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There is not enough progress being made in order to get nonprofits to scale.  

Why is it so difficult to create a high performance nonprofit? 

There are many environmental issues that collude to keep nonprofits from getting strong. 

Without strong nonprofits, we cannot have strong programs.  

Nonprofits start with the idea of a program. Then you need to grow, which means figuring out 

hiring, HR, salaries etc. Then you need to create a budget and financial statements; all 

imperatives for growth. However, most times nonprofits don’t grow. The CEO uses 60-90% of 

their time focused toward raising money and doing the best they can, while surrounded by a 

subpar infrastructure.  

It goes like this: External help  strategy  growth in capacity  

But what’s the problem? Isn’t doing a good enough program, with good enough infrastructure, 

enough? Chris’s answer to this question would be, of course not.  

An unused muscle in developing capacity is developing really good work.  

The capacity-building model she’s been looking into is Adaptive  Why? 

 Improve value 

 Create good work 

 Demonstrate comparative value 

Over the last few years though, she’s gained new insight into the challenges of nonprofits.  

She asked the group, “How do you think about capacity when everything is on your mind?” 

“What keeps you up at night?” She broke this question into a few parts: “What are you going to 

do tomorrow?” “What are the big projects to work on?” “What might you not want to do?” Chris 

herself always writes a list of the top 3 things she needs to do, but doesn’t want to, every 

morning. Then forces herself complete at least one task before moving on with her day. She said 

tasks are often broke down and looked at by “urgent, imminent and important.”  



Christ then asked for real answers from the group about what keeps them up at night and got the 

following list: 

 Fundraising 

 Creating impact – am I delivering the program I want to be? 

o I’m doing a lot of stuff but I’m not sure if it is all good. This, she said, is not 

responsible.  

 Program development  

 HR/ Performance Management – staffing issues/concerns/supporting staff/managing 

appropriately/planning 

o “Fragile People Capacity” – wondering what would happen to the organization is 

the founder/CEO left or one important person 

 Leveraging opportunities in a small window of time 

o Ability to do this is a big question – are you equipped to manage your own 

destiny? 

o A lot of for-profit companies get successful earlier than they expect. Nonprofits 

that aren’t equipped get worse. 

o Most nonprofits build just enough infrastructure for what they have to do  but 

when something happens they don’t have enough people or infrastructure to take 

advantage of it 

o Pioneers (for-profits) vs. Settlers (nonprofits) concept  

 Whether or not they are focusing their time on the right things with the right people 

o What to do and with who? 

o How to make 2015 better than 2014 

 These are 2
nd

 level capacity questions  

o Strategy or short term process control or quality 

 Making sure every program person has the same protocol  

 If you don’t know how someone is doing something then you don’t know 

if it is the best way to get it done! 

 Creating a theory of change 

 Defining their logic model 

o Starting out in your nonprofit you have a big hypothesis. But, you don’t know if it 

will help. Then, you begin testing it. You create a logic model and need indicators 

in data. If you don’t begin to create data you’ll always be asking the question of 

whether you are really helping or not, and if your logic model is really working. 

At the end of the day, you might just have a “Cherished Theory.” Your program 

might have inputs and outputs but without data you do not have any proof. 

 Financial Management  

o Moving from having a budget to having financial statements and a financial 

model 



o Most people do a S.W.O.T. every year or two years then, eventually end up doing 

what they want. Strategy for financial management needs data from outside. 

o It is important to think about strategy in terms of positioning. Then, figure out 

what the financial model you need for that strategy.  

o Chris said she believes financial management should be BOD work. She said 

BOD recruitment and giving your board good work is very important. 

 Sustainability 

Chris said the sum total of all work from nonprofits isn’t equally up to enough impact. They are 

not getting enough done. Why? 

 COMMUNICATION 
o The big, used muscle  

Chris gave two examples to explain why she believes communication should be #1 on all 

nonprofits to-do-lists when thinking about building capacity and she gave two examples why. 

Example 1) 

The Philanthropy Connection (TPC) is a member organization of the Next Mile Project. TPC is a 

women’s collective giving group that gave $130,000 in grants, this past December 2013.  

They sent out RFP (requests for letters of intent) and received 146. They then did a process to 

weed the group down to 26.  

Nonprofits had to be able to write a good proposal in the first place, they had to explain the 

program, explain what they intended to do with the grant and give data, all parts of 

communication. Many of the letters of intent were thrown out simply because they couldn’t 

communicate the nonprofit’s programs well enough. Sometimes when they tried to call to learn 

more or get a part of the letter explained, no one was there to pick up the phone.  

Chris said she always wondered what if the 26 nonprofits TPC chose as finalists were required to 

come over and talk to TPC, and engage in conversation to see if this grant would be mutually 

beneficial for both parties, worth both of their time, and possibly start an even better relationship 

from there. 

Example 2)  

Chris teaches a class at the Harvard Kennedy School. The class received a $100,000 donation to 

give to charities. The students were not allowed to contact the nonprofits until they had formed a 

very small list of possible grantees. They did not start by asking for RFPs. The students first had 

to identify a public problem then find the best nonprofit for them to invest in to help fix this 

problem. They had to find the nonprofits in their problem’s scope and figure out how they 

compared to each other.  



Since the students were not allowed to contact the nonprofits, they had to rely on all the 

information that is available to them. Most nonprofits had bad “GuideStar” reports or lame 

websites. She asked everyone in the NMP room how their nonprofit would be perceived if 

students were trying to look up their strengths and weaknesses online.  

The students were researching the nonprofits theory of change, how many people they serve and 

why, the organizations’ demographics and most times: they couldn’t even find this information. 

Nonprofits have to be very aware of how they stack up against others because that is what donors 

are looking at.  

Chris said it is very important to figure out who would get on the phone if they called your 

nonprofit. Her students started with an email to ask if there was someone they could talk to. Most 

times when they got on the phone they were put in touch with a volunteer who couldn’t properly 

articulate the nonprofit’s mission. Most people they called couldn’t respond when asked what 

their theory of change was. You have to think about things like, if you put a program director on 

the phone, they might not be able to answer what the demographics of the whole organization 

are. Some people her students called couldn’t speak English. Eleven of the 20 nonprofits could 

not answer some of the student’s most basic questions. They were not equipped to be talking to 

someone who has money and who was evaluating them. 

Communication, she said, is a space where you don’t know what is happening and being said, 

and you don’t have control over it. These conversations and exchanges of communications create 

relationships which ultimately creates your nonprofit’s identity.  

Great book to read about this concept is The Brand Idea.  

Chris said branding in nonprofits is a combination of integrity, democracy and affinity. Think 

about branding in terms of positioning. Communication consists of client engagement and donor 

engagement, employees and partners.  

Quick bullet points summarizing these ideas: 

The reasons for why making communication a before thought, rather than an after 

thought, are as follows: 

 Communication is the biggest unused muscle nonprofits have 

 Branding in nonprofits is a combination of integrity, democracy, and affinity 

 In order to respond to anyone who wants to know about what it is you do, and why it is 

you do it, you must beforehand think of what you need to know 

 Consistent internal communication is key: who’s answering the phone to potential 

donors? Do they represent the cause as well as the CEO?  

 Be able to write proposals that articulate your mission efficiently and effectively 

 If you don’t know how to say it, people may not respond 



 Your ability to describe your program and articulate what you intend, sets you up as a 

player in the “problem space” your nonprofit lives in 

 Until people look up the nonprofit’s 990, you can tell donors anything! At that point, it’s 

about what your going to do, not what you’ve done 

 Learn how to investigate a public problem, how to develop theory of change, know what 

other organizations are doing 

 

What results from communication as an after thought? 

 If someone tries to find info on your mission, what will they find??? Her students found 

lame websites!! 

 Missed key information, lacked a theory of change, how many people are you serving 

and why?  

 Over 50% of nonprofit websites were so inadequate in answering questions on a 

comparative basis. 

 The issue with problem centered work is you’re worried about getting more done; but, 

easily forgotten, you HAVE to worry about where you stack up 

 11/20 nonprofits asked couldn’t answer the most basic questions and weren’t ready to 

talk to someone with money 

 It is unknown to these organizations that their internal identity is not consistent to their 

external identity 

 Lack of positive positioning through communication. 

 

Chris concluded with prioritizing her top subjects to focus on when thinking about building 

capacity: 

1) Communication – this is foundational and fundamental 

2) Data  

3) Theory of Change (simultaneous with communication) – needs to be quite 

comprehensive, helps to bring everyone in the same room and get them on the same page 

about this crucial piece of information 

4) Positioning – who else is in this space? Why are we better? Do we bridge the gap? Are 

we different? Better? Ext.  

Question from audience: 

How do you internally advocate that these need to be top priorities? 

 Need to tell people this is not their money 

 You don’t know if you are doing bad, if you don’t know that you are doing good – need 

data 

 Employees need to be using their talents wisely and be given good work to do 


