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Credits

We invite you to share this tool within the community sector. Please let us
know if you found it useful or if you have used it in your organization by
writing to us at info@coco-net.org. You can also add us and tag us on
social media by mentioning: Centre for Community Organizations (COCo).

To quote this document, you can follow this model:
Community for Organizations Center (COCo). September 2025. Burnout in
community organizations: sharing thoughts and possible solutions.
Montreal, Canada.

Citation practices

Writing and graphic design: Stella Scupal 
Contributions: Janie Janvier, Kadiatou Diop, Pascale Brunet 
English translation: Mélissa Savary
Proofreading: Stéphanie Darbouze Lamarre and Florencia Vallejo

Organization’s name:  The Centre for Community Organizations (COCo) 
Address: 3680 Jeanne-Mance, Montréal, QC, H2X 2K5 
Email: info@coco-net.org
Website: www.coco-net.org
Facebook: Centre for Community Organizations-COCo 
LinkedIn: The Centre for Community Organizations 

The Centre for Community Organizations ｜ 2025

mailto:info@coco-net.org
mailto:info@coco-net.org
http://www.coco-net.org/
https://www.facebook.com/CentredesOrganismesCommunautaires
https://www.facebook.com/CentredesOrganismesCommunautaires
https://www.linkedin.com/company/commun-it-ca/?viewAsMember=true
https://www.linkedin.com/company/commun-it-ca/?viewAsMember=true


This paper summarizes the discussions and reflections shared on June 4, 2025, as
part of Atelier/C: “Burnout: What can our organization do? Panel discussion.” (In
French: Épuisement professionnel: qu’est-ce que notre organisme peut faire ? Panel
de discussion)

This workshop was held following a request from the sector to hold a candid
discussion about the reality of burnout and how to prevent it in our organizations. We
chose to approach the topic from an organizational and collective perspective
because we believe that, beyond the individual aspect, it is the responsibility of
organizations to create cultures and systems that support the well-being of those
working in the sector and reduce the risk of burnout. Based on the questions asked,
the panelists and audience were able to share their experiences, challenges,
thoughts, and best practices. We have grouped them into seven sections.

Introduction

This Atelier/C brought together 44 community organizations from the
Greater Montreal area.
The meeting was facilitated by Pascale Brunet, co-coordinator of
organizational development and training, and Stella Scupal Hassani,
coordinator of the Ateliers/C program.

The meeting was designed in collaboration with the following panelists:

Estelle Davis (she/her) - COCo: Executive Operations Coordinator,
including Human Resources and Finance (absent during the event)
Jordy Belance (he/him) - Pour 3 Points and Black Healing Center:
Community Care Practitioner and Facilitator 
Kadiatou Diop (she/her) - COCo: Executive Coordinator of Partnerships
and Learning
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Ateliers/C is a program offered by the Centre for Community Organizations
(COCo) in collaboration with Centraide of Greater Montreal. This annual
series of workshops is designed for non-profit organizations in Greater
Montreal and provides opportunities for knowledge sharing, idea exchange,
learning, and networking on various topics related to organizational
development. The workshops are offered free of charge, in virtual or in-
person formats in Montreal, in French, English, or both languages. (To know
more about Ateliers/C programming).

Our panelists contributed from a humanist, decolonial, anti-capitalist, and
anti-oppressive perspective.

Ateliers/C
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1. Approaches Used

The decolonial and anti-capitalist approach to burnout allows us to question
our relationship with work, as well as the concepts of productivity and
performance. It refocuses attention on the importance of individuality and
flexibility, as well as the importance of creating models specifically tailored
to our structures.

The anti-oppressive approach calls on us to recognize that we operate within
oppressive systems that must be addressed and acknowledged in order to
achieve social justice. In the context of burnout, it is essential to make space
for and recognize lived experiences in order to create fair policies, systems,
and cultures within our organizations.
(For more information, see our tool: “White supremacy in our organizations”)
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Due to our missions and strong commitment to supporting communities, employees
within the community sector often have to deal with the emotional burden of their
work as well as the pressure to meet objectives and/or targets.

Unfortunately, the current social and political climate, the increase in the number of
people in vulnerable situations, and the lack of funding for public services and
community organizations are putting pressure on those working in the sector. This
pushes organizations to do more with less and creates unrealistic expectations.
There is pressure in the community sector to do everything urgently, which makes it
difficult for teams to find time for long and in-depth organizational discussions. All of
this makes it difficult to find a good balance between one's commitment to the
organization's mission and one's own well-being. Teams may begin to question the
real impact of their work on the community or fear losing their jobs. These realities
and fears are exacerbated when the people concerned live at the intersection of
marginalized identities.

2. What Are the Realities of
the Community Sector?
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Some organizations have had internal
discussions about the limits they need to
set for themselves in terms of their
capacity to take on new projects, or even
to carry out all existing projects. These
considerations can be complex and
require difficult and courageous choices,
but they are essential to maintaining the
organization's ability to remain focused on
its mission.

The Centre for Community Organizations ｜ 2025



Another shared reality is that some managers do not know where to turn for
support. They do their best to support their team, but cannot find support for
themselves. Taking time off also becomes very difficult, especially when there
are funding issues to continue the organization's mission.

In addition, some frontline and/or essential service organizations have difficulty
finding time for strategic discussions. As this reduces the time available for
intervention, it can impact already vulnerable populations.
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"If you have burnout symptoms, you have a burnout."

Workshop participant
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           Become aware of the mechanisms at work in our organization that lead to
burnout. We must be very intentional in the human resources policies and
organizational culture that we put in place.

           As an organization, we must build our capacity to create safe spaces
where difficult situations can be addressed. This allows anyone on the team to
raise the alarm if their individual or organizational capacity is exceeded. This
requires trust, but also awareness of the mechanisms of burnout.

           Do our managers set an example of the healthy culture we want to create?

           Collectively, we must dismantle prejudices about burnout so that those
who experience it are not judged and the organizational climate allows for self-
care.

           In the event of burnout within the team, the organization must engage in
self-reflection to identify which practices could have been improved to prevent
this from happening.

           As an organization, we need to analyze our response to emergencies. For
example, do we have crisis management processes that allow us to collectively
assess our ability to act while remaining true to our values?

           Collectively letting go of perfectionism. What can we do well while doing
less?

           Who supports our managers? What mechanisms exist or need to be put in
place?

 Some food for thought for your team:

3. Collective and Organizational
Responsibility
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Having honest and transparent conversations requires intentionally building a
trusting relationship with our funders. Remember that the advisors who work with
our organizations are, above all, human beings who are committed to making a
positive social impact, just like us. We're on the same team. 

4. How Can We Collaborate with
our Funders?
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For example, COCo has been very intentional in developing open and honest
communication relationships with its financial partners. This took several years, but
the impact is still being felt today.

Once a relationship of trust has been established, the organization can:

Share its challenges to find solutions with the funders
Express its need to adjust the objectives or deadlines of a program 
Ask for what it really needs in terms of funding
Be transparent about the causes and impacts of work overload 
Request funds for psychosocial support for the team
Increase funds to support the team's professional development 
Request funds to support organizational change initiatives
Request funds to support ongoing training for the board of directors

However, we are aware that project-based funding remains a major challenge for
organizations and leaves little room for this type of support.

Building trust can take several years, but once
established, it enables transparent communication. The
relationship then becomes more collaborative in nature.
We can focus on fulfilling our mission, rather than simply
providing services within a hierarchical relationship. 
However, this requires a long-term commitment, and
staff turnover on either side can affect this work. Board
members can also be involved in these discussions to
build even more trust in the structure.



Several organizations have reported difficulties in mobilizing their boards of
directors (BODs) in their roles as employers. Admittedly, depending on the
composition of your BOD, the skills and experience required are not always
available. Unfortunately, this can make managers' jobs more difficult. The idea is,
therefore, for each party to regain leadership and autonomy in their tasks and
prerogatives in order to relieve organizational managers.

These are long-term commitments that are well worth the effort. Obviously,
increasing the Board's involvement in certain matters and in its roles and
responsibilities as an employer can help reduce the burden on managers.
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5. What Role for the Board of
Directors?

This requires, among other things:

A trust-based relationship between the board of
directors, coordinators and the teams so that
everyone can express their needs

Be intentional and transparent about the role
expected of directors when welcoming new
members

Regular training for the board on its roles and
responsibilities to promote healthy collaboration
with managers and to clarify the support needed for
healthy management of the organization.
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1. Creating an organizational culture focused on team well-being. 
To achieve this, practical measures must be incorporated into human resources
policies. These measures must be clear and accessible to the team at all times.
Examples of this can be to review the number of days off, sick hours, time-
management tools, and a policy that governs overtime management. Here again,
managers must set an example by using these benefits to remove (or at least
reduce) the team's feelings of guilt.

Examples:
COCo's human resources policy (see section 7) has been designed to include
employees in all their diversity and also to reduce burnout at work. COCo offers
special leave, such as:

Family and community leave: replacing “sick child” leave so that everyone can
support a loved one
Leave for deaths and miscarriages 
Unlimited sick leave
Personal leave for unexpected situations and administrative procedures
Floating leave

All of this allows vacation weeks to be taken for real vacations.

Other organizations have what are known as “smart” leave policies. These are
unlimited and flexible, and adapt to the needs of individuals and programs. The
emphasis is on individual and collective responsibility to take care of oneself and
collectively prevent burnout.

There is no one-size-fits-all formula that would work for all organizations. Hence,
experimentation is necessary. The process has to be agile and regularly
evaluated, questioned, and adjusted as needed. Make sure the discussions are
truly inclusive and tailored to the team’s needs by including diverse positions and
identities. A committee can be created for this purpose.

6. Best Practices to Try Out
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3. Setting minimum usage rates for our vacation time and other benefits to
encourage the team to use them. This can be done through quarterly meetings to
discuss each employee's current situation.

4. Creating a culture and structure where “courageous conversations” can take
place. In other words, it’s essential to identify what is wrong with the dynamics of
the structure and how it affects us. The board of directors can be involved in the
process. This can take the form of specific meetings every three to six months,
sharing experiences via anonymous surveys and individual meetings.

2. Making choices based on our capacity as a team. It may be necessary to
temporarily slow down or pause certain ongoing or upcoming activities and
programs while the structure is being readjusted. This is referred to as
organizational grief: accepting that our capacity does not allow us to be on all
fronts without burning out our team.
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5. Organizing opportunities for team or
management reflection outside the workplace,
such as one-or multi-day retreats.

6. Reaching out to other organizations to discuss our realities and practices,
such as neighbourhood roundtables, group meetings, networking events between
organizations, etc.
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7. Remembering that outside of work, people have different lives, realities, and
identities, all of which can play a role in our relationship to work. We must create
spaces where these things can be named and received with kindness.

8. Setting up practice analysis groups to discuss our challenges and find
collective solutions. This helps to build team cohesion and solidarity among
members. The group can be led by someone from within the organization or
outsourced. These sessions must be integrated into the structure's operations in
order to have a long-term impact.

9. Paying specific attention to people living at the intersection of multiple
marginalized identities. In addition to their workload, discriminatory dynamics can
weigh even more heavily on them and lead to burnout, without necessarily being
believed or supported.
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7. Personal Insights Regarding the
Relationship to Work
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Although the session focused more on organizational practices to combat burnout,
a few points for individual reflection were raised.
 

What is my relationship with work and performance?
How can I set limits for myself at work to protect my physical and mental health?
What ethical wounds do I experience at work? How can I accept them and let
them go?
What are the smallest possible steps I can take to help me set boundaries at
work? These boundaries may create feelings of guilt and judgment, but they are
normal and important to put in place.

“When I’m not working, I’m not working!”

 Jordy Belance, panelist
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These resources were shared during the workshop.

“Le “burnout” en milieu communautaire,aider sans se brûler” - Association
québécoise des parents et amis de la personne atteinte de maladie mentale
(AQPAMM)

“MH VS. HR: Mental Health in the Non-Profit Sector-COCo

Préserver la santé mentale en temps de pandémie de la COVID-19 - COCo

“S'engager dans les organismes communautaires Famille : Conditions de
travail et santé psychologique des travailleuses” -Le Groupe de recherche–
Action communautaire et Familles (Le GRACeF)

” Resisting Burnout & Vicarious Trauma with Connection: The Zone of
Fabulousness” - Vikki Reynolds

“Our Pregnancy, Family and Community Support Leave Policy” - COCo

“White Supremacy Culture in Organizations” - COCo

"7 phases de préoccupations face au changement" - Céline Bareil, Dynamo

8. Resources on the Topic
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