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The facts are clear: chronic under-compensation in
locally led organisations is driving fragile leadership
transitions and weakening institutional continuity.
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Introduction

This report analyses Executive Director (ED) compensation across 14 local and 10 international organisations
operating in Sub-Saharan Africa. It explores salary levels relative to organisational budgets to identify trends,
disparities, and implications for leadership sustainability, succession planning, and organisational
performance.

Local organisations are in-country registered grassroots organisations led by in-country leadership, while
international organisations are foreign-led globally registered entities operating in Africa.

Background

The Partners for Equity (PFE) Local Leaders Portfolio initiated a salary benchmarking assessment to understand
whether under-compensation was contributing to the challenges in leadership transitions within locally led
organisations. Compared with their Western-led peers, local organisations experienced more fragile
transitions, often marked by founder-dependence, limited succession options, and constrained operational
capacity. This benchmarking exercise was driven by three core questions:

1.Do limited budgets in locally led organisations hinder their ability to attract qualified external
successors?

2.Are founder salaries within these organisations too low to create a viable leadership pipeline?

3.Is the frequent practice of promoting from within driven more by budget constraints than by actual
leadership readiness?

Our objective is to guide organisations within the Local Leaders Portfolio in designing fair and sustainable
compensation frameworks for senior leadership roles, which are critical to enabling effective leadership
transitions and long-term organisational resilience.

Data Overview

Data was collected from 14 local organisations in PFE’'s Local Leaders Portfolio and 10 international
organisations with annual budgets ranging from USD 600,000 to 3 million, all of which are managing
programs of comparable scale and complexity. See Appendix A for details.

Data sources included direct submissions, internal portfolio analysis, and triangulation with publicly available
financial documents. All salary data is presented in annual gross USD equivalents.

Although data was collected from 8 additional local organisations and 12 international organisations, it was
excluded from the comparison dataset because the budgets were either too low (for locall organisqtions) or
too high (for international organisations) to allow meaningful comparison. Nonetheless, insights from this data
have been incorporated elsewhere in the report.

It was generally challenging to identify international organisations with budgets below $1.2M, which means
local NGOs dominate the $800K-$1.2M bracket (6 local vs. 1international). In fact, while we collected data from
several international organisations with budgets exceeding $3M, very few local organisations operate at this
scale.
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Summary of Data Collected

- Average ED
Category # of Orgs Average Average ED R D Salary Range Salary as %
Budget Salary Salary
of Budget
Local $6,840 - o
Organisations 14 $1,293,820 $28,070 $22,198 $72150 2.56%
International $49,920 - o
Organisations 10 $1,563,235 $118,566 $115,655 $92 458 8.60%
Budget Avg. Local ED Avg.IntlED
Bracket i grloscal ::I%:O((:S ;IE)I)) Salary as % # of Intl Orgs sﬁ‘llg; In(tllj :g) Salary as %
(usD) 9 y of Budget Y of Budget
<$800K $25,085 3.55% 2 $95,787 16.93%
$800K-$1.2M 6 $28,767 2.97% 1 $40,612 3.81%
$1.2M-$2M 4 $33,307 2.33% 5 $126,905 7.29%
$2M-$3M 2 $18,491 0.72% 2 $160,476 6.79%
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Key Insights

Salary Levels

e Executive Directors in international organisations earn, on average, over four times more than their
counterparts in local organisations ($118,566 vs $28,070) whilst their average budget is only 21% higher
($1.56M vs $1.29M), suggesting that salary disparities are not solely driven by organisational size.

 International NGOs consistently pay higher ED salaries across all budget brackets, averaging 3.8-8.7
times more than local NGOs. For example, in the $1.2M—-$2M bracket, international EDs earn $126,905 on
average, compared with $33,307 for local EDs (3.8x higher). The largest gap is in the $2M-$3M bracket
(8.7x: $160,476 vs. $18,491).

« The median ED salary for international organisations ($115,655) remains more than five times higher
than the median for local organisations ($22,198).

¢ Local NGO salaries range widely from $6,840 to $72,150 while International NGO salaries span $49,920
to $222,458, a higher and more consistent range aligned with expatriate-level pay scales.

Percentage of Budget

¢ International NGOs allocate a significantly higher percentage of their budgets to ED salaries,
averaging 8.6% across all brackets. Local EDs receive only 2.566% of their organisation’s annual budget

as salary on average.
* Overall as budgets increase, local organisations spend proportionally less on ED salaries.
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Interpretation

This data reveals a huge disparity in leadership remuneration between local and international organisations
operating within similar ecosystems and comparable budget sizes. Such disparities could be a major
contributor to leadership transition challenges that we are observing among local leaders in our portfolio.
They could also undermine the long-term sustainability of local institutions, where leadership roles are often
undervalued financially.

Structural Drivers of Disparity

One of the primary drivers of this disparity lies in broader systemic inequities in funding access.

Faster Growth Among International Organisations

International organisations typically experience faster and more predictable budget growth, often
growing their income twice as quickly as local organisations, according to an assessment by the Segal
Family Foundation. This financial predictability enables them to invest confidently in leadership early on.
Moreover, international organisations operate under global compensation benchmarks that reflect
international cost-of-living standards and the need to attract top-tier, globally competitive talent.

As a result, they offer robust salary packages often supplemented by healthcare, pension plans, and
wellness programs, making leadership positions both competitive and sustainable.

Constrained Growth Among Local Organisations

While local organisations should, in theory, be able to increase ED salaries once their budgets exceed $1
million, most do not. They continue to operate under tighter financial constraints, often due to the long
trajectories required to reach this scale. The organisations in this assessment took, on average, 8-10 years
to achieve $1 million budgets.

Slower revenue growth and limited access to unrestricted funding contribute to more conservative
compensation practices. Leadership investment is frequently viewed as a cost centre rather than a
strategic priority, which limits organisations’ ability to attract and retain experienced leaders capable of
driving sustained growth and impact.

Cultural / Attitude Drivers of Disparity

Often founders of locally led organisations begin their journeys as volunteers, driven by deep passion and
personal commitment to the cause. Over time, as their organisations grow, many transition from unpaid
leadership to modest stipends, yet few make the full shift toward structured, market-aligned
compensation. This pattern reflects both financial constraints and a cultural reluctance to prioritise
leadership investment.

Our data reveals stark examples of this imbalance. One organisation with an annual budget of $880,000
pays its Executive Director just $12,000 per year, while another with a $2.1 million budget compensates its
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leader only $15,000 annually. These figures are far below sustainable thresholds, especially given rising
living costs and inflationary pressures across the region.

In a subset of seven local organisations with budgets under $600,000, the average budget is $350,000,
and four out of seven Executive Directors earn less than $10,000 annually. Such conditions not only
constrain leadership stability but also risk long-term organisational effectiveness.

Addressing this issue will require board-led commitment to fair and structured pay to prioritise leadership
well-being and sustainability as part of risk management and succession planning. Donors also have a
critical role to play, not only by recognising the impact of inequitable pay but also by holding
organisations accountable for implementing transparent, equitable compensation frameworks that
enable them to attract and retain strong local leadership.

Compensation Patterns Observed

Aspirational Benefits

Although most local organisations do not yet offer standard benefits packages, many, particularly those
with budgets exceeding $1 million are beginning to introduce healthcare and retirement benefits. This
emerging trend reflects a shift toward more structured and sustainable talent management strategies.

Hybrid Remuneration Models

Founders of early-stage organisations often supplement low salaries with secondary income streams
such as consulting or speaking engagements to meet personal and family financial needs. While
understandable, this approach poses risks to long-term leadership stability, strategic focus, and
succession planning, highlighting the need for more predictable and institutionally supported
compensation frameworks.
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Reflections

The data reveals a clear and concerning trend: chronic under-compensation in locally led organisations is
driving fragile leadership transitions and weakening institutional continuity. The consequences of
underinvestment in leadership are far-reaching, undermining morale, succession readiness, and long-term
sustainability, especially when compared with the significantly higher and more structured compensation
practices of international organisations. Reflecting on the three core questions that guided this salary
benchmarking exercise:

Do limited budgets in locally led
organisations hinder their ability to attract
qualified external successors?

While organisations with annual budgets below $600K genuinely face financial constraints that limit their
ability to attract qualified staff, the data shows that budget size alone does not determine leadership
competitiveness. Locally led NGOs with comparable budgets to international counterparts ($1M-$3M)
consistently underinvest in leadership, despite having similar financial capacity.

International NGOs pay substantially higher ED salaries across all budget brackets, on average 3.8 to 8.7
times more than their local peers. This disparity highlights a structural issue, not of affordability, but of
allocation and prioritisation. The real barrier to attracting and retaining qualified successors lies not in the
availability of funds, but in how boards frame leadership investment. Addressing this mindset gap is

critical to building durable, locally rooted institutions capable of thriving beyond their founding leadership.

Are founder salaries within local
organisations too low to create a viable
leadership pipeline?

Yes. Many locally led organisations evolve from founder-led, volunteer-driven models where token or
minimal pay becomes institutionalised. As these organisations grow, few adjust their compensation
frameworks to reflect increased responsibility and market realities. Leadership costs are often treated as
“overhead” rather than a strategic investment in continuity, performance, and accountability.

This under-compensation not only limits their ability to retain high-performing founders but also prevents

the development of a sustainable leadership pipeline. Low salary levels weaken the appeal of leadership
positions for emerging leaders, making succession planning reactive rather than deliberate.
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Is the frequent practice of promoting from
within driven more by budget constraints
than by actual leadership readiness?

In many local organisations, the tendency to promote from within is shaped more by budgetary
limitations than by intentional leadership development strategies. As organisations grow, they often
continue to spend proportionally less of their total budget on executive leadership, limiting their capacity
to recruit experienced external leaders.

While internal promotions are sometimes presented as a sign of leadership continuity, they may also
reflect a resource-driven compromise rather than readiness or capability. Without deliberate investment
in leadership development, mentoring, and fair compensation, internal promotions risk perpetuating
cycles of underperformance and burnout rather than ensuring institutional strength.

Recommendations

These recommendations are designed to help locally led organisations strengthen leadership sustainability
by embedding fair, transparent, and competitive compensation practices aligned with organisational growth

Establish Salary Benchmarks Linked to
Budget Size

To ensure equity and transparency, compensation should grow in tandem with the organisation’s scale
and complexity.

e As organisations grow beyond the $1 million annual budget threshold, we recommend anchoring ED
salaries to a percentage of the total budget, consistent with international best practices. While
thresholds may vary, we recommend allocating at least 4% of the annual budget to ED compensation
represents a reasonable increase from the current 2.566% average. This approach should also extend
to the broader leadership team as part of a strategy to strengthen retention and reward performance.

« Use peer organisations of similar size, stage, and geography (both international and local) to assess
fairness and competitiveness.

e Conduct periodic benchmarking exercises that compare compensation across both locally led and
Western-led organisations to maintain perspective and relevance.

Strengthen The Role of the Board

Sustained progress on fair pay requires active board leadership and oversight. Without board-led
commitment, many organisations risk remaining trapped in cycles of underinvestment. Boards should:
e Establish clear, transparent compensation policies that evolve as the organisation grows.
e Use benchmarking data to ensure leadership remuneration aligns with organisational size, complexity,
and sector standards.
¢ Include leadership compensation as a standing annual board agenda item, fostering accountability
and forward planning.
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Implement Regular Salary Reviews and
Progression Planning

Regular reviews help ensure compensation keeps pace with organisational and market changes.

e We propose that our partners review salary structure every 2-3 years, or when there’s a significant
increase in the organisation’s budget or scope.

e Create a structured salary progression plan that grows with the organisation, ensuring predictability
and motivation for leaders.

Introduce Benefits Gradually

Progressive benefits signal long-term investment in staff wellbeing and retention.

¢ Where full benefits (healthcare, pension, WeIIness) are unaffordable, we will encourage partners to
start small and invest small percentages of annual budget increases into new or enhanced benefits
each year. These could be in the form of wellness stipends or medical reimbursements.

Funder Role in Pay Equity

Funders should recognise the impact of inequitable pay on organisational health, leadership retention,
and long-term sustainability. They can play a powerful role in shifting norms by actively encouraging
fairness in remuneration and making their expectations clear to grantee partners. This includes initiating
conversations about compensation equity, encouraging boards to review pay structures, and integrating
fair leadership compensation into due diligence and grant reporting.
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Next Steps

The data reveals a clear and concerning trend: chronic under-compensation in locally led organisations is
driving fragile leadership transitions and weakening institutional continuity. The consequences of
underinvestment in leadership are far-reaching, undermining morale, succession readiness, and long-term
sustainability, especially when compared with the significantly higher and more structured compensation

practices of international organisations. Reflecting on the three core questions that guided this salary
benchmarking exercise:

One-on-One Action Planning

e The Local Leaders Portfolio team will hold meetings with each partner to share findings and co-
develop tailored action plans based on the recommendations above. These sessions will focus on
helping organisations strengthen their ED and leadership team compensation structures in a practical
and budget-conscious manner.

Supporting Strategic Transitions

e For organisations with upcoming leadership transitions, we will consider offering earmarked transition
grants to fund a “CEO-in-waiting” model, allowing a successor to shadow the outgoing ED for 12
months. This approach enhances continuity, learning, and internal stability during the handover
period.

Ongoing Monitoring and Integration

e We will conduct compensation review across the portfolio every two years to track progress toward
more competitive and sustainable salary structures.

e ED compensation planning will be integrated into our onboarding process for all new partners,
ensuring that discussions around leadership investment start early and are consistently reinforced.

Donor Engagement

* We will engage funders in dialogue around these findings and encourage them to have open
conversations with their grantees about fair and transparent remuneration practices, reinforcing
equity and sustainability across the ecosystem.

Conclusion

The sharp salary disparity between local and international organisations underscores the need to rethink
compensation benchmarks for locally led organisations. The findings indicate that leadership fragility within
locally led organisations is not primarily a function of limited budgets, but of systemic underinvestment in
leadership. Shifting this paradigm requires boards to view leadership as a core asset, and to embed
competitive, equitable remuneration structures that enable long-term sustainability and effective succession.
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Appendix A

Local Organisations

Budget Bracket (USD) 2025 Budget Executive Director Salary
$313,108 $15,229
$289,390 $11,133
$287,373 $28,512
$258,635 $4,200
0 - 600,000
$250,381 $5,134
$21,398 $2,400
$509,380 $9,000
$525,261 $3,942
$754,317 $28,875
600,000 - 800,000
$661,196 $21,295
$1,137,686 $22,858
$1,085,000 $48,024
$988,535 $10,691
800,000 - 1,200,000
$888,313 $72,150
$887,854 $12,040
$829,493 $6,840
$2,972,918 $21,538
$2,178,415 $15,444
$1,600,000 $26,441
1,200,000 - 3,000,000
$1,415,693 $24,099
$1,392,426 $19,200
$1,321,634 $63,488

Compensation Survey - Executive Director Salaries page 1l



$676,584 $141,654
Below 1,000,000

$454,759 $49,920

$2,258,287 $98,493

$1,801,540 $1M,926

$1,588,676 $71173

$1,067,248 $40,612

1,000,000 - 3,000,000

$1,893,242 $153,735

$2,465,444 $222,458

$1,480,537 $176,308

$1,946,031 $119,383

$4,97213 $150,000

$3,850,594 $147,597

3,000,000 - 6,000,000

$5,258,305 $165,470

$3,628,227 $180,625

$26,007,721 $160,338

$17,643,853 $127,921

$9,238,258 $179,901

$8,854,662 $339,292

Above 6,000,000

$8,365,671 $168,000

$6,446,206 $175,710

$6,168,603 $108,333

$7,120,480 $169,575
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