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Focus: From career to community work

By Lauren Foster

Published: May 27 2009
Leslye Louie had her first taste of working in the public sector when she was just out of university. “It was the early 80s and I wanted to help change the world and make it a better place. I thought that getting involved in politics and working directly with groups that were serving people was a good way to go,” she says.

But her career ended up taking a very different path. After earning a master’s degree in business administration from Stanford University, Ms Louie joined Hewlett-Packard in 1986 as a financial analyst. When she left 19 years later to start a grass-roots organisation, Ms Louie had risen to the position of vice-president of marketing in the global printing supplies business, a multibillion-dollar division.

She was ready for a change. “From a career perspective, I felt like I wanted to make a bigger contribution to the community and I realised I wouldn‘t have the time to do that as a corporate executive, which is all-consuming and exhausting,” she says.

Last year the 48-year-old former executive was recruited as an Encore Fellow, a year-long programme created by Civic Ventures, a non-profit that encourages baby boomers to use their skills to tackle social problems. The fellowships are designed to help people who have finished, or are nearing the end of, their primary careers formally to move into the non-profit sector. In January, Ms Louie started an internship at Partners in School Innovation, a San Francisco non-profit that aims to improve literacy in low-income elementary schools.

Over the past few months she has been struck by some of the differences between the corporate work culture of her past and that of the non-profit sector.

“When there’s a focus on the mission, and not the bottom line, that makes a huge difference in how you interact and how you think about the work,” Ms Louie says. “There is a lot of discussion about the mission – in business there’s the focus on profit and growth.”

This shift in emphasis can make measuring success more difficult. “In corporations there is a fairly well-known set of metrics that an individual and organisation can say it achieved – that is just not the case in a lot of non-profit sectors,” she says. “The line of sight between your decision and its impact is not nearly as clear.”

Ms Louie also finds she has to speak a different language. “You don’t have the use of words like ‘revenue’ and ‘profit’. They’ll talk about ‘funding sources’ and ‘outcomes’. The everyday language of what you talk about, how you express yourself, and how you reach agreement is entirely different.”

The pace of decision-making is also slower than Ms Louie was used to. That is because non-profits have to get input from many different sources, including the staff, the board, volunteers, and members of the community.

While there are differences, Ms Louie says one thing is the same no matter whether it is the private or public sector – the pace of work. “The executive director of the agency where I am working puts in the same 12-14 hour days I did when I was in the private sector,” she says.
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