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Introduction

Performance is the ultimate test of any organization. For nonprofits, 

that means successfully fulfilling their missions, whether creating 

more access to health care, mitigating climate change, helping more 

students to complete college, or securing living-wage jobs for the 

under-employed. Whatever the mission, nonprofits have felt an extra 

burden to deliver in the wake of the Great Recession, which increased 

populations at risk and drove funding austerity. Rising to this historic 

challenge has placed a premium on sound management. 

The heightened importance of strong nonprofit management calls attention to a 
wide range of management practices that we call tools. Despite their importance, 
to date there has been no systematic attempt to understand what tools are being 
used or how effective they are. This report aims to fill that knowledge gap. It 
creates a “consumer report” for nonprofit leaders seeking to apply one or more of 
25 popular tools (see our resource center for the full list and descriptions) to the 
challenges at hand. These tools can help organizations live up to their missions—
and meet funders’ expectations for results. Many of the tools on our list, such as 
scenario planning and benchmarking, migrated from the business world. Others, 
such as funding models and constituent engagement, evolved specifically with 
nonprofit needs in mind (see sidebar, “What Is a Nonprofit Management Tool?”).

What Is a Nonprofit Management Tool? 

Nonprofit leaders and sector experts could debate an exact definition of a 
“management tool” endlessly, but for the purposes of our survey, we decided that a 
tool needed to meet three criteria:

1.	 It can be described by a well-defined process (e.g., strategic planning), framework 
(e.g., intended impact and theory of change), or product (e.g., social media 
programs).

2.	It should address a specific need within nonprofit organizations.

3.	It should be captured in the nonprofit lexicon via publishing or other media.

http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Nonprofit-Management-Tools-and-Trends-2014.aspx
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Chart 1

25 management tools 

Category Management tools

Getting clear on  
your goals and strategy

Strategic Planning
Intended impact and theory of change
Program contribution analysis
Scenario and contingency planning
Mission and vision statements

Running an effective 
enterprise

Leadership succession planning
Talent assessment and development
Decision-making processes
Organizational effectiveness diagnostics
Full cost analysis

Understanding your 
environment

Constituent engagement
Funding models
Benchmarking
Market mapping and landscape analysis
Beneficiary and donor segmentation
Big-data analytics

Taking advantage of  
new opportunities

Collective impact collaborations
Social media programs
Partnerships and collaboration
Design thinking

Measuring and extending 
your success

Performance measurement and improvement
Program evaluation
Donor relationship management
Beneficiary satisfaction measurement
Knowledge management systems

To understand how many tools a typical nonprofit uses, for what purposes, and 
how they perform, The Bridgespan Group developed a survey of the top nonprofit 
tools and trends in the social sector, nominated by a panel of more than two dozen 
practitioners, funders, and intermediaries. We modeled our research after a similar 
business survey used by Bain & Company since 1993 (see sidebar at the end of this 
report, “How We Developed the Survey”). The Bridgespan survey gauges current 
and anticipated use of 25 tools (see Chart 1, 25 management tools), user satisfaction, 
and how effort relates to favorable ratings. In addition, the survey queries social 
sector leaders on 21 trends (see Chart 2, 21 management trends) to see how the 
most popular tools connect with the current thinking about what it takes to manage 
effectively. Trend topics ranged from attitudes toward performance measurement to 
big-data analytics. 
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Chart 2 

21 management trends

Category Management trends

Getting clear 
on your goals 
and strategy

Our ultimate goal for increasing our impact is changing public policy.
Teaching others to implement our model is a top priority for growing 
our impact.
We are planning to adopt for-profit models or collaboration with 
corporations in the next three years to increase our impact.
We are betting on technology innovation to increase our impact.
We believe that collaborating with other nonprofits in our field is key 
to growing our impact.

Running an 
effective 
enterprise

We have succession plans in place for key leaders.
Lack of clear decision-making processes and roles is a major problem 
in our organization.
Hiring, training, and retaining staff is one of our greatest challenges.
We currently have the desired amount of diversity on our staff.
Our board is highly engaged, rightly skilled, and effective.

Understanding  
your 
environment

We have a sustainable funding model that will raise the revenue we 
need over the next three years.
Our funders provide sufficient overhead support to operate high 
quality programs.
Funding for organizations like mine will be increasingly tied to 
program outcomes or evidence of success.
We are investing in increased beneficiary input and feedback to 
improve our program outcomes.
We regularly assess potential collaborators and competitors in our 
domain.

Taking 
advantage 
of new 
opportunities

Social media and other technologies have strengthened our 
relationship with donors, beneficiaries, and other stakeholders.
We are considering participating in pay-for-success initiatives or social 
impact bonds in the next three years.
Continuing to strengthen our core offerings is more important than 
developing new services.

Measuring and 
extending your 
success

We have significantly increased investment in performance 
measurement and program evaluation.
We rigorously use performance data and analysis to continuously 
improve our programs and operations.
Our funders are providing increasing support for program evaluation.



5

Overall findings confirm nonprofits’ widespread use of management tools and their 
interest in using more in the future. The survey also provides insights into how well 
those tools help leaders respond to trends in the sector. It is our intent that this 
report will be repeated at intervals and should serve to stimulate questions, test 
practices, spark experiments, and ultimately help managers to get better results. 

Highlights include: 

1.	 Tool use is widespread and nonprofits anticipate using more in 2015.

2.	Relationship-oriented tools are popular throughout the sector, with partnerships 
and collaboration (ranging from formal associations to joint programs, shared 
support functions, and mergers) rising to the top in use and satisfaction.

3.	Respondents largely find the tools they use to be effective. Increasing effort to 
apply them usually—but not always—leads to significant increases in satisfaction.

At the same time, some surprising findings emerged that highlight gaps between 
trends and practice. Among them: 

4.	Tools and trends at times diverge. Misalignment occurs between opinions on 
trends and related tool usage in two prominent cases. 

a)	First, nonprofit leaders see a need to increase performance measurement 
both to strengthen their impact and case for program funding, but few believe 
funders will increase support for evaluations. 

b)	Also, many nonprofits consider talent management a key issue, but 60 
percent have not taken advantage of tools that could help assess and develop 
employees.

5.	Leaders’ attitudes toward specific approaches to growing their organizations’ 
impact vary dramatically by size of organization (e.g., organizations of all sizes 
are betting on partnerships and collaboration, but larger ones are more likely to 
explore technology and for-profit models).

http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Strategy-Development/NonprofitCollaborations.aspx
http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Strategy-Development/NonprofitCollaborations.aspx
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Chart 3 

1. Tool Use Widespread and May Grow
The survey results made clear that management tools are already widely used at 
organizations of all types and sizes. Over half use 11 or more tools, with the largest 
organizations ($50 million-plus in revenue) using more—an average of 14 tools in 
2014—and smaller organizations, fewer—nine tools on average used by organizations 
under $1 million (see Chart 3, Nonprofits intend to increase tool use in 2015). 

For 2015, survey respondents projected even higher tool use. Ninety-one percent 
said they planned to use 11 tools or more. The smallest organizations anticipate the 
biggest increase—doubling from 9 to 18. Organizations between $1 million and $50 
million expect to use 19 tools on average, and the largest organizations anticipate 
using 21. Whether organizations, particularly smaller ones, could effectively use so 
many tools, however, is an open question. The survey answers may reflect more 
aspiration than an actual ability to deliver on plans, as precedents show tool use 
tends to go down over time as an organization gains insight on what works. In 
Bain’s business survey, for example, while respondents regularly report that they 
plan to use more tools in subsequent years, overall tool usage has actually declined 
by roughly one-third since 2006. 
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Nonprofit leaders we interviewed, in fact, recommended that organizations be 
extremely thoughtful about which tools they intend to use, allocate sufficient time 
to understand how best to implement them—and be patient  (see sidebar, “Patience 
Is a Virtue—and a Necessity”).

Patience Is a Virtue—and a Necessity

In talking with nonprofit leaders who took the survey, one theme became clear—
don’t expect any tool to yield quick results. Leaders repeatedly noted that 
getting maximum value from tools required spending time to understand best 
practices for implementation and use, developing effective change-management 
processes, and being willing to learn from mistakes and keep trying. As a result, 
implementations can often take years, which can be difficult but necessary to 
explain to funders supporting the efforts. 

“Funders work on short time horizons, and we don’t,” said Michael Zisser, CEO of 
University Settlement, a $23 million human services organization in New York. “No 
matter how good you are, some stuff just takes time. And if you don’t understand 
that, don’t start.”

Patience requires being careful in tool choice and implementing selectively, rather 
than flooding the organization with new tools. “You can overwhelm people with 
too much,” said Dennis Richardson, president and CEO at the Hillside Family of 
Agencies in Rochester, NY. “So we try to be selective over time in choosing where 
we will apply those tools and with whom, and how extensively we would use them 
across the organization.” 

Other respondents cautioned that implementation is often a long-term process. 
Jeremy Kohomban, president and CEO of Children’s Village in New York, noted 
that his organization allows two years for implementation of any significant new 
tool and makes sure that funding for that period is already in place before it starts. 
“We believe that at minimum you need to spend at least two years with new 
models,” he said. “We need that time to get out of our own way before we can 
understand and evaluate the efficacy of the model.”

A number of tools appealed to organizations of all sizes. In fact, two-thirds of the 
survey respondents used the top five tools: partnerships and collaboration (86 
percent), social media programs (78 percent), strategic planning (70 percent), 
program evaluation (69 percent), and performance measurement and improvement 
(66 percent) (see Chart 4, Rank and use of tools varies between 2014 and 2015).
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Chart 4 

Rank and use of tools varies between 2014 and 2015

2014 2015

Tool Rank Use Rank Use

Partnerships and collaboration 1 86% 	 1 96%
Social media programs 2 78% 	 2 94%
Strategic planning 3 70% 	 5	 89%
Program evaluation 4 69% 	 4 92%
Performance measurement and improvement 5 66% 	 3	 92%
Mission and vision statements 6 60% 	 11	 75%
Donor relationship management 7 57% 	 6	 86%
Constituent engagement 8 52% 	 7	 85%
Decision-making processes 9 47% 	 16	 74%
Benchmarking 10 46% 	 10 76%
Beneficiary satisfaction measurement 11 43% 	 8	 79%
Beneficiary and donor segmentation 12 42% 	 13	 74%
Collective impact collaborations 13 42% 	 19	 72%
Talent assessment and development 14 40% 	 9	 77%
Funding models 15 39% 	 14(tied)	 74%
Intended impact and theory of change 16 39% 	 23	 65%
Leadership succession planning 17 38% 	 17 72%
Scenario and contingency planning 18 33% 	 18 72%
Organizational effectiveness diagnostics 19 32% 	 12	 75%
Knowledge management systems 20 31% 	 20(tied) 70%
Full cost analysis 21 30% 	 14(tied)	 74%
Market mapping and landscape analysis 22 28% 	 20(tied)	  70%
Program contribution analysis 23 27% 	 22	 67%
Design thinking 24 23% 	 24 54%
Big-data analytics 25 15% 	 25 48%

Note: N=481
Source: Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey

Size did make a difference for adoption of some tools. The largest organizations, for 
example, used tools such as knowledge management systems, which are high-cost 
but potentially high-return if implemented effectively, at twice the rate of smaller 
nonprofits (55 percent compared with 26 percent). Larger organizations also were 
more likely to take advantage of tools gaining in popularity, such as design thinking 
and big-data analysis, which were the least-used tools in 2014. 
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#1 current and 
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#1 
#3 satisfaction

Dissatisfied

Satisfied2014	 2015Agree
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Note: N=481. Satisfied includes “extremely satisfied” and “satisfied.” Dissatisfied includes “extremely dissatisfied” and “dissatisfied.”
Source: Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey

Chart 5 

2. Relationship Tools Lead the Way in Usage  
and Satisfaction
Partnerships and collaboration ranked the most popular, and came third in 
terms of user satisfaction (see Chart 5, Partnerships and collaboration lead in 
use and satisfaction). Eighty-six percent of nonprofits engaged in partnerships 
and collaboration in 2014, and almost all (96 percent) expect to do so in 2015. 
Three-quarters reported satisfactory outcomes. These results squared with our 
trends survey data, where three-quarters of respondents said that they believed 
collaborating with other nonprofits in their field would be key to growing their 
impact. In fact, collaborations were the only tool cited by the majority of nonprofits 
of all sizes as their likely path to growth.

Please indicate how  
satisfied your organization 

was with partnerships  
and collaboration.
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This finding may not seem surprising, given that the nonprofit sector thrives on 
relationships, and the survey showed clearly that other tools designed to strengthen 
external relationships are favorites among nonprofit leaders. Four of the 10 most-used 
tools in 2014 focused on making and improving connections between organizations 
and their beneficiaries, funders, or other nonprofits. In 2015, nonprofits expect to 
further expand their use of relationship-related tools, with “beneficiary satisfaction 
measurement,” rising into the top 10. 

3. In General, Satisfaction with Tools Is High
Segmentation aside, the data clearly show overall satisfaction with management 
tools. No tool received less than a 53 percent “satisfied” or “very satisfied” rating 
(the lowest being knowledge management), nor did any receive greater than 13 
percent “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” (social media). 

Planning tools satisfy, analysis tools disappoint

Tools related to getting clear on strategy—mission and vision statements, strategic 
planning, theory of change, and scenario and contingency planning—ranked at the 
top for user satisfaction. Nonprofits employ these tools periodically, which can tend 
to galvanize attention and effort. Next in satisfaction are tools related to “taking 
advantage of new opportunities”— partnerships and collaboration, design thinking, 
and collective impact collaborations. These tools tend to galvanize purposeful 
thought and discussion on field-level goals and aspirations. 

Meanwhile, tools classified as “understanding your environment”—big-data analytics, 
market mapping and landscape analysis, beneficiary and donor segmentation, and 
funding models—fell to the bottom half of satisfaction rankings (see Chart 6, Tool 
users are largely satisfied with tool results). All these tools involve data collection 
and manipulation, and creating frameworks and models, the kind of time-consuming 
analytical work that’s more taxing than working with tools involving idea generation 
and decision making. In addition, two tools for measuring and extending results—
donor relationship management and knowledge management systems— also 
ranked low in user satisfaction. Both involve major technology investments as well 
as significant retraining of staff to take advantage of new systems. 
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Tool users are largely satisfied with tool results
n	 Measuring and extending 

your success
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your environment
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n	 Running an effective 
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goals and strategy

Mission and vision statements
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Intended impact and theory of change

Scenario and contingency planning

Program contribution analysis

Performance measurement and improvement
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Design thinking

Collective impact collaborations

Beneficiary satisfaction measurement

Program evaluation

Organizational effectiveness diagnostics

Full cost analysis

Socail media programs

Talent assessment and development

Big-data analytics

Decision-making processes
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Donor relationship management

Leadership succession planning

Market mapping and landscape analysis

Beneficiary and donor segmentation

Funding models

Knowledge management systems
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Note: Satisfied shows the percentage of respondents who used a tool who indicated that they were “extremely satisfied” and 
“satisfied”; dissatisfied includes “extremely dissatisfied” and “dissatisfied.”
Source: Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey

Chart 6 

No pain, no gain

The old saying “you get out what you put in” holds true with management tools. 

In general, respondents that applied more effort reported greater satisfaction with 
results (see Chart 7, Satisfaction generally increases with greater effort). But how 
much more satisfaction came with more effort varied significantly depending on the 
tool in question. Complex, highly analytical tools, such as organizational effectiveness 
diagnostics and program contribution analysis, yielded dramatically higher 
satisfaction (more than 40 percentage points) when respondents noted a major 
effort versus a limited one. Knowledge management, where sound implementation 
requires acumen for both technology systems and change management, stood out 
as an anomaly. The variance in satisfaction between high and low effort users was 
only 20 percentage points, and even 10 percent of major-effort users remained 
dissatisfied. This tool appears hard to get right.
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Richard Cohen, president and CEO at Public Health Management Corporation 
(PHMC), a multiservice health nonprofit in Philadelphia, noted that PHMC attempts 
to install an organizational knowledge management system have required 
considerable effort that has yet to yield much in the way of results. “You have to 
spend a fortune after you’ve already spent a fortune,” Cohen said, noting that the 
system it chose looked robust and came with good references, but has yet to pay 
the expected dividends. 

Chart 7 

Satisfaction generally increases with greater effort

Satisfaction

Tool Limited effort Major effort Difference

Organizational effectiveness diagnostics 46% 89% 43%

Program contribution analysis	 54% 95% 41%

Constituent engagement	 43% 83% 40%

Collective impact collaborations	 48% 88% 40%

Beneficiary satisfaction measurement	 54% 93% 39%

Program evaluation	 48% 86% 38%

Donor relationship management	 43% 76% 33%

Beneficiary and donor segmentation	 46% 78% 32%

Design thinking	 58% 88% 30%

Decision-making processes	 52% 83% 31%

Social media programs	 51% 81% 30%

Leadership succession planning	 51% 78% 27%

Talent assessment and development	 54% 80% 26%

Funding models	 48% 73% 25%

Performance measurement and improvement 56% 81% 25%

Mission and vision statements	 69% 94% 25%

Intended impact and theory of change	 64% 88% 24%

Full cost analysis	 56% 79% 23%

Strategic planning	 63% 86% 23%

Market mapping and landscape analysis 51% 74% 23%

Partnerships and collaboration	 64% 85% 21%

Knowledge management systems 45% 65% 20%

Benchmarking	 63% 83% 20%

Scenario and contingency planning	 68% 84% 16%

Big-data analytics 60% 70% 10%
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4. Tools and Trends at Times Diverge
Management tools serve immediate needs. But what about aspirational and future 
needs? Do the tools available today align with trends in the social sector, such as 
building sustainable funding models, betting on technology to increase impact, or 
increasing investment in program evaluation? Our survey asked respondents to tell 
us how well 21 trends in five categories describe their organizations’ challenges 
and opportunities. Our goal was to understand just how trends and available 
tools aligned. Misalignment occurred most prominently in two cases: performance 
measurement and talent management. 

Few nonprofit leaders believe funders will adequately support evaluation 

It’s no secret that nonprofits find it hard to come by funding for performance 
measurement and evaluation1. And our survey underscored the disconnect: 
81 percent of respondents said that they agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement, “Funding for organizations like mine will be increasingly tied to program 
outcomes or evidence of success,” while only 18 percent agreed or strongly agreed 
that, “Our funders are providing increasing support for program evaluation” (see 
Chart 8, Nonprofits are planning to increase investment and use measurement and 
evaluation).

Despite this funding gap, two-thirds of respondents are already using performance 
measurement and program evaluation tools, and 92 percent said they plan to use both 
tools in 2015. Where does the money come from for the efforts? Several nonprofit 
leaders said they rely on specific funders to underwrite the cost of performance and 
program evaluations. In the case of Boys Town, Father Steven Boes, the national 
executive director, said he uses the organization’s support organization, the Father 
Flanagan’s Fund for Needy Children’s income, to fund efforts to improve the quality 
of programs and for research. The income from this fund allows all donor dollars 
to be used solely toward all programs for the benefit of the children and families 
served by Boys Town. Other nonprofits may tap unrestricted funds, although the 
survey did not specifically address this question. 

 1	 See The Center for Effective Philanthropy’s “Room for Improvement” report for one recent example,  
http://www.effectivephilanthropy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/RoomForImprovement.pdf

http://www.effectivephilanthropy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/RoomForImprovement.pdf
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Note: N=481. Agree includes “strongly agree” and “agree.”
Source: Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey

Dennis Richardson, president and CEO at the Hillside Family of Agencies in 
Rochester, NY, has had success raising funds for measurement from corporate and 
philanthropic supporters who understand “good overhead” (e.g., training, HR, and 
finance systems) and value such efforts. Wegmans Food Markets is one such funder. 
Wegmans “is just extraordinary in how they collect and use data in a very respectful 
manner toward their customers,” Richardson said. Accordingly, the company 
“fully expects that we will measure what we are carrying out, and then we’ll make 
adjustments as we go along, based on what the data tell us.” 

The talent conundrum: most nonprofits don’t use available tools 

Nearly 60 percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that “hiring, training, 
and retaining staff is one of our greatest challenges,” yet many organizations do not 
use the tools that could assist them with this challenge. For example, only 40 percent 
reported using talent assessment and development tools, and just 38 percent said 
their organizations engage in leadership succession planning. But without talent 
assessment and development tools in place, employees are less likely to receive 
needed skill development and to feel positive about their career trajectories , both 
of which can lead to dissatisfaction and turnover. 
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Implementing these tools also requires a commitment from top leaders—including 
the board—to invest the necessary time in developing an organization’s people and 
to make talent development part of an organization’s day-to-day work. It should 
become a “part of the language,” said Michael Zisser, CEO of University Settlement, 
a $23 million human services organization in New York.

Other organizations we interviewed also noted the positive results of focusing on 
talent management. Stanley Pollack said that his organization, the Center for Teen 
Empowerment in Boston, MA, uses the same group process for delivering feedback 
for both the young people in his programs and for his employees. “Creating an 
environment where information can flow more freely around issues of criticism and 
praise is really a dynamic factor in creating satisfaction among your staff,” he said, 
adding that the organization’s average staff tenure approaches 12 years.

Sister Paulette LoMonaco, executive director of Good Shepherd Services in New York 
City, uses a variety of tools, including the Performance-Potential Matrix and stretch 
assignments, to help identify potential leaders and provide them with opportunities 
for growing their skills. As she noted in a recent article: “An organization is only as 
good as the people who lead it. And the best place to cultivate those leaders often 
is among the talented members of your own staff. That’s been our experience. But 
it’s not enough to make leadership development a one-off affair for a select few. 
With the right tools in place, leadership development rises from art to science.” 

5. Attitudes Toward Scaling Impact Vary by Size  
of Organization 
One of the emerging trends in the social sector involves successful nonprofits 
seeking to grow their impact. Knowing that, we asked several trend questions 
focused on approaches—explicit or implicit—to scaling impact: 

■	 Our ultimate goal for increasing our impact is changing public policy.

■	 Teaching others to implement our model is a top priority for growing  
our impact.

■	 We are planning to adopt for-profit models or collaboration with corporations  
in the next three years to increase our impact.

■	 We are betting on technology innovation to increase our impact.

■	 We believe that collaborating with other nonprofits in our field is key to growing 
our impact.

■	 We are considering participating in pay-for-success initiatives or social impact 
bonds in the next three years.

■	 Continuing to strengthen our core offerings is more important than developing 
new services.

Not surprisingly, partnerships and collaboration, the top-ranked tool, also topped 
the list of pathways to scale, with 81 percent embracing it. This strategy appealed 
to nonprofits of every size and category. No other pathway even came close. 

http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Career-Professional-Development/Develop-My-Staff/Plan-A-How-Successful-Nonprofits-Develop-Leaders.aspx
http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Leadership-Effectiveness/Nonprofit-Leadership-Development-Toolkit/Understand-Future-Needs/Evaluate-Your-Staff-to-Identify-Leaders.aspx
http://www.bridgespan.org/Publications-and-Tools/Career-Professional-Development/Develop-My-Staff/Art-of-Leadership-Development-into-Science.aspx
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Interestingly, the second-ranked scaling trend, and the only other one endorsed 
by a majority of respondents (56 percent), was “focusing on core offerings versus 
new services,” an implicit growth strategy. The next five growth trends vary greatly 
in their support, from the 46 percent who are embracing technology down to the 
19 percent who are considering social impact bonds.

The responses strongly indicate that some strategies for growing impact are best 
suited to large organizations. Nearly three-quarters of the largest organizations, for 
example, are “betting on technology innovation to increase our impact,” while only 
31 percent of those under $3 million said the same (see Chart 9, Larger organizations 
are more likely to take advantage of multiple growth pathways). Just over half of the 
largest organizations also said they were planning to adopt for-profit models or to 
collaborate with corporations to grow their impact, compared with only 35 percent 
of those under $3 million. The largest organizations also were more than three times 
as likely to be interested in pay-for-success initiatives or social impact bonds (36 
percent) than organizations under $3 million (9 percent). 

Larger organizations are more likely to take advantage of  
multiple growth pathways

Percentage of organizations that agree with trends by organization size

We believe that collaborating with  
other nonprofits in our field is key  

to growing our impact.

We are betting on technology  
innovation to increase our impact.

We are planning to adopt for-profit models 
or collaboration with corporations in the  
next three years to increase our impact.

Continuing to strengthen our core  
offerings is more important  

than developing new services.

Teaching others to implement our model  
is a top priority for growing our impact.

Our ultimate goal for increasing our  
impact is changing public policy.

We are considering participating in  
pay-for success initiatives or social  

impact bonds in the next three years.
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n $50M +
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Chart 9 

Note: N=481, percentages calculated as percentage of respondents in a given organization size segment who agree with trend 
statement (number relative to total respondents in organization size segment. Agree includes “strongly agree” and “agree.”
Source: Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey
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Other strategies for growth are within reach of nonprofits of any size, but not all 
choose to grow. About one-third said they see either “teaching others” to use their 
model or advocacy—“changing public policy”—as a pathway to growing their impact. 
Jeremy Kohomban, president and CEO of Children’s Village in New York does see his 
organization engaging in policy issues as a priority, but he noted that “the reason so 
many [nonprofits] may choose not to see public policy as a priority area is because 
they see themselves as vendors to government, simply providing a government-
funded program rather than agents of change.”

And teaching others to use your model isn’t necessarily easy, even if your strategy 
specifically calls for it. Pollack, executive director at the Center for Teen Empowerment, 
said that his organization’s efforts to replicate using a franchise model have been 
an uphill climb. “We have franchise agreements in California and Ohio in pilot right 
now,” he said, “and it’s not working all that well.” Pollack noted that his organization’s 
model for helping teens find their voice as instruments of change is complicated, 
and reproducing it with fidelity would require having someone from the organization 
in place at the franchise site on a full-time basis at least for the startup phase of 
the project, which hasn’t been financially possible. On the other hand, Pollack 
said, “In addition, to our original sites in Boston, we’ve successfully implemented 
replication sites in Rochester, New York, and Somerville, MA, where we controlled 
implementation, used experienced staff, and had the financial and administrative 
support needed to fully implement the project model.”

Tips for Using Tools Effectively

The survey results demonstrate that those organizations currently using management 
tools tend to be satisfied with their experiences. But that doesn’t mean every 
organization should immediately run out and start using a wide range of new tools 
without careful thought. 

When deciding what tools to implement, there are a several things to keep in mind: 

■	 Understand your needs: Before you adopt any tool, take a careful look at 
your organization’s most critical needs and work to align your tool choices 
appropriately. 

■	 Understand the tools themselves: Tools can be highly helpful, but they can also 
be resource intensive, in dollars, staff time, or both. Also, recognize that some 
tools, such as those aimed at performance measurement and improvement, 
should be a core element of what you do day in and day out. Others, such as 
benchmarking, may be necessary only every few years to inform major strategic 
decisions. Learn everything you can about any tool you might use to make 
certain that you’ll be using it effectively.

■	 Understand your capacities: Do you have the proper training, staffing levels, and 
change management processes in place to implement a new tool appropriately? 
Being brutally honest up front may prevent future pain or wasted effort. Also, 
take advantage of board members’ expertise and other advisors who may have 
experience with some of the tools that interest you and who could provide 
valuable input on what effective implementation and use really requires.
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Lessons from Our Inaugural Tools and Trends Survey
Our first survey confirmed the important role management tools play in service of 
boosting nonprofit performance, and it highlighted disconnects between managerial 
attitudes and actions. Nonprofits currently use a surprising number of the 25 tools 
we measured, and they expect to use even more. For the most part, they are happy 
with the results, all the more so when they devote significant time and energy to 
proper implementation. 

Perhaps the most important message from this inaugural survey is this: pick your 
tools carefully to get the most out of the time, effort, and resources involved. Some, 
like performance measurement, should be a core part of what your organization 
does every day. Others offer techniques you may want to use only periodically, 
like benchmarking. Still others may not be right for your organization at all. It’s 
also critical that organizations avoid overreaching. Attempting to use too many 
tools without adequate investment in time and resources for implementation can 
undermine the effectiveness of all of them. Rather than go too far, too fast, it’s best 
to take a hard look at which tools could bring value, and focus on the few that can 
bring the most.

Our survey raises many questions: will nonprofits use as many tools in 2015 as they 
anticipate? Which emerging tools will prove most effective in the future? Which 
tools will fall out of favor over time? We hope to see answers unfold as we reprise 
this survey, and to contribute to the knowledge nonprofit leaders need to choose 
the best tools for their specific needs and best means to implement them for  
greater impact. 
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How We Developed Our Survey 

The Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and Trends 2014 survey is the result 
of a collaborative effort involving a panel of advisors, distribution partners, and 
survey analysts. Our survey is modeled on the longstanding and influential Bain 
& Co. Management Tools and Trends survey and was developed with the help of 
Bain’s Advance Analytics Group.

A panel of more than two dozen sector practitioners, funders, and intermediaries, 
both inside and outside Bridgespan, nominated our short list of 25 tools and 
21 trends from among a much more exhaustive list. The top 25 include a mix of 
tools both seasoned and emerging. We identified trends in a similar manner, 
looking both at prevailing questions in the sector as well as emergent “early 
signals” of attitudinal shifts. 

We distributed the survey to more than 50,000 potential respondents through 
Bridgespan’s mailing lists and social media networks as well as via the following 
survey distribution partners:

■	 The Alliance for Children and Families

■	 The Chronicle of Philanthropy

■	 Donors Forum

■	 Georgia Center for Nonprofits

■	 InsideNGO

■	 InterAction

■	 National Council of La Raza

We restricted the survey to executive-level leadership to ensure that respondents 
had a clear view of their organizations’ tool use. We received 481 completed 
surveys. Our sample split by size of organization does not mirror the nonprofit 
sector as a whole (which tilts toward very small organizations), but the relatively 
consistent number of respondents from each size segment lets us create some 
interesting comparisons (see Chart 10, Comparison of survey sample vs. nonprofit 
sector as a whole).

We plan to run the survey at intervals, and trace shifts over time in both tools  
and trends. 
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How We Developed Our Survey (continued)
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Comparison of survey sample vs. nonprofit sector as a whole
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Institute, National Center for Charitable Statistics, http://nccsdataweb.urban.org/, Bridgespan Nonprofit Management Tools and 
Trends 2014 survey
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