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The snowball of self-sacrifice: When doing
good comes at a cost
This article looks at how self-sacrifice develops quietly in mission-driven organisations. In
nonprofit and care-based work, commitment can feel so closely tied to identity that
overextending yourself no longer feels like a boundary crossing. It feels like doing the right
thing. Over time, small reasonable compromises can become a pattern that weakens
recovery, normalises overwork, and turns personal care into an organisational sustainability
issue.

In mission-driven work, effort is often
experienced differently. When people
strongly identify with the purpose of the
organisation, saying yes, staying late, or
skipping breaks can feel meaningful rather
than costly. That is often where self-sacrifice
begins: not in dramatic burnout, but in
ordinary choices that seem justified in the
moment.

Self-sacrifice becomes cultural when it is left
unnamed. When late replies, constant
urgency, and overextension are treated as
signs of dedication, people start internalising
pressure and reproducing it themselves. The
problem is not individual weakness. It is
accumulated structural pressure that
gradually reshapes what commitment looks
like.

Treat recovery as part of organisational
capacity, not as a private issue. Make a few
clear agreements around urgency, response
times, and rest after intense periods. This
helps protect commitment over time instead
of draining it in silence.

The things that support resilience are often
the first things to disappear under pressure.
Sleep, meals, movement, hobbies,
friendships, family time, and mental quiet are
not extras. They are protective factors. When
they are repeatedly traded away for work,
recovery becomes harder even if no single
moment appears extreme.

Make sustainable communication possible
If your team is carrying important work under constant pressure, UUDLY can help you make hidden workload
patterns more visible. We support nonprofits and mission-driven organisations in building clearer
communication structures, healthier pace agreements, and ways of working that protect both the mission and
the people behind it.
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A simple reflection worksheet on self-
sacrifice and sustainable pace
https://uudly.com/en/communications/when-doing-good-comes-at-a-cost/

Exercise 1

List three things in your team that are currently treated as urgent. Then discuss which of them are truly
time-critical, and which feel urgent because of habit, pressure, or unclear expectations.

Exercise 2: 

Exercise 3: 

Ask each team member to name one protective factor they have lost during busy periods, such as rest,
movement, hobbies, or time with others. Reflect together on what work pattern tends to push that
support away.

Create three practical agreements for the next month. 
For example: no response expectations outside agreed hours, replacing “ASAP” with real deadlines, or
setting recovery time after major deadlines. 
Keep the agreements simple and specific. Inform the whole team about this. 

Use this page as a conversation starter in team meetings, management teams, or
project retrospectives.
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