
Watershed leaders are faced with an 
overabundance of challenges and choices. 
This can dampen visions and passions and 
love for what they do. In my role as 
Professional Coach for those in leadership 
roles, the following problems are 
commonly voiced: 
 
� Too many responsibilities: budget/ 

staffing/ fundraising/ volunteers/ 
board/ outreach/ programs.  

� I can’t get it all done. 
� I have no time for me. 
� I feel like I’m all by myself. 
� My Board is checked out / clueless/ 

doesn’t care/ keeps giving me more to 
do. 

� If I can’t get it all done, it means I am 
incompetent/ do not deserve to be 
confident.  

� What do I have to be confident 
about? 

 
My intent in this article is to provide: 1) 
awareness of the challenges faced by 
watershed leaders; 2) a set of questions to 
consider as a basis for reorienting one’s 
perspective; and 3) a tool to form 
alternate perspectives, for leaders and 
others. 
 
What is the source of these comments?  

 
The challenges in building, managing and 
leading your watershed group are huge. 
There are myriad issues and players. The 
watershed scale, and the generally severe 
lack of resources make protecting a local 
watershed very difficult. The task is 
complicated by the multiple opportunities 
and disciplines present in watershed 
protection. If you are at the state or 
national level, the challenges may be 
different, but no less daunting. 
 

Now let’s focus on your role as leader. 
You commonly have few (if any) staff, so 
the role requires you to “do it all”: 
programs/ budget/ staffing/ fundraising 
etc. Loneliness can result, generated from 
the perception that nobody understands 
or is on your side. Also, it is common for 
the non-profit leader to be extremely 
attached to the mission. It’s why you love 
(or did love) this job—you really care. 
Taking care of your watershed is a very 
high priority value to you.  
 
What’s the result? You have this task that 
will never be “done” being tackled by 
someone (you) who will never quit, with 
inadequate levels of support. What is this 
a recipe for?  Frustration, stress, low 
confidence, burn out, turnover…  This 
does not foster appreciation for a job that 
you love deeply.  
 
My View and Coaching Client Focus   

 
Due to my coaching practice, I get a 
certain view of the challenges that leaders 
face, which I outlined above. I am not 
saying that all watershed or other leaders 
fit the profile I paint above. However, 
topics selected by my clients and 
conversations with others support my 
view. 
 
I have coached approximately 50 
leaders/clients over the last 5 years. A 
basis for coaching is that clients choose 
what they want to be coached on. There is 
a clear pattern of topics that my clients 
choose to be coached on. It can be 
summarized as self-management/ self-
care. Topics of confidence, focusing on 
priorities, balance, board / staff relations, 
leadership, and stress management 
comprise most of my coaching of leaders. 
Given the “recipe” in the preceding 
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paragraph, it is no surprise.  
 
What’s a leader to do?  You have 

choices. 
  
What I offer below is a set of thoughts 
and questions that may help you to 
reorient. This is a distillation of “lessons 
learned” from coaching leaders. 
 
1. Change is a choice. You can take this 

advice as preachy or too time 
consuming, and discard it. Or—you 
can decide that something needs to 
change and the time is now. It may 
take focus or courage or both. 

 
2. Take a step back. Breathe. Notice 

what’s going on with you and the 
organization you are leading. Pay 
attention to how you feel. What are 
you experiencing? 

 
3. Take care of you. What’s important 

to you? What do you really care 
about? What choices do you have? 
Are you taking care of you so that 
you can sustain yourself as leader of 
your organization for the long term?  
So your Board can depend on you?  
So that you can appreciate this 
fabulous meaningful task you have 
been entrusted with? Who can you 
ask for help? What choices are you 
making? What will it take for you to 
be in charge of you?  What would 
that feel like? 
 

4. Organizational: What are the 3 most 
important things for your organization 
to accomplish this month?  This year? 

 
5. Prioritize. How will you accept that 

you cannot get it all done?  That as 
leader, you set the course and it is 

paramount that you choose to identify 
your and your organization’s priorities 
and insist that you/ they stick with 
them?  
 

6. Leadership and Resolve: Are the 
above choices that you are 
empowered to make? If not you, then 
who?     

 
Building Perspectives 

  
The concept that you can choose your 
perspective is a very powerful one. It is a 
tool that coaches use to allow clients to 
move toward desired change. It is very 
applicable when you are “stuck” in a 
perspective that may limit your 
possibilities. A primary purpose of 
building a perspective is to put you into 
action in the right direction. The tool of 
choosing your perspective includes the 
following steps: 
 

♦ identify your current (possibly 
limiting) perspective;  

♦ consider alternative perspectives;  

♦ select one that feels best, and name it;  

♦ commit to changes needed to allow 
you to move to that perspective;  

♦ practice being in the perspective;  

♦ make it habit.  
 
A “perspective” is a combination of 
needed focus areas on a certain topic, 
such as leadership, confidence, 
fundraising, or balance. I have worked 
with clients on building all of these. For 
example, to be “in balance”, a certain 
leader has built the perspective outlined 
below: 
 
 
 



 

♦ I am only one person (the name 
chosen). 

 

♦ Do my morning routine 
 

♦ Review my priorities for the day -- 
what MUST get done? 

 

♦ Be there for staff. 
 

♦ Say no if necessary. 
 

♦ Get after the top 1-2 priorities for 2 
hours 

♦ Laugh at least 4 times. 
 

♦ Remind myself of what’s important. 
 

♦ Breathe when necessary. 
 

♦ End of workday-- 3-minute 
evaluation. 

 

♦ Leave the work at the office. 
 

♦ Work a maximum of 50 hours this 
week. 

 

♦ Do something for me  
   
This compilation is identified by the 
leader as important for being “in balance”. 
The concept is that the more that leader 
focuses on and practices the factors, the 
more in balance she will be. Is this hard?  
Yes— it requires awareness, focus, 
presence, and practice. Can this be 
helpful?  Enormously.  
 
You’re busy doing important work and I 
honor that. You can hustle on to the 
awaiting calamity or take a step back. The 
choice is yours. I wish you a year of great 
choices. Keep doing the great work you 
do. 

 
 
Marc Alston is a Certified Professional Co-Active Coach with an extensive background in watershed 
protection. He has coached over 50 leaders, many of them in watershed protection, over the past 5 years. 
Visit his website at alstoncoach.com or contact him at marc_alston@comcast.net. He would be glad to 
discuss this further. 
 


