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Abstract 
Burnout represents one of the most pressing challenges for non-profit organizations, where 
mission-driven commitment often coexists with resource scarcity, high emotional labor, and 
systemic pressures. This Teaching Paper introduces a structured Burnout Prevention 
Framework designed for NGOs, integrating interventions at three interconnected levels: 
individual, organizational, and systemic. At the individual level, the framework emphasizes 
resilience training, self-care practices, and peer support. At the organizational level, it 
advocates institutionalizing wellbeing through policies such as trauma-informed 
management, role clarity, recognition systems, and flexible arrangements. At the systemic 
level, it underscores the responsibility of donors and governance structures to embed staff 
wellbeing into funding and accountability frameworks. By connecting personal resilience to 
organizational culture and systemic accountability, the framework provides NGOs with 
practical tools and strategic insight to address burnout not as an individual weakness but as 
a structural issue requiring collective solutions.
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Executive Summary 
Non-profit organizations operate under high pressure, balancing resource scarcity with 
urgent missions. Burnout among staff and volunteers threatens not only individual health 
but also organizational sustainability and long-term impact. This paper presents a Burnout 
Prevention Framework that connects three levels of intervention:

• Individual: stress management, boundary setting, peer support, and counseling.
• Organizational: policies for role clarity, trauma-informed leadership, recognition, 

and flexible work structures.
• Systemic: donor accountability, flexible funding, and sector-wide duty of care.

For academics, the framework situates burnout prevention within organizational theory and 
governance. For practitioners, it offers a clear roadmap for embedding wellbeing into daily 
practice, institutional culture, and donor negotiations.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to provide NGOs with a practical and academically 
grounded framework for preventing burnout.
By the end of this paper, readers will be able to:

1. Understand burnout as a multi-level challenge in the non-profit sector.
2. Apply practical interventions to support staff resilience and wellbeing.
3. Design organizational policies that institutionalize prevention rather than rely on 

individual coping.
4. Recognize the role of donors and accountability frameworks in sustaining wellbeing.

Background and Context 
Burnout has been widely studied in occupational psychology and management (Maslach & 
Leiter, 1997). In the NGO sector, its prevalence is heightened by moral urgency, emotional 
labor, and underfunding. Bryson (2018) emphasizes that strategic planning for nonprofits 
must account for human resources as critical assets. Drucker (1990) highlights the 
importance of balancing mission with capacity, while Patton (2008) notes that sustainable 
evaluation requires attention to the people delivering programs. Integrating these insights, 
burnout prevention emerges as a governance issue, not only a personal health concern.

Practical Guide: The Burnout Prevention Framework 
1. Individual-Level Interventions

• Training: Workshops in stress management, boundary setting, mindfulness.
• Support systems: Peer groups, mentorship, and counseling access.

 of 2 5



• Self-care practices: Encouraging rest, reflection, and non-work identities.
2. Organizational-Level Interventions

• Policies: Role clarity, flexible scheduling, recognition systems.
• Leadership: Trauma-informed supervision and open communication.
• Culture: Embedding wellbeing as part of organizational identity.

3. Systemic-Level Interventions
• Donor policies: Advocacy for flexible, wellbeing-inclusive funding.
• Accountability frameworks: Duty of care embedded in compliance.
• Sectoral learning: Sharing best practices across NGOs and networks.

Case Study 
A mid-sized humanitarian NGO in East Africa faced high turnover among staff responding 
to prolonged drought. Initially, burnout was addressed informally, with encouragement for 
staff to “take care of themselves.” However, leadership later adopted a structured burnout 
prevention plan:

• Individually, staff were offered peer-support circles and access to counseling.
• Organizationally, the NGO introduced role-rotation to reduce overload, created a 

recognition program, and implemented flexible leave policies.
• Systemically, the NGO negotiated with donors to allow 5% of grant budgets to be 

allocated to staff wellbeing.
Within one year, staff retention improved, reported stress levels declined, and donors 
recognized the NGO as a model for sustainable workforce practices.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Challenge: Donors may resist allocating funds to wellbeing.

◦ Tip: Frame wellbeing as a strategic enabler of impact.
• Challenge: Staff may perceive self-care as indulgent.

◦ Tip: Normalize it through leadership modeling.
• Challenge: Policies remain symbolic without enforcement.

◦ Tip: Embed responsibility in job descriptions and performance reviews.

Reflection Questions 
1. How does burnout manifest in your organization, and at what levels?
2. Which organizational policies could be adapted to reduce staff overload?
3. How might your NGO negotiate with donors to include wellbeing in budgets?
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4. What role should leadership play in modeling trauma-informed practices?

Limitations and Considerations 
• The framework may require adaptation to cultural contexts where wellbeing is 

stigmatized.
• Smaller NGOs with limited budgets may struggle to implement counseling services.
• Donor flexibility remains a systemic barrier beyond the NGO’s direct control.

Academic Value 
This paper advances the scholarship of nonprofit management by reframing burnout as a 
systemic, multi-level issue. It bridges occupational psychology with organizational studies 
and donor accountability, offering a holistic model. For practice, it equips NGOs with a 
roadmap to embed resilience into their core operations.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Burnout prevention cannot be relegated to individual coping strategies. NGOs must 
integrate wellbeing into their organizational culture and advocate for systemic recognition 
of staff care as a strategic priority. The next step for practitioners is to assess their 
organization across the three framework levels, identifying gaps and designing tailored 
interventions. For academics, further research is needed on cross-cultural adaptation and 
donor accountability mechanisms.
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