
Every new year, I speak with many philanthropic leaders about their goals and hopes for the coming year. By the 
end of January, those goals and hopes have become a blur for many. Some entered the New Year running and 
are starting to feel overwhelmed. A few are experiencing a sluggish start. Others aren’t sure where to begin. 
That’s completely understandable—philanthropy is hard work! However, taking a little time for planning can help 
you achieve dramatic results this year. The next time January rolls around, ask yourself these eight questions:

1. What can I learn in the next three months? These should be things that will improve your grantmaking for the 

remainder of the year. You might need to conduct an evaluation, retain an expert advisor, or spend the day reading 

articles and listening to podcasts about a certain topic. Armed with new insight, you will be better prepared to allocate 

your talent, time, and resources and achieve more dramatic results.

2. What holds me back? Identify and eliminate it. If you are overwhelmed by email, commit to reaching “Inbox Zero” 

by the end of January. Do you have a poverty mentality, believing you don’t deserve or can’t afford something that 

would greatly improve your work experience? Are you hesitant to seek a promotion because you fear you don’t have 

the leadership skills? Hire an executive coach, talk to a therapist, take a class—do whatever it takes to move past this 

self-created hurdle so that you can be happier and accomplish more.

3. How can I empower my staff? From the vice president of programs to the administrative assistant, your staff could 

have greater impact if they felt they had the authority and the training to do so. This could involve increasing program 

staff’s budget and grantmaking authority, eliminating bureaucratic hurdles within your operation, training assistants 

in customer service and allowing them to resolve problems, or rethinking your entire HR function to strategically 

develop leadership at all levels of your foundation. The changes can be big or small, and the best source of ideas is your 

staff.

4. What can I share? You’ve benefited from the wisdom and knowledge of experts, nonprofit leaders, and community 

members who helped you shape your grantmaking strategy. Now it’s time to pay it forward by sharing what you’ve 

learned with colleagues who can benefit from your insight. Write a case study or create a funder toolkit to share what 

your foundation has accomplished, what you’ve learned, and what you would do differently.

5. If I could only accomplish one thing this year, what would it be? That really gets to the heart of it, doesn’t it? You 

might be at your organization for the next ten years, but what if this were your last year? What do you really want to 

accomplish? For what do you wish to be remembered? Write it down, schedule time in your calendar, retain the help 

you need, and go do it.

6. What are my top three priorities for the year? (If you find it hard to pick only three, refer to the previous item!). 

I’m not saying you can’t work on the other four, seven, or ten things. But now that you know your top priorities, you 

can determine what steps you can take in Q1 to make sure they happen by Q4. For example, if you want to launch a new 

grantmaking initiative, you might need to retain a consultant to conduct an environmental scan. If you want to change, 

expand, or eliminate a funding strategy, you might want to evaluate it first to assess impact and opportunity. At the 

very least, create a time line starting with what you want to accomplish by year’s end and work backward.
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7. What is the one thing I can do now that will make everything else easier or unnecessary? In my experience, this 

often involves delegation: taking the time to hire or train someone today who can begin taking work off your plate. But 

it could also mean firing someone, reorganizing your team, recruiting new board members, investing in coaching or 

leadership development, etc.

8. What activity consistently takes an obnoxious amount of time and drains energy from me and my team? You 

know what I’m talking about. It’s that activity that just popped into your head. That thing that you dread doing every 

year, quarter, or month. Identify three ways you can reduce its intensity or eliminate it entirely. Is your board book two 

hundred pages long? Develop a plan to reduce it to fifty. Are your proposals cumbersome to read? Streamline them. Yes, 

this will take time, but if you start that project now, by the end of the year your staff will consider you their hero. More 

important, you will free up time and mental energy to accomplish your top priorities.

I guarantee that if you answer and act upon these eight questions—preferably within the first quarter—you will reap 

the rewards during the remainder of the year.
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