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This guide brings the operational capacity framework together with practical examples, team activities, 
and reusable worksheets. Use the reference sections to understand the issue and the workbook pages to 
make one focused improvement. 

For nonprofit leaders and small to medium-sized business owners, from small teams to organizations 
coordinating work across programs and sites. 
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How to use this guide 
Follow the practical sections and workbook activities to choose one improvement and put it to work. If you 
want to explore the evidence, open the optional Research Deep Dives near the back. Each explains the 
finding, its practical use, and its limits. 

Your starting point Where to work 

Understand the value of operational support Sections 1 and 2 

Match support to your organization Section 3 and Workbook Move 1 

Share responsibility and decisions Section 4 and Workbook Move 2 

Improve a workflow or onboarding Section 5 and Workbook Moves 3 and 4 

Balance consistency and judgment Section 6 

Measure progress and plan the next month Section 7 and Workbook Move 5 

Address wider constraints Section 8 and the closing action page 

Explore research or calculate a measure Optional Research Deep Dives A–D near the back 

 

Optional Research Deep Dives A–D: evidence, growth, structure, and measurement. 

Workbook examples are fictional learning scenarios. Adapt the tools to your governance, contracts, service 
requirements, and available resources. 

 Guide      Example      Your turn      Research      
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

Check what needs attention now 
Improvement work needs a safe and realistic starting point. 

Pause for immediate risks 
Is there an immediate concern involving payroll or cash, safety, client care, data access, or a required 
deadline? Assign an accountable person and seek the relevant financial, legal, HR, or service expertise. Do 
not wait for a worksheet cycle to address an urgent risk. 

Separate the issue from its surroundings 
Ask what you can change internally, what needs more resources, and what depends on an outside decision. 
A late reimbursement, an underfunded contract, or a staffing shortage may require negotiation, revised 
commitments, or added funding alongside process improvements. 

Agree on the scope 
•  Choose a recurring task or decision, rather than an entire department. 

•  Protect time for the people who will help improve it. 

•  Use fictional or de-identified details when discussing client examples. 

•  Name what is already working and should be preserved. 

Our immediate concern and who will address it 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What we can realistically improve in the next 30 days 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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A message from Dr Tanitra Scorza 
You have plans for your organization. You also have questions to answer, decisions waiting, and work that 
keeps finding its way back to you. You care about your mission and your people, yet the support behind the 
work may not have kept pace with what the organization now needs to carry. 

Operational pressure often points to a need for clearer roles, more reliable workflows, shared knowledge, 
or additional resources. This guide helps you identify that need and build practical support, one focused 
improvement at a time. 

Use the framework to understand the work and the workbook activities to make it concrete. Start with one 
area. Involve the people doing the task and decide what would make the work easier to carry. 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

1 Operations and the support behind the 
work 
Operational capacity is the support that helps your organization do its work reliably. It includes clear 
responsibilities, usable information, workable processes, the right tools, and time to follow through. 
Funding and committed people matter. They also need ways of working that help them turn those 
resources into dependable service. [1] [25] 

The visual below shows the support around a tool. A fuller glossary of the framework’s terms is available in 
Research Deep Dive B. 

Having a tool is different from being able to use it well. A shared database may be in place, for example, 
while staff still need clear instructions, access, practice, and an agreed handoff. Capacity includes that 
practical support. [1] [2] 

 
Visual 1  Capacity includes the practical support people need to use a tool reliably. [1] 

Start with a simple question: What would help people complete this work consistently, including when 
something changes? 

Explore the evidence in Research Deep Dive A. 



EQUITABLE BREAKTHROUGH SOLUTIONS   /   SCALING OPERATIONAL CAPACITY 

EBS   •   Playbook and workbook                                           6 

  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

2 How operational support creates value 
Operational support changes the everyday conditions of work first. People know who owns the next step, 
have the information they need, and spend less time waiting or correcting mistakes. These improvements 
can make service more dependable and strengthen the experience of staff, clients, and partners. Longer-
term results also depend on funding, demand, and conditions outside the organization. [2] [25] 

 

 
Visual 2  How operational support creates value. Conceptual pathway and illustrative referral example. This is a guide to the 
relationship, not a guarantee; funding, demand, and other conditions also shape results. 
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Look for value in five connected areas. You do not need to improve all five at once. 

Protect money and time. Clear intake, timekeeping, invoicing, and cash reviews help you see what is 
owed, avoid preventable corrections, and plan what the organization can afford. Research links stronger 
management practices with better business results, although results vary by setting. [3] [4] [5] 

Make service dependable. Agree on what people can expect, what good work looks like, and how staff 
should respond when something falls outside the usual process. The pathway below shows how this 
support can contribute to the service experience. [6] 

 

 
Visual 3  Service Value Pathway. Conceptual relationships between supported delivery, service experience, and longer-term 
outcomes; these are not guaranteed effects. [6] [7] 
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Check both staff effort and the experience of the person receiving service. A faster process is not helping 
if it creates longer waits, more errors, or repeated explanations. [7] 

Support the people doing the work. Clear roles, realistic workloads, useful onboarding, and 
prepared backup make responsibility easier to carry. Research connects workforce stability with 
performance and identifies onboarding practices as one possible source of support. [8] [9] 

Turn plans into follow-through. Name the next action, its owner, the support needed, and a review 
date. Consistent communication and fulfilled commitments help build trust with staff, funders, clients, 
and partners. [10] [11] [12] 

Protect continuity and mission. Appropriate financial checks, secure information, and backup 
arrangements help protect the work. Administrative support also takes resources. A low overhead 
percentage alone cannot tell you whether an organization is effective. [13] [14] 

See study findings and the detailed value map in Research Deep Dive A. 
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Where workload strain can build 
When questions, corrections, and coverage gaps keep returning, look at what the work needs. Training or wellness 
support may help, alongside clearer handoffs, manageable workloads, and resources to provide coverage. [9] [25] 
 

 
Visual 4  Where workload strain can build and practical places to add support. This pattern can occur; it is not inevitable. 
Funding and employment conditions may also need attention. 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

3 Match structure to organizational 
complexity 
The support your organization needs depends on how the work is connected. A small team may need a few 
clear agreements. An organization with several programs or sites may need shared standards, supervisors, 
and more deliberate coordination. Add structure where it solves a real problem. 

 

Use these staff ranges as conversation starters. Contractors, sites, service risk, funding requirements, and 
handoffs may matter as much as employee count. They are planning guides, not validated thresholds. 

See more detail on growth and coordination in Research Deep Dive B. 

Staff range Support to consider Watch for 

Fewer than 5 Know the money position; agree on decisions; keep key information 
accessible; prepare backup. 

Large policy libraries or tools the team 
cannot maintain. 

5 to 9 Clarify roles; use shared workflows and onboarding; review 
workload and payment deadlines. 

Approval layers that add waiting without 
a useful check. 

10 to 24 Name supervisors and process owners; improve handoffs; keep 
records and quality checks consistent. 

Complex software or role boundaries that 
make coordination harder. 

25 to 49 Support managers; share decisions; connect budgets, staffing, 
vendors, and continuity planning. 

Returning every exception to the 
executive or using one approach for every 
program. 

50 to 250 Coordinate programs and sites; connect systems; review risks, 
quality, and change across teams. 

Duplicate reporting and routines that no 
longer help the work. 
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Visual 5  A reflection checklist for choosing a practical starting point. Adapted from Rewiring for Scale, page 3; this is not a scored 
assessment. [26] 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 1  /  WORKED EXAMPLE 

From repeated questions to a clear need 
Illustrative scenario  |  A community nonprofit with eight staff 

New program staff regularly ask the director whether a referral is ready to assign. The director answers 
each time, but assignments slow down when she is in meetings. 

What the team notices What they learn 

The director receives similar questions each week. Required referral information is not listed in one place. 

Staff send different details for review. There is no shared definition of ready to assign. 

The director decides every case. Routine assignments and exceptions have the same 
approval path. 

 

The priority they choose 
Make routine referrals ready for assignment without requiring the director to review each one. 

Their first test 
Create a short readiness checklist with the intake coordinator. Clarify which exceptions need consultation. 
Test it on the next small set of referrals and review any cases that still get stuck. 

What they will watch 
Missing information, time waiting for a decision, and whether staff can explain when to ask for help. 

This is a fictional example for learning. It does not represent a documented client result. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 1  /  WORKSHEET 

Choose your first priority 
Bring two or three recent examples. Describe what happened before deciding why. 

What keeps returning or getting stuck 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

A recent example and its effect on the work 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What is already helping 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Who should help us understand the issue 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Our best current explanation and what we still need to check 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Our first priority is 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Priority check: Is it recurring? Does it matter? Can we influence it? Is it small enough to test? 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

4 Share responsibility and reduce leader 
dependence 
As an organization grows, decisions, relationships, and knowledge can remain concentrated in one leader. 
That leader may be carrying fundraising, finance, people support, service quality, and daily problem 
solving at the same time. The question is where the work now needs shared ownership and better support. 

[25] 

A quick conversation may have been enough when the team was smaller. More programs, clients, and 
reporting requirements can make the same approach harder to sustain. Notice which routine decisions 
keep returning and what people need to handle them confidently. 

You do not have to carry every part of the work alone. Clear ownership, shared knowledge, useful tools, 
and the right support can make responsibility easier to share. 

The graphic below shows four areas to review with your team. 

 

Visual 6  Shared ownership works best when people have authority, access, knowledge, and time. 
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When knowledge and authority remain concentrated, work can wait for one person’s availability. People 
may hesitate to act when their authority is unclear. Shared guidance, decision boundaries, and prepared 
backup help distribute responsibility. 

For one recurring responsibility, agree on the following: 

Decision boundaries. Name what the owner can decide, when to consult someone else, and what still 
needs approval. 

A usable role agreement. Record the main responsibilities, expected results, decisions, and handoffs. 
Make it short enough to use during the work. 

A clear handoff. Agree on what must be passed along, where it belongs, and what happens when 
information is missing or a case needs a different response. 

Checks that fit your team. Keep appropriate financial oversight when several duties sit with one 
person. Agree with your financial or governance support on checks such as an independent review, 
payment approvals, and transaction alerts. 

 

 
Visual 7  Four practical steps to share the load. Supplied illustration. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 2  

Make routine decisions easier 
Illustrative scenario  |  A small professional service firm 

The owner approves nearly every appointment change. The coordinator knows the schedule but is unsure 
which changes affect staffing or client commitments. 

Decision Coordinator can Bring in the owner when 

Move an appointment Reschedule within approved hours 
and existing capacity. 

The change requires added staffing 
or an exception to a service 
agreement. 

Fill an opening Offer an available slot using the 
agreed scheduling rules. 

A priority conflict cannot be 
resolved using those rules. 

Respond to a service concern Acknowledge it and document the 
concern using the agreed process. 

There is a safety issue, contractual 
concern, or request beyond assigned 
authority. 

 

The handoff agreement 
Record changes in the shared schedule. Flag unresolved exceptions through the agreed channel. The owner 
names a backup for periods when they cannot respond. 

The team checks 
Does the coordinator have access, time, and enough examples to use the boundaries confidently? Are 
clients receiving accurate information? 
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Visual 8  Three decision paths to clarify before delegating work. Adapted from Rewiring for Scale, page 7; examples are illustrative. 

[26] 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 2  /  WORKSHEET 

Responsibility and decision guide 
Complete this for one recurring responsibility. Review it with the owner and backup. 

Responsibility and expected result 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Owner: __________________________   Backup: __________________________ 

The owner can decide independently when 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Consult before proceeding when 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Approval is required when and from whom 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

The next person needs this information by this point 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Access training time or other support needed 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Agreement reviewed with: __________________   Review date: ______________ 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

5 A practical roadmap for operational 
improvement 
Begin with the work that needs support now. Complex software or a new dashboard may add effort if roles, 
steps, and information are still unclear. The priorities below help you see what needs attention and choose 
a manageable starting point. 

The ten priorities below provide a planning route. Adapt the starting point and pace to your circumstances, 
and address urgent financial, safety, or compliance concerns immediately. 

 

 
Visual 9  Ten operational priorities grouped into three phases. Adapt the route to your circumstances. 
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1 Know your financial position 
Action: Keep bookkeeping current. Review available cash, upcoming payments, money owed to you, and 
spending against the budget. Understand the full cost of the services you deliver. 

Why it matters: This helps you distinguish a workflow issue from a funding, pricing, or payment problem 
before committing to more work. 

2 Agree on the promise and priorities 
Action: Name who you serve, what they should be able to expect, and what matters most now. Agree on 
work you will defer or stop. 

Why it matters: A smoother process should help you deliver something useful and sustainable. 

3 Clarify roles and decisions 
Action: Name the owner, what they can decide, who they consult, and what needs approval. Agree on 
backup. 

Why it matters: People can move work forward when they understand their responsibility and authority. 

4 Make critical workflows dependable 
Action: Map a recurring process from start to finish. Clarify the essential steps, handoffs, quality checks, 
and exceptions. 

Why it matters: A shared approach helps people learn the work, cover for one another, and spot what 
needs to improve. 
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Visual 10  A clearer referral handoff. Illustrative workflow, not a documented client result. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 3  /  WORKED EXAMPLE 

A handoff people can complete 
Illustrative scenario  |  A nonprofit coordinating referrals across programs 

A referral moves from intake to a program lead, but missing details lead to follow-up messages and 
repeated explanations for the family. 

Stage Owner Ready to move when 

Receive referral Intake coordinator Required details are recorded securely using the 
approved intake process. 

Check readiness Intake coordinator Eligibility information is available and any missing 
details have an assigned follow-up. 

Assign next action Program lead A staff owner and next contact date are recorded. 

Confirm follow-through Assigned staff member The contact outcome and next step are documented in 
the agreed location. 

 

A short handoff checklist 
•  Required information is present or the gap has an owner. 

•  The receiving person knows the next action and timing. 

•  The record is in the approved location. 

•  An exception is flagged to the appropriate person. 

Use your organization’s eligibility, consent, privacy, and service requirements. This example does not 
define those requirements. 



EQUITABLE BREAKTHROUGH SOLUTIONS   /   SCALING OPERATIONAL CAPACITY 

EBS   •   Playbook and workbook                                           23 

  WORKBOOK MOVE 3  /  WORKSHEET 

Map and improve one workflow 
Use short phrases. Add steps only when needed to explain the actual work. 

Workflow: ________________________   Starts when: _____________________ 

Complete means: ____________________________________________________ 

Step Owner Information or 
handoff 

Ready when 

1    

2    

3    

4    

5    

 

Where work waits repeats or needs correction 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

One change we will test 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What must stay consistent and where judgment is needed 

________________________________________________________________________ 

The exception path and who to contact 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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5 Support manageable workloads 
Action: Provide practical onboarding, regular check-ins, time to practice, and realistic coverage. Review 
workload with the people doing the work. 

Why it matters: A process that depends on repeated overload is hard to sustain. Good support includes 
both preparation and enough time to do the job. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 4  

Turn an onboarding checklist into 
support 
Illustrative scenario  |  A multi-site organization 

Each site has an onboarding checklist, but new staff receive different explanations of a shared reporting 
process. Headquarters receives incomplete submissions and sends them back. 

What stays consistent 
Required fields, submission timing, where the record belongs, and the person responsible for checking it. 

What can adapt locally 
The examples used in training, the practice schedule, and who provides coaching at each site. 

Support gap Practical response 

Instructions are difficult to 
interpret. 

Provide one completed example using fictional data. 

New staff have not practiced. Use a short practice task with feedback. 

Access arrives late. Assign an access owner before the task is due. 

Questions repeat after training. Schedule a check-in after the first submission and update the job aid. 

 

How they will check usefulness 
Ask new staff to complete a sample and explain when they would seek help. Review the first live 
submissions for recurring gaps, then adjust the support. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 4  /  WORKSHEET 

Plan the support behind the task 
Complete with the person doing the work. Include what already helps. 

Task or responsibility: _________________________________________________ 

Support needed What is already available Next action and owner 

Clarity   

Access   

Practice and feedback   

Time and coverage   

Follow-up and backup   

 

What we will simplify remove or defer to make room 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

How the person will demonstrate readiness 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

First practice date: __________________   Follow-up date: _________________ 

Ask “What would help you carry this?” before deciding that another training session is the answer. 
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6 Put appropriate safeguards in place 
Action: Agree on payment approvals, financial reviews, access to information, backups, and emergency 
coverage. Match the checks to your risks and obligations. 

Why it matters: Safeguards protect people, information, funds, and service continuity as the organization 
changes. 

7 Choose a few useful measures 
Action: Choose a question you need to answer. Agree on a simple measure, who reviews it, and what 
decision it will support. 

Why it matters: A measure earns its place when it helps the team decide what to keep, change, or 
investigate. 

8 Choose technology that fits the work 
Action: Clarify the task before choosing software or AI support. Check access, staff preparation, 
connections to existing systems, and the effort needed to maintain it. 

Why it matters: A useful tool should reduce the total effort of doing the work, including checking and 
correcting the result. 

 
Visual 11  Technology fit depends on the work it supports. Adapted from Rewiring for Scale, page 10; the comparison illustrates 
possible patterns. [26] 
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9 Build time to test and learn 
Action: Try a small change, gather feedback, and review what happened. Protect time to adjust the 
approach with the people using it. 

Why it matters: Teams need a workable way to improve routines as needs change. 

10 Check readiness before expanding 
Action: Review service quality, cash, workload, supervision, and coverage before taking on more 
commitments. Test on a smaller scale when useful. 

Why it matters: Growth is easier to carry when the support behind the work can grow with it. 

 
Visual 12  A readiness conversation before adding commitments. Adapted from Rewiring for Scale, page 11; this is a planning 
guide. [26] 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

6 Enough structure and room for 
judgment 
People need a shared way to handle essential work and enough room to respond to the situation in front of 
them. Too little guidance can leave people guessing. Too much detail can make a process hard to use or 
adapt. 

Aim for enough structure to support the work. Agree on the steps that protect safety, finances, quality, and 
handoffs. Preserve professional judgment where relationships and complex needs require it. [22] [25] 

 

 

 
Visual 13  Keep essential steps consistent and leave room for professional judgment. Review whether the structure protects 
quality, supports access, and makes the work easier to carry. 
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Choose what needs a shared approach 
Use the following situations to decide where written guidance will help and where people need flexibility. 

Write down the essentials when 
The same task happens often or many people need to do it. 

A missed step could affect safety, finances, privacy, or service quality. 

Several people or organizations must pass information or work to one another. 

Staff changes or growth could leave important knowledge with too few people. 

A funder, regulator, contract, or professional standard requires a documented process. 

Responsibility is moving from one leader to other team members. 

Review the approach when 
The written process repeats a problem that needs to be fixed. 

The guidance is too long or difficult to keep current. 

Approvals add waiting without providing a useful check. 

People need to adapt their response to complex client situations. 

Tracking and reporting take time away from the work they are meant to support. 

Staff are responsible for exceptions but lack the authority or support to respond. 
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When reporting adds more work 
New reporting demands can add work when they are layered onto existing routines without simplifying 
collection or clarifying how the information will be used. Staff may duplicate tracking, lose service time, or 
maintain fragmented records. Review what is collected, who uses it, and where the same information could 
serve more than one purpose. [16] 

 
Visual 14  Reuse appropriate information while protecting privacy and meeting requirements. [16] 

Compare sector needs and investment evidence in Research Deep Dive C. 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

7 Measure progress and learn from the 
work 
Choose a measure because it helps you answer a question. Start with one or two measures linked to your 
current priority. Agree on who will review them, when, and what the team might do with the information. 

[17] 

Use Research Deep Dive D for the full measure menu, formulas, and interpretation guidance. 

 

 

Visual 15  Measures before, during, and after a change. Adapted from Rewiring for Scale, page 12; use feedback to review the 
support. [26] 
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REFERENCE  /  CHOOSE USEFUL MEASURES 

Measure enough to make a decision 
Choose one or two measures for your current priority. Define them consistently and agree what you will 
do with the result. 

Question Simple measure Use it to discuss 

Are we reducing corrections? Items completed without correction ÷ 
total completed in the same period. 

Which information or steps are 
missing? 

Where are decisions waiting? Business days between a complete 
request and a decision. 

Is authority clear and is a decision 
maker available? 

Can someone else cover the 
work? 

Count critical tasks with a prepared 
backup. 

What access or practice is missing? 

Is the workload manageable? Compare incoming work with realistic 
available staff time. 

What needs to change in scope 
staffing or timing? 

Are people using the new 
approach? 

Review a small sample against agreed 
essential steps. 

Is the approach workable and where 
is adaptation needed? 

 

Use your own starting point 
Compare similar work over a stated period. Record what is included, who collects the information, and 
any changes in demand or staffing. For small samples, look at the actual cases as well as the percentage. 

This playbook does not prescribe universal cutoffs. Set expectations using your service commitments, 
risk, resources, and experience. A number is a prompt for investigation, not a diagnosis. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 5  /  WORKED EXAMPLE 

See whether the change helps 
Illustrative scenario  |  Testing the referral checklist from Move 1 

The team tests the readiness checklist for two weeks with one program. The intake coordinator owns the 
test and the program lead reviews exceptions. 

Test element Team agreement 

Starting point Review the previous ten referrals for missing 
information and director involvement. 

Sign of improvement Fewer referrals return for information that should have 
been available at intake. 

What to protect Families should not repeat information unnecessarily 
or wait longer for help. 

Review method Review referral records and ask staff what was easier or 
harder. 

Decision Keep useful checklist items, revise unclear ones, and 
test the exception guidance again. 

 

What the team learns 
If routine questions decrease but exception questions remain, the team can refine the decision guidance. 
If missing information comes from an outside referral partner, it may need a shared agreement with that 
partner. 

These are test design examples, not reported results. Set expectations using your actual starting point 
and service requirements. 
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  WORKBOOK MOVE 5  /  WORKSHEET 

Your 30-day action plan 
Choose a pace your team can support. Adjust timing around workload and urgent needs. 

Priority: ______________________________________________________________ 

Accountable owner: __________________   People involved: ________________ 

When Action Our commitment 

Week 1 Understand the issue and record the 
starting point. 

 

Week 2 Build the simplest useful tool and 
practice with it. 

 

Week 3 Use it in a limited setting and record 
questions. 

 

Week 4 Review what happened and decide 
the next step. 

 

 

Sign of improvement and how we will check it 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What we need to protect 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Time resources or approval needed 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Review date: __________________   Tool update owner: ____________________ 

Review decision:   Keep  /  Adjust and test again  /  Stop 
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  OPERATIONAL CAPACITY FRAMEWORK 

8 Common advice and external 
constraints 
Common advice can be a useful starting point, but it still needs to fit your organization. Ask what 
problem the advice addresses, what it would take to use it, and what you would watch to see whether it 
helps. 

Use these seven questions to make the advice practical. 

How much written guidance do we need 
Write down essential steps for recurring, high-risk, or coordinated work. For complex service situations, 
also provide principles, supervision, and a clear way to seek help. [22] [25] 

What else does growth require 
Documentation helps people share knowledge. Growth may also require funding, demand for the service, 
supervision, staffing, workable costs, and the authority to make decisions. 

Will this technology reduce the total effort 
Include setup, training, checking, corrections, and ongoing maintenance when deciding whether a tool 
saves time. [23] [25] 

How will this plan become part of daily work 
Connect the plan to owners, next steps, resources, and regular review. The document alone cannot 
provide the follow-through. [11] [12] 

Are we funding the support the mission needs 
Look at what administrative spending enables: reliable records, supervision, safe service, useful tools, 
and continuity. An overhead percentage alone does not show impact or establish the right investment 
level. [14] [15] 

Can we manage another funding source well 
Consider the reporting, restrictions, payment timing, and relationship work a new funding source adds. 
More funding sources may also require more support. [14] [15] 

What decision will this dashboard help us make 
Agree on clear definitions, reliable information, a review routine, and who can act. Start with a useful 
question before building the display. [16] [17] 

Read more about learning and measurement in Research Deep Dive D. 
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Recognize what needs a wider response 
Some pressures require more than an internal process change. Identify what the team can improve and 
what needs funding, negotiation, partnership, or advocacy. 

 
Visual 16  Match the response to the issue; several forms of support may be needed. 

Contracts that do not cover the work. Compare the full cost of delivery with the funding and 
administrative support available. [18] [19] 

Delayed payments. Include reimbursement timing in cash planning and funding conversations. [19] 

Staffing shortages. Consider regional hiring conditions, compensation, and the coverage the service 
needs. 

New reporting requirements. Ask what preparation, staff time, and systems will be funded alongside 
the requirement. 

Limits on facilities, transport, or connectivity. Name the resources needed to deliver the service 
reliably. 

Community needs that exceed available resources. Use this information in service planning, 
partnerships, and advocacy. 

Reserves, relationships, and room to adapt can also support resilience. Consider these alongside process 
improvements when preparing for disruption. [20] 
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YOUR NEXT STEP 

Make room for sustainable work 
Building operational capacity is steady work. Start with one recurring issue, involve the people closest to 
it, and create support they can use. 

Keep what helps. Adjust what adds unnecessary effort. As ownership, handoffs, onboarding, and review 
become clearer, the work can become easier to carry and share. Use what you learned here to choose your 
next practical step. 
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YOUR NEXT STEP 

Build support around your priority 
You now have a way to choose an issue, clarify responsibility, improve the work, and test what helps. 

Before you close the playbook 
•  Name the one change you will carry forward. 

•  Confirm who owns the next step and what support they need. 

•  Put the review date on the calendar. 

•  Make the current tool easy to find and remove outdated copies. 

The change we are ready to make 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Are your operations quietly costing you money? 
Take the quiz to find out how. 
 

About Equitable Breakthrough Solutions 
Founded by Dr. Tanitra Scorza, EBS supports nonprofits and small businesses with role clarity, 
workflows, onboarding, team development, and implementation. We help leaders build practical support 
for the work they want to carry forward. 

https://www.equitablebreakthrough.com 

https://www.equitablebreakthrough.com/ops-and-funds-check
https://www.equitablebreakthrough.com/ops-and-funds-check
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE A 

What research says about operational 
value 
Read alongside Section 2. This section preserves the study detail behind the practical guidance. The 
findings come from different populations and cannot be combined into a promised return for your 
organization. 

 

What researchers studied 
The evidence includes management interventions in manufacturing, business training trials, service-
quality studies, and observational research on nonprofit workforces. A meta-analysis combines findings 
from multiple studies; it does not make the settings or interventions identical. [3] [4] [6] [8] [9] 

What they found about financial results 
A randomized trial of management practices in Indian textile firms reported a 9.4% increase in output 
and a 16.6% productivity increase. The authors estimated approximately $325,000 in additional annual 
profit per treatment plant; they did not directly measure accounting profit. A broader review of small-
business training trials reported average gains of 10.1% in profit and 4.7% in sales. These are findings 
from those studies, not forecasts for a nonprofit or service business. [3] [4] 

  What it means here 
Look for a specific constraint you can address: missed invoicing, incomplete intake, repeated corrections, 
or unclear ownership. Decide what would count as improvement and check whether the change is 
actually used. 

What these findings cannot tell us 
The trial findings do not establish the likely dollar return from an EBS engagement. Observational 
associations cannot isolate whether management practices caused the difference. Business settings also 
differ from publicly funded and community-based services. [3] [4] [5] [25] 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE A CONTINUED 

Service experience workforce stability and follow through 

What researchers studied 
Service-quality research examined satisfaction, loyalty, and purchase intention. Workforce research 
examined relationships between turnover, organizational performance, and management practices. 
Planning research examined team and organizational outcomes. [6] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] 

What they found 
The service-quality meta-analysis covered 86 articles, 115 independent samples, and 42,877 customers. 
The turnover meta-analysis covered 110 independent samples and 120,066 observations, reporting a 
negative relationship with performance (r = −0.15). In nonprofit human-service organizations across 
eight U.S. states, a one-unit increase in an onboarding-practice score was associated with a 2.4-
percentage-point decrease in voluntary turnover. [6] [8] [9] 

Team-planning research across 33 independent team samples reported a positive relationship with 
performance (r = .31). A study of 240 YMCA organizations also linked formal planning with performance. 
The wider planning literature emphasizes that the context and use of the plan matter. [10] [11] [12] 

  What it means here 
Review the service experience and the support behind it together. Ask whether onboarding prepares 
people for the actual work, whether workloads are manageable, and whether plans lead to assigned 
actions and review. 

What these findings cannot tell us 
A correlation describes how two things vary together; it does not prove that one caused the other. The 
onboarding figure is a change in percentage points associated with a study-specific score, not a 
guaranteed reduction from introducing a checklist. Satisfaction and purchase intention are also different 
from observed retention or revenue. 

The detailed value map on the following pages is a practice-informed synthesis. It organizes possible 
relationships for discussion; it is not a tested prediction model. [25] 
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RESEARCH REFERENCE A  /  DETAILED VALUE MAP 
Use this map to trace a practice through the work experience to possible longer-term value. Review assumptions and outside influences before 
drawing a conclusion. 

Operational Practice Intermediate Effect Stakeholder Experience Downstream Value 

Clear intake criteria and ownership Fewer incomplete records, handoff 
failures, and processing delays 

Easier, highly predictable access to 
services 

Higher conversion or enrollment, 
improved client outcomes, fewer 
complaints, stronger referrals 

Role and decision-right clarification 
Fewer escalations, duplicated 
decisions, and administrative 
bottlenecks 

Faster answers and more consistent 
commitments 

Increased productivity, lower staff 
burnout, reduced founder 
dependence, higher stakeholder 
confidence 

Documented critical procedures Decreased reliance on individual 
memory and specific personnel 

Consistent service delivery during 
staff absence or turnover 

Operational continuity, accelerated 
onboarding, reduced error and 
compliance risk 

Workload and capacity review 
Balanced alignment between 
operational demand and available 
resources 

More responsive, unhurried, and 
attentive service delivery 

Staff retention, service quality, 
sustainable throughput, lower 
vacancy and recruitment costs 

Structured onboarding and 
supervision 

Accelerated role proficiency and 
earlier problem identification 

Interaction with knowledgeable, 
highly reliable personnel 

Reduced voluntary turnover, fewer 
service errors, elevated delivery 
quality 

Weekly cash and receivables review Early visibility into liquidity risks 
and cash flow shortfalls 

Uninterrupted service operations 
and reliable vendor payments 

Better protection of payroll 
continuity, minimized borrowing 
costs, optimal investment decisions 
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Operational practices continued 

Operational Practice Intermediate Effect Stakeholder Experience Downstream Value 

Unit or full-cost analysis Accurate understanding of true 
resource consumption per service 

Realistic service scoping and fewer 
unsustainable promises 

Enhanced pricing accuracy, realistic 
grant budgets, healthier margins, 
successful contract negotiations 

Data-quality standards and 
dashboards 

Reliable, timely, and accessible 
performance information 

Responsive process improvements 
and highly credible reporting 

Improved executive decision-making, 
clear accountability, elevated funder 
confidence 

Feedback and complaint closure Rapid service recovery and 
identification of systemic failures 

Stakeholders feel respected, heard, 
and treated equitably 

Elevated satisfaction, community 
trust, client retention, public 
legitimacy 

Approval limits and reconciliations Early detection of unauthorized, 
accidental, or fraudulent transactions 

Complete confidence in fiscal 
stewardship and management 

Reduced fraud and financial leakage 
risk, audit readiness, reputational 
protection 

Implementation plan with 
champions 

Higher process adoption rates and 
workflow fidelity 

Consistent experience of newly 
introduced service features 

Strategy execution success, 
maximized ROI on software/process 
tools, reduced change fatigue 

Continuity and succession planning Reduced single-person operational 
dependency 

Uninterrupted organizational 
operations during leadership 
departures 

Long-term resilience, institutional 
knowledge retention, sustained 
funder trust 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE B 

How support needs change as work 
grows 
Read alongside Sections 3 and 4. Use staff ranges as planning aids. They are not research-validated 
points at which a particular structure becomes necessary. 

What researchers studied 
Team and organizational research explores how people coordinate tasks and how planning relates to 
performance. Task interdependence means that one person needs someone else’s information, action, or 
approval to complete the work. [10] [25] 

What the evidence helps explain 
When work crosses roles, programs, or sites, shared expectations and handoff agreements become more 
useful. Headcount alone cannot show how much coordination is needed. A small team serving complex 
needs may require more deliberate coordination than a larger team doing largely independent work. [10] [25] 

  What it means here 
Look at the number and difficulty of handoffs, decisions, systems, and service requirements. Ask where 
routine work waits for one person and what support would help someone else carry it. 

What it cannot tell us 
The staff ranges in this playbook do not establish a universal hiring rule, management layer, or software 
requirement. Do not treat a specific employee count as proof that your organization needs more 
hierarchy. 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE B CONTINUED 

A closer look at the staff ranges 

Fewer than 5 staff 
Keep essential information and financial visibility accessible. Agree on approval limits, secure access, and 
backup for critical tasks. Use short checklists where a missed step would matter. Choose support the 
team can realistically maintain. 

5 to 9 staff 
Review shared roles, recurring coordination, intake-to-delivery steps, onboarding, and financial checks. 
Notice when informal conversations no longer reach everyone. Add clear agreements before adding 
approval layers. 

10 to 24 staff 
Work may separate into program, administrative, and development responsibilities. Clarify owners and 
supervisors, map handoffs, keep shared records consistent, and prepare coverage. Check that role 
boundaries still allow people to work together. 

25 to 49 staff 
Review how managers are supported and which decisions still return to the executive. Connect staffing, 
budgets, vendors, quality checks, and continuity planning. Decide which practices should be shared and 
where programs need flexibility. 

50 to 250 staff 
Review coordination across programs, departments, and sites. Connect systems and clarify oversight for 
quality, information security, and organizational change. Remove duplicate reporting and routines that 
no longer support decisions. 

Look beyond the staff count 
A referral involving several programs may need clear information requirements and an agreed exception 
path even in a small organization. A larger team may still use simple arrangements where tasks are 
independent. Match support to the actual work. [10] [25] 

Use the reflection checklist in Section 3 and Workbook Move 1 to choose a practical starting point. 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE B CONTINUED 

Terms used in this guide 
Use these plain meanings when discussing the framework with your team. These terms overlap, but they 
describe different parts of the work and its support. 

Term Plain meaning Keep in mind 

Operations How people organize and carry out the work. The everyday work and coordination. 

Operational 
capacity 

The ability to deliver work reliably and adapt 
when needed. What the organization can consistently do. 

Organizational 
capacity 

The people, resources, relationships, and 
support available to pursue your purpose. 

The wider picture that includes operational 
capacity. 

Management 
capacity 

The ability to plan, supervise, support people, 
and use resources well. What managers help the team do. 

Administrative 
capacity 

Support for finances, records, staffing, and 
required checks. The practical foundation behind delivery. 

Infrastructure The lasting tools, systems, facilities, and 
support behind the work. What people need access to and help using. 

Operational 
efficiency 

How much useful work is done with the 
resources used. 

Check quality and workload alongside speed 
or cost. 

Performance What actually happened in the work and its 
results. The results you can review. 

Value The benefit people and the organization 
receive. 

May include trust, access, quality, stability, 
and financial health. 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE C 

Choose structure and investment that fit 
Read alongside Sections 6 and 8. The useful question is what the support protects or makes possible, and 
what effort it takes to maintain. 

What researchers studied 
The sources examine formalization, nonprofit overhead, financial management, reported fraud, and the 
burden of data work. Formalization means making expectations explicit through shared rules, records, 
and procedures. [13] [14] [15] [16] [22] 

What they found 
An analysis of Form 990 data from 274,352 nonprofit organizations for 2020–2022 found an association 
between independent audits and lower odds of reported fraud. The finding concerns reported fraud and 
does not establish that an audit caused the difference. [13] 

Research on Habitat for Humanity affiliates from 2010–2016 found positive relationships between 
overhead and house construction and revenue, with diminishing returns above approximately 15%. That 
figure is specific to the study and is not a recommended overhead target or ceiling for other 
organizations. [14] [15] 

  What it means here 
Fund the support the work needs. Keep essential checks and records usable. Review whether reporting 
serves a decision, satisfies an obligation, or creates avoidable duplication. Different funders, contracts, 
services, and business models require different arrangements. [15] [16] 

What these findings cannot tell us 
There is no universal overhead percentage or amount of documentation that proves effectiveness. More 
procedures do not automatically improve service, and less administration does not automatically protect 
the mission. Ask what the investment enables and what evidence you will review. 

The following pages compare common nonprofit and service-business conditions. Use the comparison to 
identify what is relevant to your own organization. 
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RESEARCH REFERENCE C  /  SECTOR COMPARISON 
Use these patterns as discussion prompts. Organizations within the same sector can differ substantially in funding, service model, risk, and 
reporting requirements. 

Operational Dimension Nonprofits Service SMEs Operational Transferability 

Primary Value Logic 

Mission achievement, client 
outcomes, public value, community 
legitimacy, and financial 
sustainability. 

Customer value, revenue generation, 
profit margin, owner/investor return, 
and business continuity. 

Process reliability and continuous learning 
transfer directly; final value metrics 
require sector adaptation. 

Revenue Relationship 

Service beneficiaries are rarely the 
primary payers; revenue flows from 
donors, foundations, or government 
contracts. 

The customer receiving the service is 
typically the direct payer (though 
intermediaries/insurers exist). 

Commercial customer-retention models do 
not translate directly to donor or 
government grant funding. 

Accountability & 
Governance 

Multiple principals: board of 
directors, public funders, regulators, 
community, staff, and beneficiaries. 

Owners, shareholders, customers, 
employees, commercial lenders, and 
regulatory bodies. 

Stakeholder mapping tools transfer 
directly; legal governance, reporting, and 
disclosure rules differ. 

Performance Measurement 
Outcomes are frequently delayed, 
difficult to attribute, non-financial, 
and multi-dimensional. 

Financial revenue, contribution 
margins, client retention, and utilization 
are immediate and quantitative. 

Balanced leading and lagging indicator 
frameworks transfer; causal attribution 
remains harder in social services. 

Equity Obligations Central to mission fulfillment, public 
trust, and community legitimacy. 

Driven primarily by legal compliance, 
brand strategy, or corporate social 
responsibility goals. 

Efficiency and automation tools must be 
vetted for equitable access and client 
burden in social services. 

Financial Constraints 

Restricted program funding, 
reimbursement delays, administrative 
overhead caps, and tight working 
capital. 

Owner capital, commercial credit, 
market demand, pricing flexibility, and 
customer receivables. 

Cash forecasting tools transfer directly; 
rules governing allowable costs and 
revenue flexibility differ. 
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Sector comparison continued 
Operational 
Dimension Nonprofits Service SMEs Operational Transferability 

Workforce Logic 
Deep mission motivation coexists with lower 
pay, high emotional labor, and heavy 
caseloads. 

Labor costs, billable utilization, sales 
productivity, and talent acquisition 
drive performance. 

Role clarity, structured onboarding, 
supervision, and workload management 
transfer strongly across sectors. 

Relationship Assets 
Community trust, lived experience, strategic 
partnerships, and public legitimacy are core 
assets. 

Client relationships, customer 
referrals, professional reputation, and 
brand equity drive demand. 

CRM platforms transfer directly only if 
"relationship" is broadened beyond 
commercial transactions. 

Growth & Scaling 
Expansion increases mission reach but risks 
mission drift, unfunded overhead, and 
financial instability. 

Growth is generally desirable if 
profitable, operationally financeable, 
and market-supported. 

Scale-readiness principles transfer 
directly; the strategic desirability of 
volume expansion does not. 

Quality Failure 
Impact 

Directly harms vulnerable individuals or 
breaches public trust, even if revenue is 
unaffected. 

Appears through client churn, formal 
complaints, refunds, lost revenue, or 
brand damage. 

Quality control systems transfer, but risk 
tolerances must be significantly lower in 
human services. 

Decision Authority 
Shared across executive leadership, board 
committees, public funders, and community 
partners. 

Highly concentrated in founders, 
managing partners, or business 
owners. 

Decision-rights matrices transfer directly; 
stakeholder participation requirements 
are broader in nonprofits. 

Reserves & Slack 
Operating reserves are sometimes misjudged 
as unused charitable assets despite resilience 
value. 

Working capital reserves are viewed as 
prudent, standard financial 
management. 

Liquidity and business continuity 
principles transfer; external funder 
expectations differ. 
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  OPTIONAL RESEARCH  /  DEEP DIVE D 

Use evidence to learn and make 
decisions 
Read alongside Section 7. The main workbook helps you choose a measure. This section provides the 
fuller reference menu and calculation guidance. 

What researchers studied 
The sources examine performance information, data work, learning, innovation, and management 
practices. Absorptive capacity is the ability to find useful knowledge, understand it, and put it to use. [5] [16] 

[17] [21] 

What they found 
A meta-analysis of 145 studies covering 434,985 firms reported a positive relationship between 
absorptive capacity and innovation (r = .33), with a stronger relationship to commercialization than to 
invention. Research on British small and midsized enterprises associated a one-standard-deviation 
increase in a management-practice index with approximately 5% higher productivity growth. [5] [21] 

  What it means here 
Make room to use what the team learns. After a training, review, or small test, agree on what will change, 
who will update the tool or routine, and when you will check it. For each measure, name the question and 
the decision it supports. 

 
Visual 17  Turn new knowledge into a shared routine and review its usefulness. [21] 

What these findings cannot tell us 
The studies do not show that a dashboard or training session will produce a specific gain. A one-
standard-deviation change is a difference on a research measure, not a 1% increase or a single 
operational improvement. Business innovation findings do not directly establish nonprofit client 
outcomes. 
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RESEARCH REFERENCE D  /  MEASURE MENU 
Choose from this menu only when a measure supports a real decision. You do not need to track every domain. 

Reading the measure menu: leading indicators show preparation or support; intermediate indicators show how the work is going; lagging indicators show 
results after the work. Guardrails identify quality, access, workload, or other conditions you need to protect. 

Value Domain Leading Indicators Intermediate Indicators Lagging Indicators Operational Guardrails 

Financial 

Days to monthly close; cash 
forecast completion; % services 
with known full cost; invoice 
accuracy rate. 

Budget variance; billing lag; 
receivables aging; staff 
utilization rate; unit cost per 
transaction. 

Revenue growth; operating 
margin; unrestricted surplus; 
cash runway (months); contract 
renewals. 

Do not improve operating 
margins by shifting 
uncompensated workload to 
staff or reducing quality. 

Service 

% core workflows with current 
SOPs; staff training completion; 
shift coverage rate; scheduled 
QA reviews. 

Process cycle time; waiting 
time; first-pass yield; process 
error rate; complaint resolution 
time. 

Client satisfaction; program 
completion; client retention; 
verified contract deliverable 
performance. 

Segment service data by 
demographics and client need to 
detect exclusion or inequitable 
wait times. 

Workforce 

Role-clarity survey score; 
supervision cadence 
compliance; onboarding 
completion rate; workload 
review cadence. 

Time-to-role proficiency; 
overtime hours; caseload 
dispersion variance; unplanned 
absence rates. 

Employee engagement score; 
staff burnout index; voluntary 
turnover rate; vacancy duration. 

Do not substitute individual 
employee resilience for 
adequate staffing and sound job 
design. 

Strategic 
% strategic priorities with 
owners/milestones; executive 
strategic review cadence. 

Milestone completion 
reliability; decision latency 
(days); resource reallocations 
completed. 

Strategic priority completion 
rate; long-term goal attainment; 
successful program scaling. 

Treat stopped or redesigned 
strategic initiatives as 
organizational learning, not 
automatically as failure. 

Relational 
Response time standards; 
stakeholder feedback coverage; 
partner review cadence. 

Stakeholder inquiry response 
time; issue closure rate; partner 
referral follow-through rate. 

Stakeholder trust index; referral 
volume; contract/partnership 
renewal rate; funder 
confidence. 

Ensure feedback collection 
actively includes non-users, 
dissatisfied clients, and 
marginalized groups. 

Risk 

Risk register ownership; IT 
access reviews; bank 
reconciliations completed; 
vendor due diligence. 

Control exception events; 
compliance near-misses; 
unresolved incident reports; 
system recovery time. 

Unfunded audit disallowances; 
financial fraud losses; data 
security breaches; regulatory 
penalties. 

Monitor internal control burden 
and approval delays as potential 
costs to operational throughput. 

Mission & Social 
Value 

Logic model clarity; outcome 
definition currency; client 
participation rate in design. 

Priority population reach; 
service dosage delivered; 
program implementation 
fidelity score. 

Verified long-term client 
outcomes; equitable access 
rates; sustained community-
level impacts. 

Avoid substituting easily 
counted activity metrics 
(outputs) for meaningful life 
outcomes (impact). 

Learning & 
Adaptation 

Staff time protected for 
improvement; employee ideas 
submitted; after-action reviews 
held. 

Improvement tests completed 
(PDSA cycles); learning cycle 
time; % evaluation findings 
acted upon. 

Operational adaptation speed; 
successful process innovations; 
avoided recurring operational 
losses. 

Distinguish structured, 
hypothesis-driven testing from 
endless, ungrounded process 
change. 
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Research Deep Dive D calculation reference 
Agree on what is counted, the time period, and the source before comparing results. For ratios shown 
below, multiply by 100 to report a percentage when appropriate. Use the same definition over time. 
Interpret changes alongside service quality, access, staffing, and funding; there are no universal 
diagnostic cutoffs here. 

Work completed without correction 
Calculation: Cases completed without correction or rework ÷ total cases completed. 

Use it to discuss: Review recurring corrections to identify missing information, unclear steps, or support 
needs. 

Time waiting for a decision 
Calculation: Median business days between a complete decision request and the final decision. 

Use it to discuss: Separate time waiting for information from time waiting for approval. 

Demand within available capacity 
Calculation: Periods when demand remained within planned capacity ÷ periods monitored. 

Use it to discuss: Investigate workload pressure alongside staffing, service quality, and changing demand. 

Single person dependence 
Calculation: Critical processes only one person can execute or authorize ÷ total critical processes. 

Use it to discuss: Identify high-risk tasks that need prepared backup and appropriate access. 

Essential components delivered 
Calculation: Defined essential components delivered as intended ÷ total defined essential components. 

Use it to discuss: Record appropriate adaptations so variation is not automatically treated as failure. 

Repeated complaints 
Calculation: Closed complaints tied to a previously identified cause ÷ total closed complaints. 

Use it to discuss: Ask whether the underlying issue changed after the first complaint. 

Cash runway in months 
Calculation: Unrestricted cash available for operations ÷ average monthly net cash use. 

Use it to discuss: Use a cash forecast when inflows vary. A burn-rate ratio alone may mislead when the 
organization is not using reserves. 
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Outcomes relative to cost 
Calculation: Verified meaningful outcomes ÷ full operational cost for the same scope and period. 

Use it to discuss: Include relevant direct and allocated costs. Compare similar services and populations. 
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