
Contents
Acknowledgements ..........................................................................ix 

Introduction ......................................................................................x 

Chapter 1: What Are Nonprofit Lifecycles and Capacities? ..........1

Lifecycle Model ..............................................................................1

Capacity Model ..............................................................................4

Interrelationship of the Four Core Capacities ..........................7

Organizational Culture ............................................................10

Resources ................................................................................10

External Environment ............................................................11

Chapter 2: Organizational Capacity and Lifecycles: How and
When Do They Interrelate? ............................................................12

Start-Up ........................................................................................13

Role of the Board: An All-Encompassing Task........................14

Building Capacity: Only the Beginning ..................................15

Striving for Adolescence ........................................................17

Case Study: Beginning Leeway ..................................................19

Adolescent ....................................................................................20

Role of the Board: Moving from Hands-On to Oversight ......20

Strengthening Capacity: Taking It a Step Further ..................21

Climbing Towards the Top ....................................................23

Case Study: Growing the Maryland Foodbank ..........................27

Mature ..........................................................................................28

Role of the Board: A Governing Body ....................................28

Assessing and Fine-Tuning Capacity: Maintaining Relevance
and Adapting to Change..........................................................29

Sustaining the Organization in Maturity ................................30

Case Study: Sustaining the Foundation Center ..........................32

Stagnant ........................................................................................34

Identifying Stagnancy ..............................................................34

Case Study: The Dance Theater of Harlem: Is There Hope? ......36

Reversing Stagnation ....................................................................37

Role of the Board: Initiating a Turnaround ............................37

Rebuilding Capacity ................................................................38

Moving Forward ......................................................................41

Case Study: Renewing the New-York Historical Society ............41

Defunct..........................................................................................42

© 2006 BoardSource / NAVIGATING THE ORGANIZATIONAL LIFECYCLE / v



Role of the Board: Taking Care of Business before Saying
Good-Bye ................................................................................42

Using Capacity for a Smooth Ending ......................................43

Acknowledging the End ..........................................................44

Case Study: Dissolving the YWCA of Waukesha County ............45

Chapter 3: Building Organizational Capacity ..............................47

Essential Components of Adaptive Capacity ................................47

Needs Assessment....................................................................48

Organizational Assessment......................................................48

Program Evaluation ................................................................49

Knowledge Management ........................................................49

Strategic Planning....................................................................50

Collaborations and Partnerships ............................................51

Leadership Capacity: Guiding the Organization to Its Fullest ....52

Board Development ................................................................52

Executive Leadership Development ........................................54

Leadership Transitions ............................................................54

Management Capacity: Directing and Securing Organizational
Resources ......................................................................................57

Human-Resource Development and Management ..................57

Internal Communications........................................................57

Financial Management ............................................................58

Technical Capacity: Operational Functions of a Nonprofit ..........58

Service Delivery ......................................................................59

Evaluation................................................................................59

Outreach and Advocacy ..........................................................60

Marketing and Communications ............................................60

Earned-Income Generation ....................................................60

Fundraising..............................................................................60

Accounting ..............................................................................61

Legal ........................................................................................62

Facilities Management ............................................................62

Technology ..............................................................................62

Chapter 4: Taking Capacity Building One Step Further: 
Obtaining Outside Support ............................................................64

What Kind of Help Can External Providers Offer? ......................64

Training....................................................................................64

Peer Exchange ........................................................................65

Convening ..............................................................................65

Consulting ..............................................................................65

vi / NAVIGATING THE ORGANIZATIONAL LIFECYCLE / © 2006 BoardSource 



Communicating with Funders ......................................................65

Knowing What To Ask For......................................................66

Management Assistance ......................................................66

Grants ..................................................................................66

Capital Financing ................................................................67

Conclusion ......................................................................................68

Appendix 1: Indicators for High-Performing Nonprofit
Organizations ................................................................................ 69

Adaptive Capacity ........................................................................69

Leadership Capacity ......................................................................70

Management Capacity ..................................................................70

Technical Capacity ........................................................................71

Appendix 2: Nonprofit Organizational Lifecycle
Assessment Tool ............................................................................72

Part 1: Nonprofit Organizational Lifecycle Assessment Grid ......73

Part 2: Questions about Your Organizational Lifecycle 
Assessment ....................................................................................86

Appendix 3: Types of Capacity-Building Support To Seek from
Grantmakers at Each Stage of the Nonprofit Lifecycle................ 88

Start-Up Organizations ................................................................ 88

Adolescent Organizations ............................................................ 89

Mature Organizations .................................................................. 90

Stagnant Organizations ................................................................ 91

Defunct Organizations ................................................................ 92

Suggested Resources ...................................................................... 93

General Resources........................................................................ 93

Lifecycles...................................................................................... 93

Capacity Building ........................................................................ 94

Governance Practices .................................................................. 97

Start-Up ........................................................................................ 97

Adolescent.................................................................................... 98

Mature .......................................................................................... 99

Stagnant...................................................................................... 100

About the Author ........................................................................ 101

SIDEBARS

All-Volunteer Organizations..........................................................14

Board Members of a Start-Up Nonprofit ......................................15

Legal Steps for the Start-Up Nonprofit ........................................17

How To Structure a Needs Assessment ........................................21

© 2006 BoardSource / NAVIGATING THE ORGANIZATIONAL LIFECYCLE / vii



To Grow or Not To Grow? ............................................................23

Visionary vs. Manager ..................................................................26

Closing the Doors ........................................................................44

Data ➞ Information ➞ Knowledge ➞ Action ..............................50

Who Participates in Strategic Planning? ......................................51

Should a Merger Be Considered? ..................................................52

Finding the Right Board Member ................................................53

Founder’s Syndrome......................................................................55

Components of a Business Plan ....................................................61

EXHIBITS

Exhibit 1: The Nonprofit Organizational Lifecycle Model ............2

Exhibit 2: The Nonprofit Organizational Capacity Model ............5

Exhibit 3: Alignment of Core Capacities ........................................8

Exhibit 4: Building Capacities To Effectively Deliver 
Programs ........................................................................................9

Exhibit 5: Sample Self-Assessment Summary for a Growing
Organization..................................................................................12

Exhibit 6: Start-Up Phase: Building Capacities To Effectively
Deliver Programs ..........................................................................18

Exhibit 7: Adolescent Phase: Building Capacities To Effectively
Deliver Programs ..........................................................................24

Exhibit 8: Mature Phase: Building Capacities To Effectively 
Deliver Programs ..........................................................................31

Exhibit 9: Reversing Stagnation by Rebuilding Capacities 
To Effectively Deliver Programs....................................................40

Exhibit 10: Assessing the Context of Executive Transitions ........56

CD-ROM

The CD-ROM attached to the back of the book provides an electronic version of
Appendix 2 for customization and distribution purposes. 

viii / NAVIGATING THE ORGANIZATIONAL LIFECYCLE / © 2006 BoardSource 


