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Nonprofit success is based on certain basic strategies that can position an organization
for exponential growth. Implementing these best practices allows an organization to
focus on what it’s good at, raise the money it needs to achieve its goals and build a
movement to realize social impact.
Two-thirds of nonprofits in the United States are stuck at $500,000 and below in
revenue, beholden to the nonprofit starvation cycle and struggling to make payroll each
month, all while trying to solve the world’s most pressing social problems. By following
proven methods, nonprofits can finally get off this treadmill and attain organizational
sustainability.

The five primary elements to becoming a successful social startup are:
• Testing Ideas
•

Measuring Impact

•

Funding Experimentation

•

Leading Collaboratively

•

Telling Compelling Stories

I developed this Social Startup Success Evaluation Toolkit based on my book Social
Startup Success (Da Capo/Hachette, 2018), to help organizations determine where they
are strong, and where they can work more effectively to enhance their operations, laying
the foundation for organizational growth.
Take a few moments to answer the following questions. Then add up your score for each
section. Finally, total your score for all five sections and read further for next steps.
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TESTING IDEAS
THROUGH RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT TO GET PROOF OF CONCEPT BEFORE SEEKING MAJOR
FUNDING OR MEDIA COVERAGE

1. My organization has an internal process for testing ideas, such as programs,
fundraising, measuring impact, etc.

☐☐ Never (0 points)
☐☐ Once a year (1 point)
☐☐ A few times a year (2 points)
☐☐ Monthly (3 points)
☐☐ Weekly (4 points)
2. My organization has strong connections with its beneficiaries and regularly asks them
for feedback on our products and/or services.

☐☐ Never (0 points)
☐☐ Once a year (1 point)
☐☐ A few times a year (2 points)
☐☐ Monthly (3 points)
☐☐ Weekly (4 points)
3. My organization has developed a list of stakeholders who can influence its work

(nonprofit leaders, other organizations, government officials, policymakers, etc.) and
works with them both directly and indirectly.

☐☐ My organization does not work with stakeholders (0 points)
☐☐ My organization knows who the influential stakeholders are in our field, but we do
not work with them (1 point)
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☐☐ My organization knows who the influential stakeholders are in our field and gets

together with them regularly to share information, but we do not work with them
(2 points)

☐☐ My organization knows who the influential stakeholders are in our field, we

get together with them regularly to share information, and we work with them
indirectly on common initiatives, though not directly (3 points)

☐☐ My organization knows who the influential stakeholders are in our field, we get

together with them regularly to share information, and we work with them directly
on common initiatives (4 points)

4. My organization has a culture of learning from failure.
☐☐ We do not talk about failure in my organization (0 points)
☐☐ We provide spaces in internal staff meetings to talk about failure, but we do

not talk about it externally or do anything to incorporate the learnings into our
programming (1 point)

☐☐ We provide spaces in internal staff meetings to talk about failure, and we use

those learnings to correct course on our programs, but we do not talk about our
failures externally to funders and/or on public blogs (2 points)

☐☐ We provide spaces in internal staff meetings to talk about failure, we use those
learnings to correct course on our programs, and we talk about our failures to
funders, but not publicly such as on blogs and/or at conferences (3 points)

☐☐ We provide spaces in internal staff meetings to talk about failure, we use those

learnings to correct course on our programs, we talk about our failures to funders
as well as publicly such as on blogs and/or at conferences (4 points)

TESTING IDEAS TOTAL: ______ (OUT OF 16)
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MEASURING IMPACT
RIGHT FROM THE START, OFTEN WITH INVENTIVE METRICS TAILORED TO AN ORGANIZATION’S
SPECIFIC PROGRAMS

1. My organization has a robust theory of change, based on the input of staff, board and
external stakeholders, which articulates the causal links between our programs and
our ultimate vision.

☐☐ My organization does not have a theory of change (0 points)
☐☐ My organization has an idea of our theory of change, but we have not yet written
it out (1 point)

☐☐ My organization’s leadership team has written out our theory of change, but

we have not worked with our broader community of board, staff and external
stakeholders to help develop it (2 points)

☐☐ My organization’s leadership team has worked with our broader community of

board, staff and external stakeholders to develop a theory of change, but we have
not yet revisited it to make sure that we are achieving our vision (3 points)

☐☐ My organization’s leadership team has worked with our broader community of
board, staff and external stakeholders to develop a theory of change, and we
revisit it regularly to make sure that we are achieving our vision (4 points)

2. My organization has developed SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and
timely) indicators of progress we hope to see as a result of our programs, a formal
system to track them, and we use those learnings to improve our programs over time.

☐☐ We do not have SMART metrics (0 points)
☐☐ We have some metrics to track progress, but they are not SMART (1 point)
☐☐ We have developed SMART metrics, but we do not have a formal system for
tracking whether we are achieving them (2 points)
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☐☐ We have developed SMART metrics, and we have a formal system for tracking

whether we are achieving them such as a dashboard using a platform like Google
Sheets and/or Salesforce.com, but we do not have a way to integrate learnings
from the metrics to improve our programs over time (3 points)

☐☐ We have developed SMART metrics, we have a formal system for tracking whether
we are achieving them such as a dashboard using a platform like Google Sheets
and/or Salesforce.com, and we do regularly integrate learnings from the metrics
to improve our programs over time (4 points)

3. My organization tracks its indicators of progress toward impact.
☐☐ Never (0 points)
☐☐ Once a year (1 point)
☐☐ A few times a year (2 points)
☐☐ Monthly (3 points)
☐☐ Weekly (4 points)
4. My organization has ways of communicating its impact data both internally and
externally and has distilled its performance data into bite-sized chunks that
supporters can easily digest in a few seconds.

☐☐ My organization does not communicate impact data internally or externally (0
points)

☐☐ My organization communicates its impact data internally or externally, but not
both (1 point)

☐☐ My organization communicates its impact data both internally to staff and

board such as through a quarterly dashboard summary report, and externally to
supporters such as through annual impact reports or quarterly impact calls or
webinars (2 points)

☐☐ My organization communicates its impact data both internally to staff and

board such as through a quarterly dashboard summary report, and externally
to supporters such as through annual impact reports or quarterly impact calls
or webinars, and has distilled performance data into bite-sized chunks that
supporters can easily digest in a few seconds (3 points)

MEASURING IMPACT TOTAL: ______ (OUT OF 15)
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FUNDING EXPERIMENTATION
THROUGH A COMBINATION OF SELLING PRODUCTS AND SERVICES THAT ARE IN STRONG
ALIGNMENT WITH AN ORGANIZATION’S MISSION AND EMPLOYING BOLD STRATEGIES TO RAISE
PHILANTHROPIC CAPITAL

1. My organization has sought the input of as many constituents as possible to

brainstorm potential earned income sources and, when possible, tested a variety of
earned income strategies. (check all that apply)

☐☐ My organization has brainstormed potential earned income sources (add 1 point)
☐☐ My organization has tested charging beneficiaries for the services we provide (add
1 point)

☐☐ My organization has tested charging third parties such as government entities or

companies invested in our case that may be willing to pay for services we already
provide (add 1 point)

2. My organization has a multiyear fundraising plan.
☐☐ We do not have a detailed multiyear fundraising plan (0 points)
☐☐ Our multiyear fundraising plan projects our income for 2 years (1 points)
☐☐ Our multiyear fundraising plan projects our income for 3 years (2 points)
☐☐ Our multiyear fundraising plan projects our income for 4 years (3 points)
☐☐ Our multiyear fundraising plan projects our income for 5 years or more (4 points)
3. My organization’s funding plan is detailed and realistic. (check all that apply)
☐☐ My organization has developed a gift table outlining target contribution amounts
for each year (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization has created a detailed prospect list with potential funders/donors
and contribution amounts (add 1 point)
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☐☐ My organization has developed an outreach calendar with a personalized plan for
each prospect on our list (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization is actively using an outreach calendar with a personalized plan
for each prospect on our list (add 1 point)

4. My organization leverages others to help fundraise for us. (check all that apply)
☐☐ My organization has connected with peers and/or existing funders to brainstorm
foundation introductions they may be able to make for us (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization’s staff and/or board has had fundraising training where they
practiced making an “ask” (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization regularly leverages other external champions for the organization
who fundraise on our behalf (add 1 point)

FUNDING EXPERIMENTATION TOTAL: ______ (OUT OF 14)
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LEADING COLLABORATIVELY
IN A FASHION THAT ALLOWS ORGANIZATIONS TO OPTIMIZE THE TALENTS OF THEIR STAFF,
INCLUDING BUILDING A STRONG BOARD OF DIRECTORS

1. My organization creates ways for staff to operate with autonomy and decision-making
authority. (check all that apply)

☐☐ My organization’s staff has clear metrics for success within their roles (add 1 point)
☐☐ My organization’s staff helps create their own metrics for success within their
roles (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization has processes to give horizontal feedback (add 1 point)
☐☐ My organization’s leadership team uses “we” opposed to “I” language when
talking about the organization (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization creates opportunities for all team members to act as the face of
the organization in some capacity (add 1 point)

2. My organization has a strong process in place for developing a culture of collaborative
leadership. (check all that apply)

☐☐ When hiring new team members, my organization has interview questions that

assess whether potential candidates fit with its organizational culture (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization lets staff go quickly when they are not meeting expectations (add
1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides staff with regular learning opportunities (add 1 point)
☐☐ My organization provides staff with regular bonding opportunities such as inperson social gatherings (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization has a leadership succession plan in place (add 1 point)
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3. My organization has a strong senior leadership team (Director of Programs,

Development Director, Director of Operations, etc.), which allows the founder to
spend adequate time on fundraising and strategic planning.

☐☐ No senior leaders other than the founder (0 points)
☐☐ 1 senior leader (1 point)
☐☐ 2 senior leaders (2 points)
☐☐ 3+ senior leaders (3 points)
4. My organization has a strong and engaged board of directors. (check all that apply)
☐☐ Board members have clear expectations outlined in a board policy document (add
1 point)

☐☐ Board members miss no more than one meeting per year (add 1 point)
☐☐ The board has more than one committee (finance, development, audit,
governance, etc.) which meets regularly (add 1 point)

☐☐ Board members are actively involved in fundraising for my organization (add 1
point)

LEADING TOTAL: ______ (OUT OF 17)
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TELLING COMPELLING STORIES
IN WAYS THAT UTILIZE THE MOST RECENT INNOVATIONS AND TAP INTO OTHERS TO
ADVOCATE ON THEIR BEHALF.

1. My organization has a clear sense of the key message it needs to convey. (check all that
apply)

☐☐ Individuals within my organization are able to articulate their personal connection
to the cause (add 1 point)

☐☐ Individuals within my organization are able to articulate why other audiences
should connect to the cause (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization has developed a story that conveys the urgency of the problem,
connecting the problem to current events (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides a clear call to action to its audiences (add 1 point)
2. My organization trains its stakeholders in storytelling and provides regular
opportunities for them to practice telling their stories. (check all that apply)

☐☐ My organization provides its staff with regular opportunities to practice their
storytelling in front of internal audiences (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides its staff with regular opportunities to practice their
storytelling in front of external audiences (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides its staff with training in public speaking and/or
storytelling (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides its board with training in public speaking and/or
storytelling (add 1 point)

☐☐ My organization provides its beneficiaries with training in public speaking and/or
storytelling (add 1 point)
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☐☐ My organization provides its beneficiaries with opportunities to tell their stories
on behalf of the organization (add 1 point)

STORYTELLING TOTAL: ______ (OUT OF 10)

NOW ADD UP YOUR SCORES FROM EACH OF THE FIVE
SECTIONS TO COME UP WITH YOUR TOTAL SCORE:
______ (OUT OF 72)
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UNDERSTANDING YOUR SCORE
Scores of 60-72 – A Social Startup Success: A score of 60 or more shows that you’re
already a successful nonprofit following most of the practices of the highest performing
nonprofits in your field, positioning yourself for long-term growth – congratulations!
Scores of 50-60 – Almost There: You’re making great progress. You’re beginning to see the
results of your hard work, and you will start to see some early growth in the organization
as a result.
Scores of 40-50 – Making Progress: You’ve got many of the key elements in place to lay
the foundation for organizational success, though there is still room for improvement.
This is where many organizations get stuck. They’ve raised enough money to get the
organization off the ground, but there are some bottlenecks within the organization
which prevent it from breaking through. Don’t give up! You are doing some good things,
and it’s important to persevere.
Scores of 30-40 – Ramping Up: You’re starting to take the right steps. You’ve been
experimenting and seeing what works for you. Now’s the time to get strategic and
determine which strategies you want to focus on to maximize your efforts.
Scores of 0-30 – On Your Way: You’re in the early phases of building your organization. It
may feel overwhelming at times, but concentrate on a few key strategies at a time, and
slowly but surely you will build your way to social startup success.

WHAT ARE THE NEXT STEPS?
Whatever your score, examine your strengths and weaknesses. Capitalize on your
strengths and build on your weaknesses. No one can achieve all of these best practices
over night. Social Startup Success takes time – many organizations need over a decade
to get these things right. But if you are focused and know what you need to do, you can
accelerate that pace, maximizing your organization’s potential to achieve social impact
quickly, and laying the foundation for long-term success.
There are several ways that you can start to build toward strengthening the foundation of
your organization. Here are a few ideas:
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Pre-Order Social Startup Success
If you’re interested in diving deeper into any of the topics of this quiz, you can learn
more by reading Social Startup Success: How the Best Nonprofits Launch, Scale Up
and Make a Difference, which is now available for pre-order and will launch in January,
2018. If you pre-order today, you can download a sneak preview of Chapter 10,
“Cultivating Collective Leadership,” by visiting www.kathleenjanus.com.

Leverage Peer-Learning
Gather with a group of peers such as with other executive directors, board members or
staff from other organizations. Have them take this quiz alongside with you and have a
discussion about where each of you found strengths and weaknesses, then brainstorm
ways to address these areas based on your experiences.

Share The Results With Your Team
Set up a conversation to walk through the results with the rest of your team and
establish a collective plan for areas for improvement.

Find a Mentor
Consider enlisting an organization that might be farther along the path to organizational
sustainability and ask them for tips based on their experience.

Join the Movement!
Sign up today for the Social Startup Success mailing list at www.kathleenjanus.com and
receive regular updates with valuable tips gathered from hundreds of top-performing
social entrepreneurs from around the world.
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