
Does Your Nonprofit Need an 
Operating Model Refresh?
Every nonprofit has an operating model. It comprises four familiar, interrelated elements:

Viewed as the sum of its parts, an operating model is the blueprint for how to organize and deploy 
people and resources to translate strategy into results. For details on how to design or revise an 
operating model, see “Operating Models: How Nonprofits Get from Strategy to Results.” 

For many nonprofits, operating models evolve by default rather than through explicit discussion and 
choices. But research has shown that nonprofits can expect a boost in performance and impact by 
making intentional choices about operating model design. The need for operating model attention is most 
pressing following a strategy shift, which will likely require changes to how a nonprofit works. Others may 
discover that, over time, their model has drifted out of alignment with strategy. 

How do you know when it’s time to 
revamp your organization’s operating 
model? Start a conversation with 
colleagues about how well your 
current operating model is enabling 
you to perform today. 

On the following page are seven 
diagnostic questions that assess your 
current execution readiness. The 
questions are testing for important 
organizational characteristics such 
as “Capable” and “Decisive,” each of 
which have research supporting their 
links to high levels of performance. 
When your operating model is well-suited to your strategy, then you are more likely to answer “Yes” to 
these questions.  For that reason, answering them can be a helpful way to align internally on whether or 
not your current operating model is performing as it needs to. 

Use the worksheet on page 2 to rate your organization on each question, giving a check mark for those 
where you are performing well, and a question mark if you are unsure—with a note or two to explain your 
answer. The reference guide on page 3 gives helpful, more granular guidance on what good looks like in 
each. If you score ‘not sure’ or ‘no’ to any of the indicators, you may need to examine each element of your 
operating model to find what is holding you back.

Diagnostic: Questions to reflect on the performance of your current operating model, with space for notes.

Reference Guide: More detail on the seven diagnostic questions, to help inform your answers.

• Structure and accountabilities

• Management systems

• Ways of working

• Enablers (such as talent and technology sys-
tems and other key processes that help the 
organization deliver strongest performance)

 

Ways of
Working

How we lead teams and 
behave as colleagues

Source: Developed by The Bridgespan Group, adapted from Bain & Company. 

Operating Model
Execution Readiness 
Indicators

Aligned

Decisive

Inspired

Capable

Productive

Responsive

Sustainable

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/organizational-effectiveness/nonprofit-operating-models


Diagnostic
Key 

Indicators Questions/Notes

Aligned Do you differentially focus on and invest in the areas that will drive the most impact?

Capable Do you perform at high levels on the three to five capabilities most critical for 
your strategy?

Decisive Does your organization make high quality, timely decisions to execute the strategy?

Responsive Can your organization consistently listen and respond to changes in performance, 
operating environment, and beneficiary need?

Productive Do you execute programs and operations efficiently, balancing speed, quality, and cost? 

Inspired Are you able to attract and energize the leadership and talent to be successful as 
your strategy requires?

Sustainable Do you generate and sustain the revenue you need to be effective in your work?
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Reference Guide
Key 

Indicators Considerations

Aligned Do you differentially focus on and invest in the areas that will drive the most impact?
• There is broad agreement among senior leaders and managers about the strategic direction and 

priorities for and full potential impact of our organization

• Our organization is set up to unlock the full impact of our strategy

• Our organization allocates more focus and resources to our most important strategic priorities so 
they have greatest impact

Capable Do you perform at high levels on the three to five capabilities most critical for your strategy?
• We excel at the 3-5 capabilities most critical to executing our strategy

• We do not have any significant capability deficiencies that threaten performance

• Our organization overall has employees with the right skills needed for success 

Decisive Does your organization make high quality, timely decisions to execute the strategy?
• Our organization makes good decisions

• Our organization makes timely decisions

• Once decisions are made they are implemented effectively

• We use the right amount of effort to make and execute critical decisions, not too much or too little

Responsive Can your organization consistently listen and respond to changes in performance, 
operating environment, and beneficiary need?
• We use data, feedback, and experience consistently to learn and improve

• We listen to the needs of our beneficiaries, funders, and partners and take meaningful action as 
a result

• We demonstrate agility, responding quickly and effectively to changes and opportunities in the 
environment and sector

Productive Do you execute programs and operations efficiently, balancing speed, quality, and cost? 
• We execute programs and operations efficiently, making productive use of the resources we have 

and not spending unnecessarily

• We achieve benefits of shared costs and capabilities across programs and business units without 
adding undue complexity

• We are able to operate at the appropriate speed and cost to meet our strategic goals

Inspired
Are you able to attract and energize the leadership and talent to be successful as your 
strategy requires?
• Staff are personally inspired by what our organization stands for

• Our organization motivates our people to invest their discretionary energy to achieve our mission

Sustainable
Do you generate and sustain the revenue you need to be effective in your work?
• Our organization’s total expenses (as determined by our strategic goals and organization size) do 

not exceed our reasonable revenue potential

• Our programs have the baseline resources they need (i.e., sufficient budget and staff) to be effective 

• Our organization repeatedly generates the revenue it needs to execute our strategy


