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Introduction: The Nonprofit Lifecycle Toolkit as a W shorcocanmon.som
Conscious Leadership Coach

Note from the Author

Over the past 30 years, I've had the honor of supporting nonprofit leaders through nearly
every stage of the journey from launching brand new missions to navigating growth,
transitions, and hard decisions. Some organizations found their footing and flourished.
Others chose to pause, realign, or close with integrity. Every one of those moments helped
shape this tool.

No matter the size, mission, or budget, I've noticed the same questions tend to rise:

o How do I start a nonprofit the right way?

o How do | know if we're doing what we're supposed to be doing?
» Are we financially ready to grow or expand?

o When is the right time to hire?

« How do we increase revenue without burning out?

o What if I'm doing everything alone - is that normal?

o How do | know if it's time to pause, reset, or restructure?

e What should we have in place before seeking larger grants?

o How do I lead with clarity when I'm still figuring things out?

These aren’t just operational questions, they’re leadership questions. This tool was created
to help you answer them with structure, strategy, and soul.

The Lifecycle Toolkit Coach isn’t just a diagnostic. It's a conversation. One that helps you
see where you are, name what’s working, notice what’s missing, and focus on what needs
care before you move forward. It honors your experience, your instincts, and your
wisdom. And in a sector that often pushes leaders to go faster and do more, it offers
something different: calm, clarity, and permission to lead at your own pace.

Wherever you are - starting fresh, growing fast, or navigating a turning point - this tool will
meet you there.

-Sheree

© 2025 Sheree Cannon. All rights reserved. 3



The Beginning

Where to Begin Your Nonprofit

Every nonprofit has a life. It begins as an idea, fueled by purpose and passion, and then
takes form through stages of planning, building, stabilizing, and eventually transitioning
into something larger or more enduring. These stages are what we call the nonprofit
lifecycle.

Understanding where your organization sits within that lifecycle is not just an academic
exercise. It is a practical and essential leadership tool. Just like in nature, growth cannot be
rushed, skipped, or faked. When an organization tries to leap into expansion before it has
stable roots, it risks collapse. When it avoids honest reflection at key points of transition, it
creates confusion, burnout, and mission drift.

The Lifecycle Toolkit Coach is designed to help you prevent that.

This is not just a planning tool. It is a leadership companion. It helps you identify what
stage your organization is truly in, what needs to be strengthened before you move
forward, and where your focus should be if you want to grow with integrity. It also gently
helps you see whether you have skipped important steps along the way and what it might
take to revisit and repair them.

Why Lifecycle Awareness Matters

Many nonprofits struggle not because their mission is flawed, but because they are
functioning in the wrong stage. A new organization may rush to hire staff and scale
programs without ever establishing strong financial systems or a healthy board. An
established nonprofit may continue operating in start-up mode long after it has outgrown
that way of working. In both cases, good people suffer. Burnout rises. Donors become
confused. Results flatten. Eventually, the organization may plateau or even close. Not
because the mission failed, but because the structure did.

Lifecycle awareness helps prevent these outcomes. It allows you to build and grow with
the right tools, mindset, and readiness for each phase. It creates alignment between what
you are trying to do and what your organization is built to handle.

What Makes This a Conscious Tool
A checklist alone does not build a thriving nonprofit. A conscious leader brings self-

awareness, humility, courage, and discernment into every phase of organizational life.
This tool invites you to be that kind of leader.
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Being a conscious nonprofit leader means you understand that leadership is relational, not
transactional. It means you are not just checking off tasks or managing outcomes. You are
paying attention to energy, alignment, timing, and impact. You are leading from integrity,
not urgency. You are willing to pause when something feels off, and you are brave enough
to return to a previous stage if your foundation needs strengthening.

This tool honors that kind of leadership. It pairs structure with wisdom, strategy with
reflection, and growth with accountability.

What Happens When We Skip Stages

Every nonprofit has a story of struggle. Perhaps your board never really got off the ground,
but you forged ahead anyway. Maybe you avoided financial systems because you were
too focused on programs. Or you never paused to evaluate impact because fundraising
took priority.

These moments accumulate. Over time, they create instability that cannot be ignored.

One small nonprofit, focused on youth mentorship, grew quickly from $80,000 to nearly
$1 million in three years. In its rush to serve more kids, the team never documented
internal systems, hired financial staff, or clarified board roles. When the founder stepped
away unexpectedly, no one knew who was in charge. Payroll errors surfaced. Donor
confidence dropped. Within 18 months, the organization lost its largest funders and was
forced to merge with a more stable agency.

This is not an uncommon story. But it is also not inevitable. With the right tools and
leadership presence, it can be prevented.

How to Use This Lifecycle Toolkit Coach
Each stage in this tool includes:

o A clear definition of the stage

o Characteristics of that phase

« Key activities and staffing patterns

« Financial benchmarks and momentum indicators

o A Gate Review with structured reflection questions
o Areadiness checklist

» Optional scoring tools

o A real-world example

« Transition guidance to the next stage
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You can use this resource independently or with your board, staff, or coach. If you are
honest about where your organization is, not where you wish it was, this tool will serve
you well.

How to Determine Your Current Stage

Sometimes a leader intuitively knows what stage they are in. Other times, it is more
complex. You may be in one stage programmatically and another financially. Your
infrastructure might lag behind your visibility and growth. This is common.

To help clarify, this tool includes a short Stage Finder Self-Assessment you can complete
before diving into the sections that follow. It will help you identify where you are in the
lifecycle and what stage you may need to revisit, strengthen, or prepare to enter.

When you know where you are, you can lead with confidence, clarity, and
consciousness.

Overview of the Five Nonprofit Lifecycle Stages

Stage Description
Seed The idea stage. A mission is forming. Work is led by founders or volunteers.
Start-Up | The nonprofit is legally established. Pilot programs, early funding, and
board building begin.
Growth | The organization is scaling programs, hiring staff, and diversifying income.
Maturity | Systems are stable. Culture is strong. Leadership is shared. Strategic
planning is active.
Transition = The organization is facing change. Leadership may shift. Mission may
evolve. Exit, succession, or rebirth becomes possible.

Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through each stage, remember this is not just about what your organization
is doing. It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is
fueled by urgency, fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support
more than just planning. Let it support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision
is not to move forward, but to pause, repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen
the foundation. There is wisdom in timing. There is power in reflection. And there is
integrity in knowing when to wait.
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Stage 1: Seed Stage wﬁﬁaﬁ

WWw.shereecannon.com

The idea phase — where vision meets initial planning.

Description of The Seed Stage
This is where the nonprofit is conceived. The mission is taking shape, but the
infrastructure is minimal. Founders are leading the charge, often fueled by passion, vision,
and community need.
Characteristics
o Clear mission idea, yet to be formally structured
« Initial conversations and stakeholder engagement
e Founder-led, volunteer-based activities
Focus
Idea formation, mission clarity, and legal setup
Key Activities
» Define purpose and community need
o Draft founding documents (Articles of Incorporation, Bylaws)
» File for 501(c)(3) or other nonprofit status
e Recruit founding board
Roles Present
« Founder/Executive Director (often unpaid or part-time)
o Volunteer board members
o Occasional pro bono legal or financial help
Staffing Note: Most work is done by founder(s) and volunteers.

Common Pitfall: Trying to scale too quickly without infrastructure.

Financial Health Benchmarks

o Suggested Annual Revenue: $0-$50,000
o Administrative Expenses Target: <30%
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« Program Expenses Target: >60%
« Reserve Goal: 0-1 month of operating expenses

The Gate Review

A Gate Review is a structured checkpoint that occurs at the end of a key organizational
stage to evaluate whether a nonprofit is ready to advance to the next phase of
development. It serves as both a pause for reflection and a decision-making tool, helping
leaders and stakeholders assess performance, readiness, and risk before moving forward.

Why Gate Reviews Are Important

1. Prevent Premature Scaling
Gate Reviews ensure the organization doesn’t grow beyond its capacity or
infrastructure. They create space to assess whether the foundation is truly strong
enough to support what's coming next.

2. Encourage Strategic Discipline
In the rush to serve or grow, leaders often skip steps. Gate Reviews force
thoughtful, intentional growth—grounded in readiness, not urgency.

3. Strengthen Accountability
By involving trusted advisors or future board members, the process builds healthy
habits of shared leadership, transparency, and evaluation from the start.

4. Reduce Risk
Many nonprofits collapse in the early years due to operational or financial
missteps. A Gate Review can help catch blind spots and prevent preventable
failure.

5. Build Confidence and Alignment
Completing a Gate Review gives the founder and early team a sense of validation—
they’ve done the work, asked the right questions, and can move forward with
clarity and confidence.

Gate Review Process: Who Should Participate

The Gate Review process at the end of the Seed Stage should be collaborative, reflective,
and grounded in both vision and practicality. While the organization is still informal, it's
important to bring in a small circle of trusted, competent advisors who can help assess

readiness to move into the Start-Up Stage.

Even in the Seed Stage, input from a small group of trusted advisors is essential. Here's
who should ideally be involved:
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1. Founder or Primary Vision Holder

o Leads the review and reflects on learning and capacity.
2. Key Stakeholders or Community Advisors

o Validate community need and early effectiveness.
3. Prospective or Informal Board Members

o Assess governance readiness and ethical responsibilities.
4. Mentor or Sector-Aligned Advisor

o Offers strategic perspective and nonprofit experience.
5. Financial Ally or Advisor (Optional but Ideal)

o Assesses early financial planning and sustainability.

How the Gate Review Should Work

o Schedule a 60-90-minute working session (virtual or in-person)
o Use the Seed Stage Readiness Checklist as your agenda

» Discuss responses and document decisions

o Decide whether to:
o Move forward and begin formal operations
o Pause to strengthen weak areas
o Reevaluate or redefine your concept

Gate Review: Are You Ready to Move to Start-Up?

e Do you have a clear, documented mission and vision?
« Have you filed for legal nonprofit status (IRS, state, etc.)?

« Do you have active and engaged founding board members?
» Have you identified the community need your organization will serve?
e Do you have basic startup funding or a plan for initial fundraising?

Seed Stage Readiness Checklist

As a nonprofit leader, can you confidently answer the following?

Mission and Vision

O Can we articulate the mission in one or two sentences?
O Is our mission distinct and relevant?
O Have we defined a long-term vision for impact?
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Community and Stakeholder Support

O Have we identified and engaged initial supporters?
O Do we have letters of interest or commitments?
O Is there clear evidence that the community needs our services?

Initial Research and Feasibility

O Have we researched the need and context for our work?
O Do we understand the local landscape and what sets us apart?
O Can we demonstrate the feasibility of our idea?

Planning and Operations

O Do we have a basic, written plan of action or pilot?
O Have we identified the resources required?
O Do we have an initial outreach or engagement plan?

Governance and Structure

O Have we discussed our governance approach and potential board members?
[0 Are we ready for legal filings?

O Have we identified advisors to guide us?
Financial Preparation

O Do we have at least one potential funding source?
O Do we have informal budgeting or tracking in place?
O Do we understand our financial benchmarks?

Leadership Capacity

OO0 Am | prepared for the next level of leadership and time commitment?
O Do we have a plan to share the load and avoid burnout?
O Do we know what support or skills we’ll need next?

© 2025 Sheree Cannon. All rights reserved. 11



Optional Readiness Tools to Support Decision-Making

Baseline Financial Health Benchmarks by Stage

Lifecycle Suggested Annual Admin % Program % Reserve
Stage Revenue Target Target Goal
Seed Stage $0-$50,000 <30% >60% 0-1 months
Start-Up $50K-$250K <25% >65% 1-3 months
Growth $250K-$1M <20% >70% 3-6 months
Maturity $TM-$5M+ <15% >75% 6-12

months
Transition Varies Contextual Contextual 12+
months

These are not rules but benchmarks. Exceptions may apply during capital campaigns or
major infrastructure investments.

Growth Momentum Indicators

o Revenue growth: 15-25% year-over-year

o 2-3 diversified funding sources

o At least one part-time or full-time person identified
o Demonstrated demand or need for your service

Lifecycle Readiness Scorecard

Score each item 1-5:

Category Score (1-5)
Mission & Program Clarity
Legal & Governance Structure
Revenue Stability & Diversity
Operational Systems (HR, CRM)
Staff Roles & Capacity
Community Visibility & Support
Board Functionality
Strategic Planning In Place
Measurable Outcomes/Impact
Financial Benchmarks Met

Total Score:
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e 40-50 = Ready to advance
e 30-39 = Almost ready; strengthen weak spots
o Below 30 = Stabilize before progressing

Optional Readiness Formula

Readiness % = ((Total Score + 50) + Avg. YoY Revenue Growth + (# of Funding Sources +
5)) +3

Example Calculation

e Scorecard: 42 = 0.84
e Growth: 18% =0.18
e 3 funding sources = 0.6
=(0.84 + 0.18 + 0.6) ~ 3 = 54% readiness

Readiness Legend

e 70%+ = Green = Ready
e 50-69% = Yellow = Prepare
o Below 50% = Red = Stabilize

Seed Stage Example: Books for All

Mission Idea:
To provide free books and literacy support to underserved elementary students in rural
areas.

Current Activities:

« No formal incorporation yet, but founder Maya has shared the idea with local
schools and libraries

e Over 500 donated books collected from community sources

» Support from retired teachers volunteering time and skills

« Basic budget and inventory tracking in a spreadsheet

o Working document with ideas for future programs

o Local bookstore sponsor secured

o Prospective advisors identified: a retired CPA and a former librarian
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Readiness Summary:
Maya is piloting classroom book bundles, engaging stakeholders, and preparing to file.
While she's not ready to scale, her progress indicates clear movement toward the Start-Up

Stage.

Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through this stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is
doing. It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is
fueled by urgency, fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support
more than just planning. Let it support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision
is not to move forward, but to pause, repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen
the foundation. There is wisdom in timing. There is power in reflection. And there is
integrity in knowing when to wait.
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Stage 2: Stal‘t-Up Stage WwWw.shereecannon.com

The formation phase — where mission becomes movement.

Description of the Start-Up Stage

In the Start-Up Stage, the nonprofit begins formal operations. The organization has likely
secured its legal status, launched early programs or services, and is gaining visibility in the
community. There is growing pressure to deliver on the mission while simultaneously
building structure and funding. Founders are still deeply involved, often wearing many
hats.

Characteristics

o Legally established and incorporated

o First program(s) launched or piloted

o Founder-led but beginning to involve additional team members or paid staff
o Still building fundraising systems, operations, and credibility

Focus
Program delivery, revenue generation, and basic systems setup
Key Activities

o Deliver pilot or early-stage programs

o Begin fundraising through grants, events, or early donors

o Develop first strategic or operational plan

o Clarify board roles and responsibilities

« Create basic operational and HR systems (policies, budgeting, staff support)
o Begin tracking program outcomes and fundraising performance

Roles Present

» Executive Director or Founder still managing most operations
o Part-time or first full-time staff person(s)

o Program Manager or Coordinator

o Contract or part-time bookkeeper or admin help

o Working board that supports fundraising and operations

Staffing Note: Team members may still be generalists. Key roles are often filled by
necessity rather than expertise.
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Common Pitfall: Operating with unclear roles, overreliance on the founder, or reactive
fundraising.

Financial Health Benchmarks

Suggested Annual Revenue: $50K-$250K
Administrative Expenses Target: <25%

Program Expenses Target: >65%

Reserve Goal: 1-3 months of operating expenses

The Gate Review

Purpose

The Gate Review at the end of the Start-Up Stage evaluates whether your nonprofit has the
systems, staffing, and sustainability required to move into structured, intentional growth.

Why Gate Reviews Are Important at This Stage

1.

Shift from Informal to Formal: Ensures the nonprofit is transitioning from reactive
leadership to intentional strategy.

. Validate Program Effectiveness: Confirms the organization can demonstrate early

success and outcomes.

. Protect Against Founder Burnout: Prompts honest conversations about delegation,

succession, and shared leadership.
Prepare for Hiring and Specialization: Identifies capacity-building needs before
scaling.

. Set the Stage for Strategic Fundraising: Assesses whether you're ready to secure

more substantial grants, donors, or contracts.

Gate Review Process: Who Should Participate

Executive Director or Founder

Key Program Staff or Volunteers

Treasurer or Financial Advisor

Board Chair or Governance Advisor

Community Stakeholder or Early Funder (Optional)

How the Gate Review Should Work

Schedule a 90-minute session with key decision-makers
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o Use the checklist below to guide discussion
o Document strengths, risks, and action steps
o Decide whether to:

o Grow and hire

o Pause to stabilize systems

o Redesign structure or programs

Gate Review: Are You Ready to Move to the Growth Stage?

» Have you implemented at least one successful program or service?

» Do you have consistent or repeatable funding coming in?

e Is your board functioning strategically rather than just operationally?

« Have you begun delegating key functions beyond the founder?

o Are systems (financial, HR, program tracking) in place and functioning?

Start-Up Stage Readiness Checklist

As a nonprofit leader, can you confidently answer the following before moving on to the
Growth Stage?

Program and Mission Delivery

O Have we launched and completed at least one full program, service, or event?

O Are we able to report on outcomes, participation, or community impact?

O Do we have the systems and team in place to deliver our programs consistently and
reliably?

Revenue and Fundraising

O Have we raised consistent funds from more than one source?
O Do we have donor tracking and acknowledgment systems in place?
O Are we diversifying our fundraising (e.g., grants, events, recurring donors)?

Organizational Capacity

O Do we have at least one paid staff person or consistent contractor?
O Are job descriptions written and roles clearly defined for all team members?
O Have we identified and addressed burnout risks among staff and volunteers?

Governance and Leadership
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O Is our board meeting regularly with agendas, minutes, and follow-up?
O Do all board members understand and fulfill their roles and responsibilities?
O Are governance and operations beginning to function separately?

Planning and Evaluation

O Do we have a written operational or strategic plan that guides our decisions?
O Are we collecting data on our programs, finances, and donor activity?
O Do we use our data to inform decisions and adjust course when needed?

Financial Readiness

00 Do we have an active annual budget that is reviewed regularly?
O Are we tracking income and expenses monthly using basic financial systems?
[0 Have we begun to set aside reserves for future sustainability?

Optional Readiness Tools to Support Decision-Making

These tools help nonprofit leaders assess whether their organization is stable and prepared
to move into the Growth Stage with intention and capacity.

Baseline Financial Health Benchmarks by Stage

Lifecycle Suggested Annual Admin % Program % Reserve
Stage Revenue Target Target Goal
Seed Stage $0-$50,000 <30% >60% 0—1 months
Start-Up $50K-$250K <25% >65% 1-3 months
Growth $250K-$1M <20% >70% 3—6 months

Maturity $TM-$5M+ <15% >75% 6-12
months

Transition Varies Contextual Contextual 12+
months

These are general benchmarks, not rigid rules. Exceptions may apply based on program
type, capital investments, or startup funding patterns.

Growth Momentum Indicators
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Use these indicators to assess whether your organization is naturally building toward the
next stage:

Revenue Growth: 15-25% year-over-year increase

Funding Diversity: At least 3 different funding streams (e.g., grants, events, donors)
Staffing Expansion: At least one part-time or full-time paid staff in place

Program Demand: Clear signs that your services are needed, growing, or reaching
capacity

Lifecycle Readiness Scorecard

Score each item from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

Category Score (1-5)

Mission & Program Clarity
Legal & Governance Structure
Revenue Stability & Diversity
Operational Systems (HR, CRM)
Staff Roles & Capacity
Community Visibility & Support
Board Functionality

Strategic Planning In Place
Measurable Outcomes/Impact
Financial Benchmarks Met

Total Score:

40-50 = Ready to advance
30-39 = Almost ready; strengthen weak spots
Below 30 = Stabilize before progressing

Optional Readiness Formula

A quick formula to estimate overall organizational readiness:

Readiness % =
((Total Score + 50) + Avg. YoY Revenue Growth + (# of Funding Sources + 5)) + 3

Example Calculation

Scorecard: 42 — 0.84

YoY Growth: 20% — 0.20

3 funding sources — 0.60

=(0.84 + 0.20 + 0.60) + 3 = 54.6% readiness
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Readiness Legend

e 70% and above = Green = Ready to move forward
e 50%-69% = Yellow = Prepare and shore up gaps
o Below 50% = Red = Stabilize before scaling

Start-Up Stage Example: Nourish Together

Mission Idea:

To increase food security for low-income families by offering culturally relevant meal kits
sourced from local farmers and distributed through school partnerships.

Current Activities (Start-Up Stage):

o Legally incorporated and received 501(c)(3) status nine months ago

o Completed three 8-week pilot cycles of the meal kit program, serving over 75
families

o Developed partnerships with three local farms and two school districts

» Raised $125,000 through a mix of a local foundation grant, small donor campaign,
and a fundraising dinner

o Hired a part-time program coordinator to manage kit assembly and delivery
logistics

o Built out a 6-member working board, including a teacher, a nutritionist, and a
nonprofit CFO

» Using Google Workspace for communication, QuickBooks for basic financial
tracking, and Airtable to track family participation and feedback

o Created a simple impact report with testimonials, family surveys, and photos from
pilot participants

o Currently drafting a 12-month-operations plan with milestones for staffing,
fundraising, and school outreach

Readiness Summary:

Nourish Together has moved beyond concept and incorporation into program delivery
and early infrastructure. With a successful pilot, active partnerships, and early donor
traction, the organization is now evaluating how to grow responsibly. Its founder is
beginning to delegate responsibilities, and systems for financial tracking and impact
measurement are in place. The board is engaged and contributing both time and funding.
Nourish Together is showing strong indicators that it is ready to enter the Growth Stage,
with a clear need to strengthen its team and scale its operations in a sustainable way.
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Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through this stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is doing. It

is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is fueled by urgency,
fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support more than just planning. Let it
support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision is not to move forward, but to pause,
repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen the foundation. There is wisdom in timing.
There is power in reflection. And there is integrity in knowing when to wait.

© 2025 Sheree Cannon. All rights reserved.
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Stage 3: GrOWth Stage WWW.shereecannon.com

The expansion phase — where structure meets scale.

Description of the Growth Stage

In the Growth Stage, the nonprofit is gaining traction, staff, and stability. Programs are no
longer in testing mode — they are running consistently with demonstrated results.
Revenue is increasing, teams are forming, and the organization must shift from reactive
leadership to structured growth. Strategic planning, infrastructure, and leadership
development become critical.

Characteristics

o Programs are consistently implemented and evaluated

« Revenue has increased steadily for at least one year

« Staff roles are diversifying and departments are emerging

o Systems for HR, finance, and program measurement are in place

o Board is focused on governance, fundraising, and strategic oversight

Focus
Scaling programs, building teams, strengthening systems, and formalizing leadership
Key Activities

o Hire key staff to lead programs, operations, and fundraising
o Refine and document internal systems and workflows

o Expand and diversify revenue streams

o Develop leadership and succession planning strategies

o Track impact through structured evaluation tools

o Engage board in strategic planning and long-term thinking

Roles Present

e Executive Director or CEO

o Development Director or Fundraising Team

e Program Directors or Managers

o Operations/Finance/Human Resources Staff

o Data or Evaluation Specialist

o Board Committees with clear charters and objectives
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Staffing Note: Specialists are now hired for key functions. A clear management structure is
forming.

Common Pitfall: Growing too fast without infrastructure, or failing to shift from founder-
led decision-making to team-led operations.

Financial Health Benchmarks

o Suggested Annual Revenue: $250K-$1M

o Administrative Expenses Target: <20%

e Program Expenses Target: >70%

« Reserve Goal: 3-6 months of operating expenses

The Gate Review

Purpose

The Growth Stage Gate Review helps determine whether your nonprofit is stable,
strategic, and structurally prepared to scale into a sustainable, mission-driven institution.

Why Gate Reviews Are Important at This Stage

» Prevent Scaling Without Systems: Ensures you're building infrastructure alongside
program expansion

o Promote Leadership Distribution: Confirms teams are leading effectively, not just
individuals

« Support Financial Sustainability: Checks if revenue is dependable, not project-
dependent

» Center Strategic Thinking: Encourages mission alignment as complexity increases

 Build Accountability Across Teams: Evaluates departmental coordination and
collaboration

Gate Review Process: Who Should Participate

e Executive Director or CEO

o Department Heads or Team Leads

o Development Lead or Major Donor Advisor
e Board Chair or Governance Committee

e Financial Officer or Treasurer

How the Gate Review Should Work
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o Conduct a 90-120 minute session with leadership and board representation
» Review readiness checklist, financials, and strategic plan alignment
 Identify challenges, opportunities, and growth capacity
o Decide whether to:

o Scale program offerings or team size

o Pause and invest in internal capacity

o Redesign structure or deepen impact before expanding

Gate Review: Are You Ready to Move to the Maturity Stage?

o Are programs consistently evaluated and showing measurable results?
» Is your revenue diversified and increasing year over year?

» Are key departments staffed and functioning with clear accountability?
o Is your board focused on strategy and sustainability, not operations?

« Do your systems support growth, not just sustain the current state?

Growth Stage Readiness Checklist

As a nonprofit leader, can you confidently answer the following before moving on to the
Maturity Stage?

Program Performance

O Are our programs running consistently and generating measurable outcomes?
O Do we have a process for evaluating program effectiveness and using results to
improve!?

O Are we reaching more people or expanding our service footprint in a strategic,
manageable way?

Revenue and Fundraising

O Have we experienced at least two years of consistent revenue growth?

O Are we funded through at least three different streams (grants, donors, events,
contracts)?

O Do we have a development team or lead managing donor relationships and long-term
revenue strategy?

Staffing and Organizational Capacity

O Do we have full-time staff in key areas like programs, operations, development, and
finance?

O Are job descriptions, evaluations, and workflows clearly documented and in regular
use?
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O Are departments or teams collaborating effectively and communicating across
functions?

Systems and Infrastructure

O Are we using consistent systems for finance, HR, operations, and data tracking?
O Do we have policies and procedures that support efficiency and reduce risk?
OO Are we using appropriate technology to manage scale and reduce administrative load?

Governance and Leadership

O Is our board engaged in strategic oversight, not day-to-day management?

0 Have we formed active board committees with defined goals and accountability?
O Is leadership distributed across a team, and are we preparing for succession in key
roles?

Strategic Planning and Growth Readiness

O Do we have a multi-year strategic plan that is regularly reviewed and used to guide
decisions?

OO Are we evaluating new growth opportunities based on mission alignment and capacity?
O Do we have data systems in place to measure organizational health and long-term
outcomes?

Optional Readiness Tools to Support Decision-Making

These tools help determine whether your nonprofit is structurally sound, strategically
focused, and financially positioned to enter the Maturity Stage.

Baseline Financial Health Benchmarks by Stage

Lifecycle Suggested Annual Admin % Program % Reserve
Stage Revenue Target Target Goal
Seed Stage $0-$50,000 <30% >60% 0—1 months
Start-Up $50K-$250K <25% >65% 1-3 months
Growth $250K-$1M <20% >70% 3-6 months

Maturity $1TM-$5M+ <15% >75% 6-12
months
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Transition Varies Contextual Contextual 12+
months

These benchmarks help determine financial readiness, but exceptions may occur due to
growth spurts, capital investments, or large-scale infrastructure changes.

Growth Momentum Indicators

Use these indicators to assess if your nonprofit is naturally progressing toward the Maturity
Stage:

o Revenue Growth: Minimum of 15-25% increase year-over-year over the last 2
years

« Funding Diversity: At least three sustainable funding sources in use

 Staffing Expansion: Full-time leads or department heads are in place

« System Efficiency: Core operational, HR, and financial systems are automated or
standardized

« Program Demand: Ongoing or increasing need that stretches your current capacity

Lifecycle Readiness Scorecard
Score each item from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

Category Score (1-5)
Mission & Program Clarity
Legal & Governance Structure
Revenue Stability & Diversity
Operational Systems (HR, CRM)
Staff Roles & Capacity
Community Visibility & Support
Board Functionality
Strategic Planning In Place
Measurable Outcomes/Impact
Financial Benchmarks Met

Total Score:
e 40-50 = Ready to advance
e 30-39 = Almost ready; strengthen weak spots
» Below 30 = Stabilize before progressing

Optional Readiness Formula

A simplified calculation to help summarize organizational readiness:
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Readiness % =
((Total Score + 50) + Avg. YoY Revenue Growth + (# of Funding Sources + 5)) + 3

Example Calculation

e Scorecard: 44 — 0.88
e Revenue Growth: 22% — 0.22
o Funding Sources: 4 — 0.80

Readiness % = (0.88 + 0.22 + 0.80) + 3 = 63.3%
Readiness Legend

e 70% and above = Green = Ready to move forward
e 50%-69% = Yellow = Prepare and stabilize key areas
o Below 50% = Red = Pause and strengthen infrastructure before advancing

Growth Stage Example: Bridge Forward

Mission Idea:

To close the college access gap by providing first-generation high school students with
personalized college counseling, mentorship, and family support.

Current Activities (Growth Stage):

» Bridge Forward has been in operation for four years and is in its third year of full
programming.

o They serve over 500 students annually across four public high schools, providing
weekly counseling, SAT prep, and application support.

» The organization recently launched a “Family Academy” to help parents navigate
financial aid and college readiness.

e Annual revenue has grown from $280,000 to $740,000 over the past two years.

« Funding is diversified across three main sources: multi-year foundation grants,
individual donors, and a city contract.

« Staff includes a full-time Executive Director, Director of Programs, Development
Manager, Operations Coordinator, and three College Success Coaches.

o Staff roles are clearly defined and supported by annual evaluations and job
descriptions.

o Program outcomes are tracked using a student database, including application
submissions, FAFSA completions, college acceptances, and scholarship totals.

o Board has expanded to 11 members, with active governance and fundraising
committees. Strategic planning is led by a committee of board and staff leaders.
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« Financial systems are managed using QuickBooks and a dedicated part-time
Finance Manager.

o The organization has a current 3-year strategic plan and just completed a full
program evaluation in partnership with an external research consultant.

Readiness Summary:

Bridge Forward has built a strong foundation of programs, staff, systems, and community
trust. With growing demand and proven impact, the organization is preparing to increase
its reach to six schools next year and develop an alumni mentorship component. The
board and leadership team are aligned around mission and strategy. With structured
systems, revenue growth, and increasing staff capacity, Bridge Forward is entering a new
era of expansion and strategic maturity — a clear signal that they are ready for the
Maturity Stage.

Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through this stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is
doing. It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is
fueled by urgency, fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support
more than just planning. Let it support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision
is not to move forward, but to pause, repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen
the foundation. There is wisdom in timing. There is power in reflection. And there is
integrity in knowing when to wait.
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Stage 4: Maturity Stage www.shereecannon.com

The sustainability phase — where mission, strategy, and infrastructure are
fully aligned.

Description of the Maturity Stage

In the Maturity Stage, the nonprofit operates with clarity, stability, and long-term vision.
Programs are proven and well-documented, staffing is professionalized, systems are
optimized, and the board functions as a strategic partner. The organization focuses on
sustaining impact, retaining leadership, expanding influence, and adapting to a changing
environment without losing mission focus.

Characteristics

« Financially stable with diversified revenue and operating reserves

« Fully staffed with leaders overseeing distinct departments

« Board provides strong strategic oversight and long-term planning

o Evaluation data is consistently used to improve and communicate impact

o Culture, systems, and leadership are institutionalized, not personality-dependent

Focus
Sustainability, succession, long-term impact, and institutional resilience
Key Activities

« Maintain strong program performance and consistent evaluation practices
o Deepen donor and funder relationships for long-term investments

o Implement or revisit multi-year strategic plan

o Develop leadership pipelines and succession plans

o Document and preserve organizational knowledge and culture

« Strengthen advocacy, policy, or sector leadership roles

Roles Present

e CEO or Executive Director

o Senior Leadership Team (e.g., CFO, COO, CPO, Development Director)

o Full program, finance, HR, and communications departments

o Data and evaluation staff or contracted analyst

o Board with committees focused on strategy, succession, and external positioning
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Staffing Note: Most team members are specialists. Internal pipelines exist for leadership
development and retention.

Common Pitfall: Complacency, rigidity, or loss of innovation. Mature organizations can
lose relevance if they fail to adapt.

Financial Health Benchmarks

o Suggested Annual Revenue: $1TM-$5M+

o Administrative Expenses Target: <15%

e Program Expenses Target: >75%

« Reserve Goal: 6-12 months of operating expenses

The Gate Review

Purpose

The Gate Review at the end of the Maturity Stage evaluates whether the organization is
not just sustaining success, but preparing for what's next—whether that's legacy planning,
scaling impact, systems change, or transitioning into a new leadership era.

Why Gate Reviews Are Important at This Stage

» Prevent Complacency: Encourages ongoing learning, innovation, and
responsiveness

» Reinforce Strategic Agility: Assesses ability to pivot or adapt to emerging needs

o Ensure Leadership Continuity: Reviews succession planning and leadership health

« Strengthen Organizational Legacy: Ensures the mission outlives the founder or
original team

 Position for Influence: Examines readiness for systems leadership, policy impact, or
sector transformation

Gate Review Process: Who Should Participate

e CEO or Executive Director

o Senior Leadership Team

o Board Chair and Governance or Executive Committee
o Succession Planning Advisor or HR Lead

« Key funders or community allies (optional)

How the Gate Review Should Work
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o Conduct a facilitated strategic session (90-120 minutes or retreat-style)
» Review the checklist, strategic plan, financial position, and leadership health
o Decide whether to:

o Stay the course and invest in what's working

o Recalibrate mission, structure, or scale

o Transition leadership or explore legacy options

Gate Review: Are You Ready to Move to the Transition Stage?

» Are your core programs sustainable and showing consistent outcomes?

 Is your revenue diversified and stable across economic cycles?

o Are succession and leadership transitions clearly planned for?

 Is the organization adaptable, relevant, and still deeply aligned with its mission?

« Are you thinking beyond survival and toward long-term systems change or legacy?

Maturity Stage Readiness Checklist

As a nonprofit leader, can you confidently answer the following before moving on to the
Transition Stage?

Program Quality and Impact

O Are our programs consistently delivering high-quality outcomes across multiple years?

O Do we have a formal evaluation system that informs strategy and demonstrates
measurable impact?

O Are we adapting our programs based on evolving needs, data, or community feedback?

Financial Sustainability

O Do we have multiple stable and renewable funding sources?
O Are we meeting or exceeding our reserve goals (6-12 months of operating expenses)?
O Are we using multi-year budgeting, forecasting, and scenario planning?

Staffing and Leadership Capacity

O Do we have a full leadership team overseeing each core function (programs,
operations, finance, development)?

O Is the organization less dependent on any one individual for continuity or decision-
making?
O Do we have leadership succession planning in place?

Operational Systems and Infrastructure
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O Are our internal systems for HR, technology, compliance, and administration fully
documented and regularly updated?

O Are we leveraging data and technology to increase efficiency and impact?

O Do we have institutional knowledge secured through documentation and cross-
training?

Governance and Strategic Oversight

O Is our board consistently engaged in long-term strategic planning and fiscal oversight?
O Are board roles clear, active, and evolving to meet the needs of the organization?
O Does the board engage in regular performance review and board development?

Organizational Culture and Resilience

O Have we cultivated a healthy, mission-driven workplace culture that supports staff
wellbeing and retention?

O Are we investing in staff development and DEI (diversity, equity, inclusion) practices?
O Do we have a plan for managing change, conflict, or disruption without destabilizing
the organization?

Optional Readiness Tools to Support Decision-Making

These tools help you assess if your organization is stable, strategic, and structurally
equipped to move toward the Transition Stage.

Baseline Financial Health Benchmarks by Stage

Lifecycle Suggested Annual Admin % Program % Reserve
Stage Revenue Target Target Goal
Seed Stage $0-$50,000 <30% >60% 0—1 months
Start-Up $50K-$250K <25% >65% 1-3 months
Growth $250K-$1M <20% >70% 3—6 months

Maturity $1M-$5M+ <15% >75% 6-12
months

Transition Varies Contextual Contextual 12+
months
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These benchmarks offer structure without rigidity. Organizations undertaking large capital
or multi-year system upgrades may show short-term shifts.

Momentum Indicators at the Maturity Stage

3+ years of stable or increasing revenue

Funding diversity across multiple sources, including unrestricted revenue
Well-established board governance with succession planning and committee work
Institutional knowledge documented through handbooks, SOPs, and internal
systems

Staff retention and internal leadership development pathways

Community or sector positioning (e.g., coalition work, advocacy, research
contributions)

Lifecycle Readiness Scorecard

Score each category from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

Category Score (1-5)

Mission & Program Clarity

Legal & Governance Structure

Revenue Stability & Diversity
Operational Systems (HR, CRM)
Staff Roles & Capacity
Community Visibility & Support

Board Functionality

Strategic Planning In Place

Measurable Outcomes/Impact

Financial Benchmarks Met

Total Score:

40-50 = Ready to advance
30-39 = Almost ready; strengthen targeted areas
Below 30 = Stabilize before progressing

Optional Readiness Formula

Readiness % =
((Total Score + 50) + Avg. YoY Revenue Growth + (# of Funding Sources + 5)) + 3
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Example Calculation

o Scorecard: 46 — 0.92
e Avg. YoY Growth: 10% — 0.10
« 5 funding sources — 1.00

Readiness % = (0.92 + 0.10 + 1.00) + 3 = 67.3%
Readiness Legend

e 70% and above = Green = Ready
e 50-69% = Yellow = Prepare and stabilize
o Below 50% = Red = Reassess foundation before progressing

Maturity Stage Example: Pathways to Wellness

Mission Idea:

To improve community health outcomes by providing free, holistic mental health and
wellness services to underserved populations through neighborhood-based clinics, mobile
outreach, and culturally responsive programming.

Current Activities (Maturity Stage):

« Pathways to Wellness has been operating for 11 years and currently serves over
4,000 individuals annually across five clinic locations and two mobile units.

o Programs include counseling, trauma-informed yoga, nutrition workshops, family
therapy, and youth mental health services.

o The organization’s current annual operating budget is $3.1 million, with a
consistent 4-year trend of stable or increasing revenue.

« Revenue is sourced from five distinct funding streams: multi-year private
foundation grants, government contracts, individual major donors, recurring
monthly donors, and earned income through training workshops for other
nonprofits and public agencies.

o The organization maintains 10 months of operating reserves and uses a rolling 36-
month financial forecast for planning.

o Staff includes a 5-person executive team (ED, COO, CFO, Clinical Director,
Development Director) and 38 additional full-time staff across departments.

o All departments operate with documented policies, performance metrics, and
standardized workflows.
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e The board is composed of 15 members and includes three standing committees:
Governance, Finance, and Equity & Impact. It conducts annual self-assessments
and CEO performance reviews.

o Pathways completed a formal 5-year strategic plan two years ago, and conducts
annual planning retreats to adjust course as needed.

 Institutional knowledge has been codified through detailed handbooks, operations
manuals, a secure knowledge base, and succession documentation for key roles.

o The organization has received recognition from national funders and contributes
policy recommendations through its membership in state health coalitions.

Readiness Summary:

Pathways to Wellness has built a solid organizational core with clear leadership pipelines,
sound financial management, and deeply trusted programs. The board is active in
planning for leadership transitions and long-term strategy. With its proven track record
and increasing influence in health policy spaces, the organization is now exploring ways
to deepen impact, replicate its model in new regions, and formally prepare for executive
succession. These are strong indicators that Pathways to Wellness is ready to move into
the Transition Stage.

Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through this stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is
doing. It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is
fueled by urgency, fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support
more than just planning. Let it support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision
is not to move forward, but to pause, repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen
the foundation. There is wisdom in timing. There is power in reflection. And there is
integrity in knowing when to wait.
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Stage 5: Transition Stage www.shereccannon. com

The evolution phase — where legacy, reinvention, or reinvestment
becomes the focus.

Description of the Transition Stage

The Transition Stage occurs when a mature organization faces a pivotal moment:
leadership change, strategic reinvention, mission expansion, or sunset planning. It's a
period of deep reflection and intentional transformation. Some nonprofits in this stage
prepare for their next 10 years of impact; others begin planning for responsible closure,
merger, or a major shift in direction.

Characteristics

» Legacy leadership preparing for succession

« Evaluation of future relevance, structure, and viability
 Strategic clarity around long-term vision or endgame

» Focus on knowledge transfer, resilience, and reinvention

o Courageous decision-making and deep organizational honesty

Focus

Long-term transition planning, leadership succession, and mission sustainability (or
completion)

Key Activities

« Finalize or activate succession plan

o Conduct deep organizational review (programs, finances, board, impact)
o Decide between growth, reinvention, merger, or sunset

o Transfer institutional knowledge and culture

o Align communications, staffing, and finances with future direction

o Communicate transparently with stakeholders about coming change

Roles Present

e Outgoing Executive Director/CEO

e Incoming or Interim Leadership (as applicable)
o Senior Leadership Team

o Transition Consultant or Advisor (if applicable)
o Board-led Transition or Succession Committee
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Staffing Note: Some roles may be phased out, shifted, or reassigned depending on the
path chosen.

Common Pitfall: Avoiding difficult decisions due to loyalty, fear, or attachment. Unclear
succession and communication can erode trust and legacy.

Financial Health Benchmarks

o Suggested Annual Revenue: Varies based on direction (e.g., reinvention, merger, or

wind-down)
o Administrative Expenses Target: Contextual — may rise slightly during transition
o Program Expenses Target: Contextual — should reflect strategic priorities
« Reserve Goal: 12+ months to support flexibility and ensure responsible transition

The Gate Review

Purpose

The Gate Review at the end of the Transition Stage determines whether the organization
ready to activate its new phase — whether that is a refreshed strategic plan, a new
executive era, a merger, or a planned wind-down.

Why Gate Reviews Are Important at This Stage

» Protect Legacy: Honors and preserves what was built over years of impact

is

« Clarify Future Direction: Helps define whether the mission continues, transforms,

or concludes
e Minimize Disruption: Provides structure during times of uncertainty
o Strengthen Trust: Keeps funders, staff, and stakeholders aligned and informed
 Build Organizational Maturity: Models long-view thinking for all future leaders

Gate Review Process: Who Should Participate

o Executive Director/CEO (outgoing and/or incoming)
e Transition or Succession Committee

o Board Chair and Governance Committee

 Senior Staff or Leadership Team

» Key stakeholders or funders (optional, advisory role)

How the Gate Review Should Work
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Conduct a 1-2 day strategic retreat or deep-dive transition planning session
Use scenario planning, SWOT analysis, and financial projections
Align on core questions:
o Do we grow?
o Do we change direction?
o Do we merge or wind down?
Assign clear next steps for execution and communication

Gate Review: Are You Ready to Move into Your Next Phase?
o Is there a clear plan for succession or new leadership?
« Have financial scenarios been developed for the next 3 years?
o Are programs, partnerships, and community needs still aligned with the mission?
o Is the board prepared to support and guide the next phase?
» Has the organization identified what legacy it wants to leave — and how?
Transition Stage Readiness Checklist

Before moving forward, ask the following:

Leadership and Succession

O Has a new leader been identified or a process launched to select one?
O Is the outgoing leader prepared to transfer relationships, knowledge, and authority?
O Has the board actively supported succession and transition?

Organizational Readiness

O Do we have the reserves and financial strength to support a full transition?
O Have we documented our culture, processes, and institutional knowledge?
O Are staff aware of the changes and prepared for potential shifts in role or structure?

Strategic Vision

O Has the board and leadership aligned on the desired future state of the organization?
O Have we considered scenarios such as growth, merger, or sunsetting?
O Do we have a short-term operating plan that aligns with our long-term decisions?

Stakeholder Trust and Communication
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O Have we communicated transition plans to funders, partners, and key allies?
O Do our supporters and staff feel informed, included, and respected?
O Are we managing public perception with clarity and transparency?

Legacy and Long-Term Stewardship

O Have we defined what legacy we want to protect or extend?
O Are there specific assets, programs, or partnerships we want to preserve or transfer?
OO0 Have we outlined what responsible closure would look like, if ever needed?

Optional Readiness Tools to Support Decision-Making

These tools help organizations evaluate whether they are prepared to enter a significant
leadership, mission, or structural transition with clarity, confidence, and continuity.

Baseline Financial Health Benchmarks by Stage

Lifecycle Suggested Annual Admin % Program % Reserve
Stage Revenue Target Target Goal
Seed Stage $0-$50,000 <30% >60% 0—1 months
Start-Up $50K-$250K <25% >65% 1-3 months
Growth $250K-$1M <20% >70% 3-6 months

Maturity $TM-$5M+ <15% >75% 6-12
months

Transition Varies Contextual Contextual 12+
months

At the Transition Stage, the benchmarks are less about expansion and more about stability,
adaptability, and long-term planning capacity. Large reserves, endowments, or planned
legacy gifts often begin to play a greater role.

Momentum Indicators at the Transition Stage

o Leadership succession planning has been activated or executed

o Board is aligned around long-term vision or potential mission shift

» Programs are stable or ready to be transferred, expanded, or sunset

« Financial reserves or legacy funding mechanisms are in place

» The organization is reviewing its theory of change or role in the field

« Internal and external communications strategies are clear and proactive
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Lifecycle Readiness Scorecard
Score each category from 1 (low) to 5 (high)

Category Score (1-5)
Strategic Clarity for the Future
Succession Plan in Motion
Financial Cushion for Change
Stakeholder Engagement
Board Alignment and Readiness
Cultural Resilience
Knowledge Transfer Preparedness
Transparency and Communications
Infrastructure for Transition
Program Viability or Exit Plan

Total Score:
e 40-50 = Strong transition readiness

e 30-39 = Proceed with caution; stabilize key areas
o Below 30 = Risk of disruption; pause and reevaluate

Optional Readiness Formula

Readiness % =

((Total Score + 50) + Avg. Reserve Months + 12 + (# of Transition Scenarios Explored + 3))

+3
Example Calculation
o Scorecard: 43 — 0.86
e Reserves: 10 months — 0.83
» Transition Scenarios Explored: 2 — 0.67
Readiness % = (0.86 + 0.83 + 0.67) + 3 =78.7%
Readiness Legend
e 70% and above = Green = Well-prepared to proceed

e 50-69% = Yellow = Prepare carefully and clarify plans
o Below 50% = Red = Not yet ready; revisit risks and goals
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Transition Stage Example: The Heritage Arts Collaborative

Mission Idea:

To preserve and celebrate regional folk art traditions by supporting local artists, offering
hands-on education programs, and creating public exhibits rooted in cultural heritage.

Current Activities (Transition Stage):

o The Heritage Arts Collaborative has operated for 18 years, serving more than
10,000 people annually through workshops, festivals, apprenticeships, and rotating
museum exhibits.

» The founding Executive Director, Rosa, has announced her intention to retire at the
end of the fiscal year. She has led the organization since its inception.

o Atransition committee, composed of board members and two senior staff, was
formed to manage leadership succession and future planning.

o The organization has an annual budget of $2.8 million and holds 14 months of
unrestricted operating reserves.

o Programs are stable and well-documented, with high community engagement and
national recognition in the arts sector.

o A three-year strategic plan is in place, but the board is actively reevaluating it to
determine whether to scale, replicate in other regions, or merge with a partner
institution focused on regional cultural archives.

o All major funders have been notified of the leadership change and continue to
express strong commitment.

 Internal documents, workflows, grant histories, and partnerships have been fully
transferred to a digital knowledge base to prepare for institutional memory handoff.

« Staff and volunteers have participated in facilitated listening sessions to share their
insights and concerns about the future.

o Rosa is actively mentoring two internal leaders who may be considered for the
executive role, and an external search firm is engaged as a contingency plan.

e A communications strategy has been launched to ensure the transition is seen as a
legacy evolution — not a disruption.

Readiness Summary:

The Heritage Arts Collaborative is navigating the Transition Stage with thoughtfulness,
integrity, and strategic maturity. With a strong financial cushion, documented systems, a
supported staff, and deep community trust, the organization is well-positioned to move
into its next chapter — whether through internal succession, expansion, or a collaborative
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merger. This is a clear example of how the Transition Stage can protect legacy while
creating space for transformation.

Note for Conscious Leaders

As you move through this stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is
doing. It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is
fueled by urgency, fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support
more than just planning. Let it support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision
is not to move forward, but to pause, repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen
the foundation. There is wisdom in timing. There is power in reflection. And there is
integrity in knowing when to wait.
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Nonprofit Lifecycle Stage Finder

Self-Assessment Tool

eainors

WWw.shereecannon.com

Use this helpful tool to identify your current stage in the nonprofit lifecycle with clarity

and honesty.

Every organization moves through predictable phases of development. This assessment is
designed to help you identify where your organization is right now. That knowledge
allows you to strengthen weak areas, make strategic decisions, and avoid the costly
mistake of growing before you are ready.

You may find that your programs, leadership, and financial health are in different stages.
This is common. The goal is to identify your dominant stage and make adjustments as

needed.

Instructions

For each row, select the column that best describes your organization as it is today. Be
honest. This is not about where you want to be or how you described yourself in a grant
proposal. This is about operational truth. When finished, total your scores to determine

your likely stage.

Category Seed Stage | Start-Up (2) Growth (3) | Maturity (4) | Transition
(1) &)
Mission Idea forming | Written Mission Fully Mission is
Clarity or evolving | mission and | drives integrated being
vision programs across staff, | reassessed
developed | and internal ' board, and | or redefined
decisions community
Legal Not yet Legally Filing Compliance | Revisiting
Structure incorporated | formed with ' complete is strong and | legal status
or filed basic with routine or exploring
compliance | growing new
steps compliance structures
underway | systems
Board Informal Founding Board Board is Transition
Engagement | advisorsor | board meets active, or
early board | formed and | regularly strategic, succession
conversation | meeting with and plan in
s progress
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Programs

Financial
Management

Staffing

Fundraising

Systems and
Operations

Strategic
Planning

Organizationa
| Culture

Ideas or
early pilot
conversation
S

Informal or
minimal
financial
tracking

Founder and
volunteers

Small gifts,

in-kind, or

early donor
interest

None or
highly

informal

Unwritten or
informal
goals

Founder-
centered
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y

One or
more pilot
programs
tested

Basic
budget
drafted and
used

First hire or
contractors

First grants
or donor
systems in
place

Beginning
to build
basic
systems

Short-term
goals or
basic plan
created

Shared
leadership
emerging

increasing
engagement
Multiple
programs
with
defined
goals and
outcomes
Budgeting
with
forecasting
and
financial
reporting
Defined
team roles
with part-
time or full-
time staff

Multiple
funding
sources and
donor
relationship
s

Systems and
policies are
emerging

Two to
three year
plan with
clear
priorities

Team
culture is
forming and
values are
named

mission-
aligned
Programs
are stable,
measured,
and
continually
improved
Fully
documented
systems with
strong
reserves

Stable staff
structure
with
leadership
developmen
t

Diverse,
sustained
revenue
with strategy
and
planning
Operational
systems are
optimized
and
consistent

Three to five
year plan
regularly
reviewed
and updated

Values are
integrated
into daily

practice

Programs
being
evaluated,
transferred,
or phased
out
Forecasting
multiple
scenarios
and long-
term needs

Staff shifting
due to
leadership
or strategic
change

Planning for
long-term
giving,
endowment
, or legacy

Systems are
being
adapted or
prepared
for
transition
Strategic
plan is
under
review or
being
rewritten
Culture
evolving
due to
change,
reflection,
or growth
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Scoring

Assign the following points to each column:

Seed Stage = 1 point

Start-Up = 2 points
Growth = 3 points

Maturity = 4 points
Transition = 5 points

Total Score:

Interpret Your Results

Total Score Range ' Most Likely Lifecycle Stage

What to Do Next

Note for Conscious Leaders

10-15
16-22
23-30
31-40
41-50

Seed Stage
Start-Up Stage
Growth Stage
Maturity Stage
Transition Stage

Begin with the section of the Lifecycle Coach that matches your score. Review the

readiness checklist and gate review questions for that stage.

If your answers fall across multiple stages, return to the lowest stage where you
scored more than three items. Begin your organizational strengthening there.
If you are approaching a leadership change or large strategic shift, review the
Transition Stage, even if your overall score is lower.

Revisit this tool annually to reassess your progress and recalibrate your
development goals.

As you move through each stage, remember this is not just about what your organization is doing.
It is also about how it feels, how it aligns, and how it is evolving. Growth that is fueled by urgency,
fear, or external pressure cannot be sustained. Let this tool support more than just planning. Let it

support discernment. Sometimes the most strategic decision is not to move forward, but to pause,

repair, or return to a previous stage and strengthen the foundation. There is wisdom in timing.
There is power in reflection. And there is integrity in knowing when to wait.

© 2025 Sheree Cannon. All rights reserved.

49



Final Thoughts from the Author

Dear Nonprofit Leader,

Thank you for walking through this with me. If you're still here, it means you’re doing
more than leading a mission - you're leading with intention.

The nonprofit path is not a straight line. It's layered, evolving, and deeply personal. This
tool was never meant to prescribe, but to support - to help you pause, reflect, and realign
with what matters most.

Whether you're building from scratch or navigating a shift, you’re not behind. You're not
alone. Every stage has something to teach you. Let this be your reminder that slowing
down is part of the work, and that clarity often comes when we make space for it.

You've got this. And I'm cheering you on.
If You’d Like More Support

I work with conscious nonprofit leaders who are ready to lead with clarity, integrity, and
alignment. If you’d like to go deeper, | offer:

o One-on-one strategic coaching and guidance

o Board and leadership alignment sessions

« Planned giving and financial sustainability training

o Organizational lifecycle consulting and custom tools

o Donor development strategy with ethical, values-based frameworks

If something here resonated and you want support tailored to your organization’s next
chapter, I'd love to connect.

With respect and encouragement,
Sheree Cannon
Nonprofit Strategist and Consultant

www.shereecannon.com
sheree@shereecannon.com
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