poverty, these two seemingly polarized groups
need to come together in fundamentally new
ways.”
This means that the skills and talents
developed while inside nonprofit are
increasingly valued and sought-after, making it
easy to contemplate a return to the profit sector
after some time.
Diana Noble understands very clearly that
these two worlds need to come closer to each
other. Having done “incredibly well” in the
private equity field, and reached a “plateau that
was less interesting and exciting than the climb
up”, she found herself CEO of a very
prominent firm before forty, and feeling clearly
that the second half of her working life should
be different, make more sense, and be a kind of
“setting to rights” to make up for all her
success in the first half.

To this end, Diana went back to school
(Oxford) and literally shut herself away for a
year, hoping to figure out her new destiny, and
with a strong sense that she could not and
would not fit into the nonprofit world. So
when a friend called her and asked if he could
introduce her to the head of the Clinton

Foundation, she was intrigued, given the
stature of the man, but still felt this was not a
professional opportunity in which she would be
interested.
Within twenty minutes, she was hooked on
the fact that this was a world of mostly private
sector people, solving global problems with a
market-driven outlook. Gone were her
entrenched fears of not fitting in – and the rest,
as they say, is history! For five years Diana
worked in a number of senior roles, including
r u n n i n g a l l c o u n t r y o p e r a t i o n s i n
Africa/Caribbean/Europe and all global teams.
After Clinton Foundation, Diana became
aware of the UK Development Finance
Institution, which had a rich and proud history,
but which had become criticized and somewhat
beleaguered. It was an opportunity to combine
her experience as a commercial investor in
private equity with the knowledge she’d gained
about development at the Foundation. She has
now been CEO for nearly three years. When
asked if she would return to a purely for profit
role, she says that it is very difficult imagining
fulfillment without a development angle now.
The challenge at CDC is so rich and multi-
dimensional that just toiling in order to deliver
an improved P&L she believes would feel a bit
empty.

Cross-Sector Adventures
Many of the leaders we talked to were bullish
indeed on the prospects of moving across,
among and around what is known as the “tri-
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sector” area – the cross section of profit,
nonprofit and government entities. Anabel
Hoult told some extraordinary stories of
projects to get a mouthwash from a big pharma
company used in an innovative way in Africa
on the umbilical cords of newborn babies, and
the massive effect this has had on infant death
levels. Also of government campaigns about
the importance of hand washing, in
partnerships with Save the Children and a soap
manufacturer. Each party could not have
delivered such results singly. The
collaboration is crucial, and still quite unusual,
and Anabel is fiercely proud of being part of
such powerful initiatives.
Another leader who is clear on the power of
the tri-sector area is Chris Butler-Stroud.

He believes that the boundaries are breaking
down between the sectors and those that can
collaborate across the private, public and social
sectors will increasingly be valued.
He says “What some in the nonprofit sector
have to accept is that it is not a one way street:
people move in both directions, you know!
The traditional belief was that older executives
“retired” into the nonprofit sector, but,
thankfully, this has been dead in the UK for at
least a decade.”

Chris recognizes that the leaders that they are
discussing have not only transferable skills, but
also contextual knowledge and experience that
can be critical to success. He adds “They also
have networks that allow a new form of
legitimacy to be accrued to the entities that
employ them. For the companies that engage
with these tri-sector leaders, there can be very
significant rewards”.

From the collection of portraits, opinion and
anecdotes above, we can see that this is an area
full of exciting change, with people at all
levels, most especially leaders, able to take
advantage of the flux to learn, develop and add
value. There is a way to go before everybody
understands or navigates the tri-sector area
comfortably, but things are moving in a
fascinating direction. We hope to bring you
more detailed stories on the transitions some of
these leaders have gone through, and in the
meantime leave you with some ideas of the
skills that change in value and importance as
you make the shift.
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1. Patience (volunteers are not paid employees and it’s a 
different covenant)

2. Making the dollars and pounds stretch

3. Innovation springs from the need to find solutions with 
little resource

4. Influencing multi-stakeholder environments

5. Listening and not imposing - taking the people on a 
journey

Five Major Skills That Stretch in Nonprofit

1. The need to communicate constantly about what you 
are doing, or else the money does not come in

2. Lack of process and skills in early-stage organizations 
can be a brake on growth

3. Surprising competency gaps in the stakeholder 
organizations can lead to slow progress

4. Getting over the temptation to “battle” as opposed to 
“engage”

5. Some stakeholders expect nonprofit people to be 
sandal-wearing hippies, but the surprise when they 
meet “normal” leaders can actually be used to 
advantageÚ

Five Frustrations to Overcome in Nonprofit


