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Abstract 
Non-profit organisations (NPOs) operate in volatile and resource-constrained environments 
that expose them to unique stressors, shaping both organisational sustainability and staff 
well-being. This article examines the structural, emotional, and intersectional challenges 
that define non-profit work. Structural stressors include donor dependency, funding 
volatility, and political or legal risks, which compromise operational continuity and mission 
fidelity. Emotional and ethical stressors emerge from exposure to trauma, moral distress, and 
chronic overcommitment, placing personnel at risk of burnout and compassion fatigue. 
Intersectional stressors further complicate this landscape, as gendered divisions of labour, 
racial inequalities, and hierarchical asymmetries exacerbate workload imbalances and limit 
access to leadership. Unlike corporate environments, where stress often derives from market 
competition and profit pressures, non-profit stress is deeply tied to human-centred missions 
and ethical responsibility. The article argues that resilience in NGOs requires a multi-
dimensional approach integrating adaptive governance, risk management, ethical 
frameworks, and comprehensive well-being programs. By recognising the distinct nature of 
these stressors, non-profits can design interventions that sustain performance, uphold 
mission integrity, and promote equity within organisational cultures.

Keywords 
non-profit stressors; burnout; donor dependence; political risks; intersectionality; 
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1. Introduction 
Non-profit organisations (NPOs) face a constellation of challenges that distinguish their 
operational environments from those of corporations or government institutions. Resource 
scarcity, unstable funding, and exposure to crises create conditions of volatility and 
uncertainty. At the same time, the mission-driven nature of non-profits introduces distinct 
ethical and emotional burdens. Understanding these stressors is critical for designing 
resilience strategies that sustain mission delivery while safeguarding staff well-being.
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2. Structural Stressors 
A defining challenge for NGOs is financial precarity. Reliance on short-term or project-
based grants constrains long-term planning and threatens continuity (Ebrahim, 2003). Donor 
conditionalities often lead to tensions between mission priorities and external expectations, 
risking compromises in organisational integrity. Beyond funding, political and legal risks—
such as restrictive regulations, heightened government oversight, or civic space closures—
can undermine organisational stability and staff safety (Najam, 1996). These structural 
pressures underscore the importance of adaptive governance and comprehensive risk 
management.

3. Emotional and Ethical Stressors 
Non-profit staff and volunteers often work directly with trauma, humanitarian crises, or 
social injustice, heightening risks of burnout, secondary traumatic stress, and compassion 
fatigue (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). Moral distress arises when personnel are 
unable to act in alignment with professional or ethical standards, particularly when donor 
requirements conflict with mission goals. Overcommitment to organisational objectives 
frequently results in chronic overload and self-neglect. Addressing these challenges requires 
integrated well-being programs that enhance coping capacities while embedding supportive 
organisational practices (Bloom & Farragher, 2013).

4. Intersectional Stressors 
Stress in NGOs is also shaped by systemic inequities. Gendered divisions of labour often 
assign disproportionate emotional and care responsibilities to women. Racial inequities and 
structural hierarchies can restrict access to leadership and exacerbate workload disparities. 
Asymmetries between senior management, frontline staff, and beneficiaries create further 
tensions as individuals navigate competing expectations. Designing resilience strategies that 
address these intersectional dynamics is vital to promoting equity, psychological safety, and 
inclusive decision-making.

5. Comparative Dimensions of Non-Profit Stress 
Corporate stress typically revolves around profit margins, competition, and performance 
metrics. In contrast, non-profit stress is inseparable from moral responsibility, ethical 
dilemmas, and direct exposure to crises. This distinction highlights why resilience-building 
in NGOs requires approaches beyond corporate models of efficiency, focusing instead on 
sustaining human capital and mission fidelity.
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6. Discussion 
Resilience strategies for NGOs must address structural, emotional, and intersectional 
stressors simultaneously. Risk management frameworks help mitigate funding and political 
volatility, but they are insufficient without attention to the psychosocial well-being of staff. 
Ethical frameworks and participatory decision-making processes are equally important to 
counteract moral distress and systemic inequities. By integrating these dimensions, NGOs 
can create resilience systems that are both sustainable and socially just.

7. Conclusion 
Non-profits operate under layered stressors that encompass financial volatility, political 
risks, emotional strain, and intersectional inequalities. These pressures threaten both 
organisational sustainability and individual well-being. Effective resilience strategies 
require integrated approaches that combine adaptive governance with workforce support 
and ethical accountability. Recognising the distinct stress landscape of NGOs is essential to 
safeguarding mission fidelity, promoting equity, and sustaining human capital in the face of 
ongoing global volatility.

References 
• Banks, N., Hulme, D., & Edwards, M. (2015). NGOs, states, and donors revisited: Still 

too close for comfort? World Development, 66, 707–718. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2014.09.028

• Bloom, S. L., & Farragher, B. (2013). Restoring sanctuary: A new operating system for 
traumatised organisations. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199796366.001.0001

• Ebrahim, A. (2003). Accountability in practice: Mechanisms for NGOs.  World 
Development, 31(5), 813–829. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(03)00014-7

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Resilience: Psychological Strength for Leaders & 
Teams. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/resilience-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Resilience in non-profits: A multi-level synthesis and future 
directions. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-10

 of 3 4

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2014.09.028
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199796366.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(03)00014-7
https://doi.org/10.64357/resilience-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-10


• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Case studies of resilient non-profit organisations: Lessons from 
crisis contexts. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-08

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Organisational practices for enhancing resilience in non-
profits. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-06

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Crisis Communication: Engaging Communities. NEYA Global 
Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/crisis-communication-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Human Rights and Development: Integrating Rights-Based 
Approaches. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/human-rights-and-development-2025

• Maslach, C., Schaufeli, W. B., & Leiter, M. P. (2001). Job burnout. Annual Review of 
Psychology, 52(1), 397–422. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397

• Tronto, J. C. (2013).  Caring democracy: Markets, equality, and justice.  New York 
University Press.

 of 4 4

https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-08
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-rslpsstrldtm-06
https://doi.org/10.64357/crisis-communication-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/human-rights-and-development-2025
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397

