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About the CommBank Not-for-Profit Insights Report 

The findings in the FY19 Not-for-Profit Insights Report are based on a quantitative 
survey of 503 owners, decision-makers and managers conducted on behalf of the 
Commonwealth Bank by ACA Research between September and October 2018. 
Participants were drawn from organisations throughout metropolitan and regional 
Australia with an annual turnover of more than $500,000 and at least two employees. 
This year’s survey also included 481 employees from Not-for-Profit organisations across 
Australia with at least two employees. Data is weighted back to nationally representative 
proportions by industry, location and size. 

The survey was designed to benchmark innovation activity against the previous 
studies, explore the forces driving change within Australian organisations and examine 
current and planned trends in skills development and training. The results represented 
throughout the report also seek to compare the perspectives of owners, decision-makers 
and managers with that of employees across the Australian Not-for-Profit landscape. 

All data points and percentages contained in this report are based on the results of 
the research unless specified otherwise. All references to Australian, national averages, 
organisations, companies, decision-makers and employees refer to the 2,747 owners, 
decision-makers and managers and 2,422 employees who participated in the National 
Business Insights survey, of which the Not-for-Profit Insights sample is a subset. 

The OECD innovation framework

To determine which initiatives were truly innovative, and assess innovation activity, 
CommBank adopted the framework set out in the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s (OECD) Oslo Manual. Used by organisations around 
the world, including the Australian Federal Government and the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, the manual is constructed around four key innovation areas: products, 
processes, marketing and organisational. References to ‘innovation-active’ are based on 
an assessment of innovation using the Oslo Manual definition – which is described as 
being a new or significant improvement in one or more of the following areas: products, 
processes, marketing and organisational. 

We used the Oslo Manual criteria to test each initiative mentioned by the survey 
respondents, enabling us to determine whether their organisational improvements met 
the definition of innovation and the number of areas they were innovating in. Responses 
that did not meet these criteria have been categorised and referenced as ‘improvers’ in 
this report. To ensure robust results, we did not use the word ‘innovation’ in this part of 
the survey to ensure an independent assessment of innovation against the Oslo Manual 
definition.
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Key Insights
The innovation journey is well underway
More so than many other industries, the Not-for-Profit sector continues to be heavily impacted by an array of opportunities and threats.  
Surrounded by so much change and disruption, innovation is a key capability for the future. 
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Key insights

Across Australia, innovation has increasingly become 
embedded as ‘business-as-usual’. It is better understood 
and more accessible than ever before. This is certainly the 
case for the Not-for-Profit sector. It continues to respond to 
substantial change as government policy is bedded down 
- especially in the areas of social housing and the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme. In addition, many Not-for-
Profits remain under financial pressure and are looking 
for ways to improve services, achieve greater internal 
efficiencies and to deepen relationships with their clients 
and donors.

In this year’s report we have focused on tracking 
innovation* activity and how organisations develop the skills 
they need to adapt to change. This differs from last year’s 
study, where we also looked at the mindset of innovation - 
an area in which Not-for-Profits were found to excel beyond 
all other industries. 

Innovation activity among Not-for-Profits has increased 
by almost 50%, from 40% in FY18 to 59% in FY19. This 
score lifted the Not-for-Profit sector’s industry ranking six 
places to rank tenth overall. Innovation activity in the areas 
of marketing, organisation and processes sit above the 
national average. Many of the organisations that provide 
care and services to the disabled, for example, haven’t had 
to focus on marketing in the past. 

The research confirms that an array of opportunities and 
threats is heavily impacting on the sector - more so than 
many other industries. However, it is the need to shift 
strategy, social enterprise models and organisational 
structure to increase agility and competitiveness, that are 
seen to be the key drivers of change.

Numerous challenges remain, but the standouts in this 
year’s research relate to resources, particularly a lack of 
skills along with internal resistance points. The research 
also suggests that communication between leaders and 
employees could be improved. This is perhaps most  
clearly seen in Not-for-Profit employees being less likely 
than decision-makers to recognise innovation activity  
which is already taking place, as well as the importance  
of technology as an enabler.

Yet Not-for-Profit decision-makers are found to be more 
aware of the importance of technology in gaining a 
competitive advantage than the national average. They are 
also early adopters of emerging technologies in an effort 
to drive efficiencies and deliver better outcomes for the 
community. 

They are generally positive about the impact of technology 
on the workforce, with almost half expecting technology 
to enable staff to deliver improved client care and services, 
while around a third foresee it freeing employees to focus 
on product and service development, generating revenue 
or assuming management responsibilities. 

Effective technology skills rank highly on the list of 
capabilities that Not-for-Profit organisations seek, as they 
work to ensure they remain relevant and financially viable 
in an increasingly competitive environment. However, 
what they are found to want most in their employees is the 
ability to create and innovate.

One way to secure these skills is through staff training. 
In this area, the sector is doing slightly better than other 
industries at offering effective training programs in the 
eyes of employees. One of the research findings shows a 
clear link between effective training and development and 
staff satisfaction and retention - a correlation which was 
seen across all industry sectors. 

Interestingly the research identifies areas of misalignment 
between decision-makers and employees. For example, 
there is an opportunity for organisations to more effectively 
assess employees’ capabilities so as to better utilise the full 
range of skills within the existing workforces. 

It is very encouraging to see how Not-for-Profits continue 
to embrace innovation. I hope this report is a useful 
benchmark and provides some actionable insights for 
everyone working in the sector.

Julienne Price 
Head of Schools and Not-for-Profit Sector Banking 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia
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* as defined by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Oslo Manual
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State of innovation for  
Not-for-Profit organisations

(% innovation-active)

59% 
FY19

40% 
FY18

25% 
FY17

Investment in  
emerging technology 

(% innovation-active)

Cloud technology

Internet of Things

Renewable/ 
alternative energy

3D printing

37%

24%

22%

19%

Impact of technology on  
the workforce

Staff can focus on better 
client/customer care 

Will need more 
specialist staff 

Staff can focus on  
generating income 

Staff can assume more 
management responsibility 

Staff can focus on  
product development 

49%

38%

31%

30%

27%

Skills organisations need Employee strengths

In-demand skills and employee strengths

Training organisations  
most likely to offer

Most beneficial for employees

Training and development programs

Informal, on the job 50%

Team building 
activities 37%

Industry conferences 30%

External courses 
(non-academic) 30%

External courses 
(academic) 29%

58%

48%

45%

44%

43%

State of innovation for  
Not-for-Profit organisations  

(FY19)
(% innovation-active)

Professional and  
Trade Associations

Community Services

Education

Charity

67%

66%

65%

53%
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Innovation  
and creativity 

Technology

Adaptability  
and flexibility 

Collaboration

48%

41%

34%

34%

Leadership and people 
management 33%

Communication and 
interpersonal 

Adaptability and 
flexibility 

Critical thinking 

Analytical skills

58%

54%

49%

48%

Role-related specialist 46%

Informal, on the job  
training 

Role playing 

Industry conferences/
events 

External courses  
(non-academic) 

Internal, instructor  
led classes 
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Innovation and technology
Innovation is flourishing, with technology a key enabler 
Of the many factors driving change, the need to adapt strategy, social enterprise models and organisational structure to increase agility  
and competitiveness stands out. In the process, the Not-for-Profit sector has been among the earliest to embrace emerging technologies.
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Innovation activity 
increases
Australian Not-for-Profit organisations have become practised innovators in response 
to their dynamic operating environment. For many, innovation is now business as 
usual. In FY19, 59% of Not-for-Profits were innovation-active, as defined by the OECD’s 
Oslo Manual. That’s an increase of almost 50% from the rate of 40% recorded in FY18. 
The acceleration in activity has lifted the sector’s industry ranking from 16th to 10th 
place, driven mainly by Community Service organisations and Professional and Trade 
Associations.

Innovation activity around marketing and organisation jumped sharply, with processes 
increasing to a lesser extent. This has resulted in the Not-for-Profit sector being above the 
national average in these three areas. 

The jump in innovation activity however, does not appear to be reflected in the opinion 
of employees working in the sector. Only 47% of employees surveyed agreed they work 
for an innovative organisation. This is lower than the national average of 54%, suggesting 
that the innovation being implemented by leadership and management teams may 
not be widely visible or understood. This disconnect is most pronounced in Community 
Service organisations. 

Not-for-Profits understand the need to do things differently to face the challenges and 
opportunities of an ever-changing environment. This has resulted in many adapting 
their strategy and structure to lift agility, efficiency and effectiveness in an increasingly 
competitive environment.

When it comes to implementing change, survey respondents identified two major 
challenges: 

• resources, particularly around skills (39%) and decreased Government funding (27%)
• cultural factors such as internal resistance points (36%) and a lack of support from 

management (26%).

Top opportunities and threats driving change (Not-for-Profit 
versus national average)

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019

Strategic
Adapting strategy, business model, 
organisational structure to increase 
agility and competitiveness

Operating
Adapt systems and processes 
to drive greater efficiency and 
productivity

Financial 
Opportunity to reduce costs, 
leverage economic cycle and access 
Government funding

People 
Need to develop a stronger culture, 
update training and development  
to attract and retain skilled staff

Sales and Marketing 
Adapt marketing strategies to align 
with customer channel and media 
preferences

Rated as high impact (%)

 Not-for-Profit  National

52%
27%

49%
31%

45%
33%

45%
34%

43%
32%

Challenges to adapting to opportunities and threats

 Resources  Culture  Compliance

Lack of skills

Internal resistance to change

Lack of human resources/personnel

Complicated Government 
regulations/compliance

Decrease in government funding

39%

36%

28%

28%

27%
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Technology 
facilitating change
Not-for-Profits stand out for being among the first to trial or implement emerging 
technologies, seeking to harness technology to drive efficiency and enhance the delivery 
of services to the individuals and communities they support.

The overwhelming majority of those surveyed (89%) have invested in at least one form of 
emerging technology – which is above the national average of 75%. They are significantly 
more likely to have looked at applications of the ‘Internet of Things’, alternative 
energy sources, 3D printing, wearable devices, augmented and virtual reality, artificial 
intelligence, robo advice and robotics. Many of these have applications in the disability 
and education sectors, for example the 3D printing of prosthetics and augmented reality 
for immersive teaching aids.

It therefore comes as no surprise to find that 83% of decision-makers in the sector view 
technology and digital transformation as key enablers of gaining a competitive advantage 
in an increasingly competitive environment. This is substantially higher than the 71% 
average across all industry sectors and is likely driven by the benefits that technology can 
bring to enhance service delivery and drive greater internal efficiencies for Not-for-Profits.

Once again however, there is a sizeable perception gap between decision-makers and 
employees. Only 67% of employees regard technology as playing an important role, 
which is below the 74% average among employees across all industries.

More than two in every five (41%) of Not-for-Profit employees worry that their skills 
may become obsolete as technology evolves. In contrast, almost half (49%) of decision-
makers expect technology to help staff focus on better customer service. Around a third 
envisage technology will enable staff to focus more on product development (38%) or on 
generating revenue (30%) or to assume more management responsibilities (31%). Only 
17% expect technology to reduce the need for staff.

Investment in emerging technology (Not-for-Profit versus 
national average)
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Cloud technology

 National
 Not-for-Profit

Internet of Things

Renewable/alternative 
energy/fuel sources

3D printing

Wearable devices

Augmented Reality

Intelligent Personal 
Assistants 

Virtual Reality

Artificial Intelligence/
machine learning

Robo advice/automated 
advice technology

Robotics

Autonomous vehicles

Blockchain

37%
47%

24%
19%

22%
13%

19%
12%

18%
12%

18%
4%

15%
8%

14%
8%

13%
9%

13%
6%

12%
7%

8%
4%

8%
5%
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Innovation in Action: Our Community
Not-for-Profit Insights Report

June 2019
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Twenty years ago, Denis Moriarty identified an opportunity to 
assist the Not-for-Profit sector to deepen the skills base among 
its workforce and more effectively share scarce resources. 
Denis set out to create a suite of products and services offering 
advice, training and easy-to-use tech tools. These would support 
best-practice on running community organisations - supporting 
Not-for-Profits to increase efficiency and effectiveness and 
helping them deliver more to the communities they serve. His 
vision – radical at the time – was to house all of these resources 
online. That ambition and initial innovation led Denis to 
establish the Our Community group in 1999.

As Group Managing Director of Our Community, which has 
80,000 members across the education, community service and 
advocacy groups, as well as sports, art and culture, Denis sees 
two major forces driving change and reshaping the sector. 

Firstly, the professionalism of Boards and the associated higher 
expectations of director capabilities in the Not-for-Profit sector. 
Our Community is helping to upskill approximately 1,000,000 
board members through its Institute of Community Directors 
initiative, focused on providing training in governance. “It isn’t 
sexy, but governance is so important,” says Denis. “It shapes 
how organisations evolve.”

Second, is the driving force of technology with organisations 
collectively investing tens of millions of dollars as they update 
and automate processes and services to be more efficient 
and effective. And yet an Our Community survey identified a 
“significant gap in technology skills.” Denis says that the sector 
needs people with the knowledge to direct the investment into 
the right technologies and who understand how to fully harness 
the resulting benefits. 

While technology skills are important, Denis believes the 
overarching requirement is that employees fully understand the 
field in which their individual community organisation operates. 
From there knowledge-based skills, such as technology 
and marketing, can be added to the organisation’s set of 
capabilities. “Technology can deliver improvements, but the 
domain experience is core,” he says.

Denis sees clear opportunities for cross-generational training 
because while a lot of that field knowledge and experience 
resides with older people, young people bring considerable 
value to organisations. 

“Older people can learn a lot from the young ones who are 
often highly adaptable and can bring significant technology 
and social media skills to the organisation,” he says “The young 
ones never cease to surprise me with their wisdom. They’re 
challenging Not-for-Profit organisations about the way they 
operate and the way they treat their people.” 

In this regard, Our Community’s manifesto - that emphasises 
values and ethics - resonates with young recruits. Denis 
says Our Community’s status as a Certified B Corporation, 
a global movement based on its members meeting the 
highest standards of social and environmental performance, 
transparency, and accountability, “is the most attractive thing 
for young people joining us.” 

According to Denis, purpose remains crucial, but when applying 
for grants it’s essential that community organisations are 
able to articulate the impact they’re having. In what will be a 
world-first, Our Community has recruited data scientists, an 
astrophysicist and a computer scientist to build the Outcomes 
Engine. 

“Organisations now need to look at the ultimate outcome 
of their activity and this goes well beyond the immediate 
beneficiary of a product or service. We’re working on a 
technology program known as the Outcomes Engine, that 
will facilitate grants based on a better understanding of the 
outcomes and impact that community groups are making.

“Probably our biggest innovation is developing a software-
as-a-service solution that manages grants for anyone 
distributing money including philanthropic groups, government 
departments and private companies,” says Denis. 

“It has evolved from an online tool for making, assessing and 
approving applications, to one that also measures impact and 
outcomes and we’re now seeking to standardise that across 
organisations and borders. In fact, The Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade uses the software to distribute grants to 
recipients in 22 countries.”

In its 18 years, Our Community has gone through radical 
change, but its mission to provide resources is unchanged. And, 
as Denis concluded, “the group will continue to utilise the rapid 
changes taking place in technology to carry on delivering on its 
mission.”

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019
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Securing skills for the future
Enjoying the rewards of effective workplace learning 
The Not-for-Profit sector is doing well at providing effective learning and development opportunities for employees. The research demonstrates a clear link between  
good workplace learning and staff satisfaction and retention, with both of these metrics being higher among Not-for-Profit employees than the national average.

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019
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The demand for 
soft and knowledge-
based skills
With 83% of decision-makers in the Not-for-Profit sector placing high importance on the 
role of technology, effective technology skills rank very high on the skills leaders wish to 
develop and access in coming years.

The sector stands out from others in the value it places on innovation and creativity 
in employees, along with collaboration skills. However, given the internal resistance to 
change faced by the sector (at 36% it is the second biggest challenge after lack of skills), 
it is perhaps surprising that decision-makers give adaptability and flexibility relatively low 
priority. Nationally, it is adaptability and flexibility that decision-makers seek above all 
other skills when looking to future-proof their organisations.

More generally, the research finds that Not-for-Profit organisations seek a slightly 
narrower range of skills than the national average. 

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019

“ Having to respond to a range of unique pressures means 
that creative thinking about organisational sustainability 
and growth has become a mainstay for many Not-for-Profits. 
Across the sector we continue to see a focus on increasing 
technology skills to help drive productivity, and improve the 
ability to provide vital support and services to communities 
across Australia.”
Julienne Price  
Head of Schools and Not-for-Profit Sector Banking 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

Skills organisations are seeking to recruit or develop  
in the next few years

 National
 Not-for-Profit

Innovation & 
creativity skills

Innovation & 
creativity skills

Effective technology 
skills

Adaptability & flexibility

Collaboration skills

Leadership & people 
management skills

Critical thinking, 
problem solving and 
design thinking skills

Communication & 
interpersonal skills

Analytical skills

Business & commercial 
acumen

Digital skills

Sales & marketing skills

Position/role-related 
specialist skills

48%
30%

41%
41%

34%
46%

34%
24%

33%
39%

32%
40%

32%
43%

31%
29%

28%
29%

27%
31%

25%
39%

21%
28%
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Closing the skills gap
This year’s research identifies a gap between the skills that decision-makers seek 
to secure and the existing strengths of employees. For example, almost 50% of 
organisations target innovation and creativity skills, whereas just 25% of employees 
claim this as a strength. Conversely, more than half of employees claim adaptability and 
flexibility as a strength, a skill that only 34% are looking to acquire. 

Indeed, only 47% of employees in the sector believe their role fully draws on their skills 
and capabilities, slightly below the national average of 51%. Moving forward, the research 
indicates that more effective skills assessment will be needed to ensure alignment 
between employers’ needs and employees’ capabilities.

Employees believe that to progress their career, they need to develop capability around 
leadership and people management, digital skills and business and commercial acumen. 
Again, this highlights the disconnect with the capabilities that decision-makers seek. 

As such, there is an opportunity to better assess skills, training programs and recruitment 
strategies to assist organisations attract people with the right skill sets and to then 
develop their capabilities. Across all industry sectors in general, employers can help 
improve the attraction and retention of staff by better balancing the skills their 
organisation needs with those that employees want to develop to advance in their 
careers.

“ With around half of all employees surveyed indicating their 
skills aren’t being fully utilised, there is an opportunity for 
decision-makers to tap into a range of existing strengths 
within the sector.”
Julienne Price  
Head of Schools and Not-for-Profit Sector Banking 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

Skills that organisations seek versus employees’ existing 
strengths and preferred areas for development

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019

Innovation  
and creativity

Effective 
technology 

skills

Adaptability 
and flexibility

Collaboration 
skills

Leadership and 
management 

skills

48%

25%

18%

41%

34%

24%

34%

54%

17%

34%

41%

17%

33%
39%

34%

 What employers need  Employees' existing strengths  Employees want to develop
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The approaches that organisations in the Not-for-Profit sector use to secure the skills they 
need appear different from many other industries.

Not-for-Profits are significantly less likely than the national average to:

• actively seek new employees to fill skill gaps in the organisation (34% versus 40%)
• replace staff who are unable to adapt (26% versus 42%)
• outsource some processes or functions (23% versus 35%).

They are also far more inclined than the national average to hire external advisors to help 
upskill staff (32% versus 27%).

In addition, Not-for-Profit organisations are less likely to:

• involve staff in helping shape the organisation’s strategy (45% versus 51%)
• encourage staff to pursue and own an area of speciality (43% versus 48%)
• offer personalised training and development programs (39% versus 44%)
• promote collaboration and learning across teams (31% versus 47%)

Strategies to secure 
key skills

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019
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Outcomes of  
effective training 
and development
There is a reasonably good alignment between training programs most commonly 
offered by Not-for-Profit organisations and the ones that employees find most effective. 
The research finds that 48% of Not-for-Profit employees identify the training they receive 
as effective, slightly above the national average of 44%. 

The research shows that job satisfaction among Not-for-Profit employees sits at 68%, 
slightly above the national average of 64%. However, job satisfaction increases sharply to 
82% when employees receive effective training and development. Likewise, at 67%, staff 
retention in the sector is higher than the national average of 60%. The percentage lifts to 
73% among employees receiving effective workplace training.

Training and development: what Not-for-Profit organisations 
offer versus employee view of training effectiveness

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019

Innovation-active organisations set the standard
Not-for-Profit employees’ perceptions on how innovative their 
organisation is, influence how they rate the effectiveness of the 
training they receive. Among employees who don’t consider their 
employer to be innovative, only 39% rate their training as effective. 
This rises to 54% among those working for innovative organisations. 
Job satisfaction levels reveal an even starker divide. Almost 90% of 
employees who work for an innovative organisation are satisfied 
in their role. This falls to 36% among staff who don’t view their 
organisation as innovative.

 Employees' view of effectiveness
 Not-for-Profit (decision-makers offer)

58%
50%

48%
21%

45%
30%

44%
30%

43%
25%

40%
29%

39%
37%

38%
24%

Informal,  
on-the-job training

Role-playing

Industry conferences/
seminars/events

External courses  
(non-academic)

Internal, instructor-led 
face-to-face classes

External courses 
(academic)

Team building activities

Formal internal 
knowledge-sharing 

sessions
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Innovation in Action: SGCH
Not-for-Profit Insights Report

June 2019

17



What started in 1985 to address housing needs in the  
St George area, has grown to become Sydney’s largest 
community housing provider. SGCH now manages 6,300 
residential properties housing 11,000 people across the  
greater Sydney region. 

Suellen McCaffrey, SGCH’s General Manager, People and 
Group Services, explains “we believe that having a home and 
a safe place to live is a human right. We work with clients and 
communities to satisfy this need and provide support services 
that link people to opportunity.”

SGCH’s vision is to provide great places for everyone – 
providing more homes to more people, with plans in place 
to deliver 1,000 new homes by 2022. “Despite our strong 
development pipeline, there are two issues – supply and 
affordability,” Suellen says. “The challenge is how we partner, 
influence and innovate to bring things together and overcome 
these hurdles.”

In a role that helps the organisation manage change effectively, 
Suellen sits on SGCH’s executive team but is also responsible 
for the people and development, customer communications 
and marketing, IT and business transformation teams. 

Suellen explains that leading this group of functional teams 
provides significant benefits as they sit at the nexus of people, 
systems and processes – three crucial factors that can enable 
both effective change and efficient service delivery.

As Suellen says, “change is the only constant” in the relatively 
young community housing sector. “As our organisation grows 
and changes it is vital that we keep our customers at the heart 
of everything we do and align our people, systems, processes 
to ensure we continue to deliver on our commitments and 
most importantly, look after our customers – some of our 
community’s most vulnerable people with complex needs.”

Suellen believes that the pace of change necessitates 
leadership with high self-awareness and empathy. As a 
registered psychologist, Suellen understands that people 
embrace change at different rates. Leaders, therefore, must 
give their people time, and provide a safe space, to innovate.

She believes organisations are generally good at dealing with 
the external aspects of change – systems, processes and 
upskilling of people. However, there is far less attention on 
internal elements like culture, the connection to purpose and 
how individuals are feeling about change. “It is the hardest 
thing to do and why most change initiatives don’t achieve their 
objectives,” Suellen says.

According to Suellen, facilitating effective change requires 
creating a learning culture that embraces change. As such, 
SGCH continues to invest in people, developing management 
tools and frameworks and recruiting people who are skilled in 
change management methodology. SGCH’s ongoing leadership 
development program focuses on both technical skills and 
adaptive learning. “Workshops help leaders to focus on the 
individual, to understand reactions to change, to communicate 
process not just outcome and understand the rationale behind 
organisational change,” Suellen says.

It forms part of SGCH’s “Growing Our Culture” program. “Our 
leadership team learning is cascaded to everyone. We are 
equipping people with the skills to create the conditions for 
their teams that ultimately build and maintain a culture of trust, 
support, achievement and the opportunity to be our best selves 
in service to our customers and the communities we work in,” 
says Suellen. 

SGCH’s broader learning program centres on leadership, 
personal awareness and development, leading change, health 
and wellbeing and building resilience. These are supported by 
extensive face-to-face coaching sessions – both group and one-
on-one. “We also have online solutions, mostly used for systems 
and compliance learning.” 

“Our people are encouraged to take ownership of their own 
learning and development,” Suellen says. “People are able to 
select the learning opportunities that best suit them.”

Whatever learning opportunities employees choose, they must 
be supported by their managers to both undertake the learning 
and apply this learning in the workplace, Suellen says. “First you 
need a supportive culture; otherwise the learning programs, 
and educational content won’t have the desired impact.”

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
June 2019
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Surrounded by opportunities 
Increasing innovation capabilities to be future-fit 
An examination of how the mindset and behaviour of innovation-active Not-for-Profits differ from their peers offers  
further insights into how organisations can ensure they are future-ready.

Not-for-Profit Insights Report
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How innovative  
Not-for-Profits think
The research indicates that the array of opportunities and threats Australian businesses 
face today impact the Not-for-Profit sector significantly more than other industries. The 
sector continues to respond impressively, with innovation embedded in the way many 
Not-for-Profits operate. 

Why does innovation matter? The National Business Insights Report, of which the 
2019 Not-for-Profit Insights Report is a subset, found a clear link between innovation 
and sustainability. Similarly, decision-makers from innovation-active Not-for-Profit 
organisations are also more confident in their organisation’s ability to remain sustainable 
over the next three to five years. 

As such, it is useful to examine how the mindset and behaviour of innovative Not-for-
Profit organisations differ from their peers.

Innovation organisations are more keenly aware of the challenges to implementing 
change in general. They particularly recognise the issues around resourcing, the 
competitive landscape and internal resistance points. Therefore, while strategic 
considerations are still a high priority when evaluating the opportunities and threats 
around them, they focus above all on their organisation’s people and the skills of its 
workforce. 

This flows through to the skill sets they want. In general, they seek a wider range of skills, 
with employees who are creative and innovative, adaptable and have analytical skills 
being in the highest demand.

They also have a more positive view on the impact of technology on the workforce. 
The majority expect it will enable staff to focus on better customer service and a third 
anticipate the need for more specialist staff. They do not foresee technology resulting in 
fewer staff to the same extent as their peers.
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Innovation-active Not-for-Profits versus improvers
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Innovation-active Not-for-Profit organisations approach 
workplace learning and emerging technology differently 
from others.

They are far more inclined to offer personalised training and 
development programs and to encourage cross-generational 
learning. In line with their greater awareness of internal 
resistance points, they tend to supplement informal on-the-
job learning with external courses. 

These are among the most effective training programs 
in employees’ eyes. It therefore follows that a majority of 
employees claiming to work for innovative organisations 
rate their workplace learning and development programs as 
effective, whereas less than 40% of their peers do so. As the 
research highlights, effective workplace training translates to 
higher staff satisfaction and retention. 

Employees of innovative Not-for-Profits are also significantly 
more likely to receive learning and development initiatives 
that drive the organisation’s ability to remain competitive. 
For Not-for-Profits this may aid in enabling organisations to 
thrive in an increasingly competitive environment. These 
training programs also tend to be complemented by flexible 
work arrangements and health and wellbeing initiatives. 

Notably, employees are far more likely to feel that all their 
skills and capabilities are being used by their organisation 
(64% versus 26% of employees not working for an innovative 
organisation). This has important implications for staff 
engagement and retention, particularly in a sector that 
values well-qualified staff as a crucial part of ensuring 
consistent service delivery.

Employees of innovative Not-for-Profits are more likely than 
others to appreciate the importance of technology (67% 
versus 61% among those not working for an innovative 
organisation). 

Another area that distinguishes innovation-active Not-for-
Profits is they are more likely to have experimented with 
cloud technology, in line with the national average of 47%, 
as well as with alternative energy sources. They are also 
far more selective than their peers when trialling emerging 
technologies. 

What innovative  
Not-for-Profits do differently

“ Innovation-active Not-for-Profits are maximising investment in their people and 
technology as effective ways to achieve greater impact as they deliver on their purpose 
and mission. These benefits are found to translate to a loyal, satisfied workforce and 
lower associated costs.”
Julienne Price  
Head of Schools and Not-for-Profit Sector Banking 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia
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It is encouraging that Australian Not-for-Profit organisations are more innovation-
active than ever before and responding to the range of opportunities and threats that 
are having greater impact on the sector than seen in other Australian industries. This 
reaffirms the unique operating environment of Not-for-Profits. It also demonstrates the 
inherent adaptability of organisations seeking to both improve the delivery of services  
to the community and to support their own sustainability and growth.

This year’s research highlights the important role that people and technology play as 
enablers of innovation. However, decision-makers in the sector and their broad workforce 
are not always aligned in their perspectives. These gaps present an opportunity for 
decision-makers to consider their approach to engaging their staff and volunteers, 
not only in their innovation activity and the way they intend to harness technology, 
but through optimising investment in training and development and in assessing its 
effectiveness.

Conclusion
Not-for-Profit Insights Report

June 2019
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Talk to us
Visit commbank.com.au/nfpinsights or email us at insights@cba.com.au 

Things you should know: The report is published solely for information purposes and is not to be construed as advice or recommendation. The report has been prepared without taking account of the objectives, financial situation and capacity to bear loss, knowledge or 
experience or needs of any specific person who may receive this report. All recipients, before acting on the information in this report, should consider the appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard to their own objectives, financial situation and needs, 
and, if necessary, seek the appropriate professional or financial advice regarding the content of this report. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth are subject to change without notice. Any projections and forecasts are based on a number of assumptions 
and estimates and are subject to contingences and uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. The report makes reference to data sourced from an online survey of 503 Not-for-Profit organisations and 481 employees 
that occurred during September and October 2018. The fieldwork and analysis was conducted by ACA Research on behalf of the Commonwealth Bank. All analysis and views of future market conditions are solely those of the Commonwealth Bank. Commonwealth Bank of 
Australia ABN 48 123 123 124. AFSL and Australian Credit Licence 234945.


