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Abstract 
Effective leadership in non-profit organizations requires not only technical competence and 
strategic clarity but also sustained attention to mental health and resilience. Yet, the concepts 
underlying wellbeing are often complex, overlapping, and inconsistently applied across 
scholarship and practice. This Teaching Paper provides a structured glossary of key terms 
related to leadership mental health, resilience, and organizational culture. Drawing from 
psychology, organizational studies, and non-profit management, it defines and 
contextualizes critical concepts such as burnout, compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma, 
psychological safety, and collective resilience. Each definition is accompanied by practical 
implications for non-profit leaders and organizations. The glossary serves as both a 
reference for scholars and a practical guide for practitioners, bridging theoretical 
frameworks with real-world challenges. By consolidating and clarifying terminology, this 
resource supports more precise dialogue, informed policy, and effective wellbeing strategies 
in the non-profit sector.
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Executive Summary 
Non-profit leaders frequently engage with emotionally demanding work, requiring a robust 
understanding of the psychological and organizational concepts that underpin wellbeing and 
resilience. This glossary consolidates 20+ key terms, providing both clear definitions and 
practical notes for application. It addresses concepts from clinical psychology (e.g., 
depression, stress), organizational theory (e.g., bounded rationality, organizational culture), 
and leadership studies (e.g., distributed leadership, collective resilience).
For academics, the glossary offers conceptual clarity and reference material for further 
research. For practitioners, it translates complex theories into accessible language with 
practical implications for leadership and governance. Ultimately, this resource strengthens 
the capacity of organizations to design wellbeing strategies rooted in shared understanding.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To provide a reference glossary of mental health and resilience concepts relevant 
to non-profit leadership, with practical applications.
Learning Objectives:

1. Recognize and define key terms in leadership wellbeing and resilience.
2. Understand the interconnections between psychological and organizational factors.
3. Apply these concepts to non-profit practice, governance, and policy development.
4. Build a common vocabulary for dialogue across academia and practice.

Background and Context 
Leadership wellbeing is increasingly recognized as a central factor in organizational 
resilience. Bryson (2018) highlights the importance of aligning leadership practices with 
organizational health, while Maslach and Leiter (2016) emphasize the risks of burnout in 
high-demand environments. Concepts such as psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999) and 
sense of coherence (Antonovsky, 1987) provide theoretical anchors for resilience. Yet, the 
proliferation of terms—stress, trauma, fatigue, resilience—can create confusion in both 
research and practice.
This glossary addresses that gap by consolidating key concepts, situating them in academic 
literature, and translating them into practical insights for non-profit leaders.

Practical Guide: Glossary of Terms with Notes 
• Mental health — A state of wellbeing in which individuals can cope with stress, 

function effectively, and contribute to their communities. 
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Practical note: Non-profits should treat mental health as integral to leadership 
capacity, not as a private concern.

• Resilience — The ability to adapt successfully to adversity, challenges, or trauma. 
Practical note: Encourage resilience through supportive policies and leadership 
development.

• Burnout — Emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced accomplishment 
(Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 
Practical note: Track workload and offer recovery opportunities.

• Psychological wellbeing — Autonomy, purpose, growth, and positive relationships. 
Practical note: Beyond reducing stress, foster meaning and growth in leadership 
roles.

• Stress — Response to demands exceeding resources. 
Practical note: Monitor organizational “pressure points” and provide buffers.

• Depression — Persistent low mood, loss of interest, and impaired functioning. 
Practical note: Ensure confidential pathways to professional support.

• Moral injury — Distress from violating moral or ethical commitments. 
Practical note: Particularly relevant in humanitarian and advocacy roles; requires 
reflective supervision.

• Emotional labor — Regulation of emotions to fit professional expectations. 
Practical note: Recognize hidden workloads in community-facing roles.

• Compassion fatigue — Exhaustion from prolonged exposure to suffering. 
Practical note: Integrate debriefing and peer support.

• Vicarious trauma — Secondary trauma through indirect exposure. 
Practical note: Normalize supervision and trauma-informed practices.

• Decision fatigue — Decline in decision quality after extended effort. 
Practical note: Rotate leadership responsibilities during crises.

• Bounded rationality — Cognitive limits in decision-making. 
Practical note: Use collaborative processes to broaden perspectives.

• Organizational culture — Shared values shaping behavior. 
Practical note: Embed wellbeing into culture, not just policies.

• Psychological safety — Climate where risks and mistakes can be voiced. 
Practical note: Foster open communication without fear of blame.

• Wellbeing culture — Environment integrating balance, care, and support. 
Practical note: Explicitly include wellbeing in strategic plans.
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• Trauma-informed practice — Approach recognizing trauma prevalence. 
Practical note: Avoid retraumatization and support healing.

• Job Demands–Resources model — Framework linking job demands and resources 
to burnout or engagement. 
Practical note: Strengthen resources (support, autonomy) to buffer demands.

• Transactional model of stress and coping — Stress as interaction between demands 
and individual appraisal. 
Practical note: Equip leaders with appraisal and coping strategies.

• Sense of coherence — Viewing life as comprehensible, manageable, meaningful 
(Antonovsky, 1987). 
Practical note: Cultivate meaning-making as part of leadership.

• Positive psychology — Focus on strengths, optimism, meaning. 
Practical note: Build leadership training on strengths, not deficits.

• Minority stress — Chronic stress from stigma and discrimination. 
Practical note: Ensure equity and inclusion in leadership environments.

• Intersectionality — Interaction of multiple identities shaping advantage/
disadvantage. 
Practical note: Tailor wellbeing strategies to diverse leader experiences.

• Distributed leadership — Shared responsibilities across individuals or groups. 
Practical note: Prevent overburdening single leaders.

• Collective resilience — Group capacity to adapt and recover together. 
Practical note: Frame resilience as collective, not solely individual.

Case Study 
An international humanitarian NGO faced high turnover among field directors due to 
burnout and trauma exposure. By adopting a wellbeing glossary as part of its induction and 
leadership training, the organization created a shared language for discussing challenges. 
Leaders reported that having terms like “compassion fatigue” and “psychological safety” 
legitimized their experiences. This improved peer support, normalized conversations about 
stress, and guided the design of new wellbeing policies.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Conceptual overload: Leaders may feel overwhelmed by terminology. 

Tip: Introduce terms gradually, focusing on those most relevant.
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• Cultural adaptation: Concepts may not translate seamlessly. 
Tip: Localize definitions and examples for context.

• Policy-practice gap: Terms risk remaining abstract. 
Tip: Pair definitions with actionable practices.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which terms resonate most with your current leadership challenges?
2. How does your organization’s culture shape the way these concepts are understood or 

applied?
3. Which concepts are most urgent to integrate into your policies or training?
4. How might collective resilience differ from individual resilience in your context?

Limitations and Considerations 
A glossary provides clarity but not depth. Leaders must go beyond definitions to apply these 
concepts in practice. Furthermore, terms evolve, and interpretations may vary across 
disciplines and cultures.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes by bridging theory and practice in leadership wellbeing. It 
consolidates fragmented terminology, supports academic precision, and provides 
practitioners with accessible definitions and applications. It enhances the foundation for 
future research and organizational policy.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
A shared language for mental health and resilience is essential for effective non-profit 
leadership. By adopting this glossary, organizations can normalize conversations, build 
coherent strategies, and enhance resilience. Future steps include expanding the glossary 
with context-specific terms and integrating it into leadership development curricula.

Suggested Citation 
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