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INTRODUCTION

“

Confluescent was built on the belief that operational excellence isn’t a 

luxury—it’s a necessity for mission fulfillment. This whitepaper shares 

findings from Confluescent’s study of Colorado nonprofits engaged in direct 

community service, blending survey data and in-depth interviews conducted 

between November 2024 and April 2025. The goal is to demystify operational 

excellence, highlight barriers and motivators, and offer tangible strategies for 

strengthening nonprofit operations without sacrificing heart. 

In the nonprofit world, mission is everything. And as organizations grow, so 

too does the need for operational excellence—the structures, systems, and 

processes that turn mission into reality. Too often, the nonprofit landscape 

imposes a false dichotomy between investing in “the mission” or “the 

machine” that powers it.

Investing in strong internal systems is a mission multiplier. Without efficient 

processes, clear accountability, and operational capacity, service delivery 

suffers. Investing in the “machine” that powers your nonprofit is investing 

directly in the mission itself. Sustainable impact requires both. As one 

nonprofit leader wisely put it,

Operational excellence isn’t just a technical 
skillset. It’s a mindset about stewardship. 

The Confluescent study revealed that 87% of respondents agree that 

effectively utilizing resources is a unique mandate for nonprofits, given their 

funding structures. Nonprofits have a profound responsibility to maximize 

every dollar in service of the mission. But that doesn’t mean investing every 

dollar in direct service; it means investing in strong internal operations to 

make the direct service dollars go further.

While nonprofits recognize the value of operational excellence, it often feels 

daunting to achieve. Tight budgets, lean teams, and the constant need to 

demonstrate ROI can make operational improvements seem cumbersome 

or even out of reach. Yet, operational excellence may be the key to solving 

efficiency challenges—and it doesn’t require a massive overhaul or hefty 

investment. This paper offers quick strategies to harness operational 

excellence as a mission multiplier on a tight budget. Unsure where to start? 

Confluescent is here to help.
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What is 
Operational 
Excellence? 

Operational excellence is 

the consistent execution 

of business processes and 

engagement of people 

that creates value for 

an organization and its 

stakeholders. It involves 

optimizing systems, 

improving efficiencies, 

reducing waste, and 

fostering a culture of 

continuous improvement.

87%
of survey respondents 

agreed that using resources 

effectively is a unique 

mandate in nonprofits 

because of the way they 

are funded.
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WHERE NONPROFITS STRUGGLE

BUILDING  
OPERATIONAL CAPACITY

The Confluescent study found that nonprofits struggle most with four major operational challenges. 

•	 Follow-through is a persistent issue: while many organizations start strong with strategic plans or process 

improvements, they often lack structures for ongoing execution. 

•	 Capacity building also presents hurdles, as project management and operational leadership skills are not always 

embedded or easily accessible; many “accidental managers” are promoted without formal support or training. 

•	 Prioritization remains a universal challenge, with the “unexpected crises” often dominating attention at the 

expense of longer-term goals. 

•	 Tools and technology gaps—fragmented, outdated, or poorly integrated systems—lead to inefficiencies  

and frustration.

These struggles often raise a critical question: how can nonprofits build more operational 
capacity without overwhelming already-stretched teams? 

For some organizations, investing in dedicated project management infrastructure is a game-changer. For others, 

embedding basic project management skills across existing roles may be a more feasible and sustainable path.

Small Nonprofits

Integrate project management skills into 

existing leadership and program roles.  

Equip managers and directors with basic  

project management tools: charters, timelines, 

role clarity matrices, and close-out evaluations.  

Focus on a “good enough” approach rather  

than perfection.

Best Practice Tips: Offer staff access to short, 

practical training in project management 

essentials. Pair operational goals with leadership 

development to foster growth from within.

Large Nonprofits

Creating a Project Management Office (PMO) 

can bring structure, consistency, and oversight to 

complex initiatives. A PMO helps align projects 

to strategic goals, manage cross-departmental 

efforts, and track organizational performance. 

However, for a PMO to succeed in a nonprofit 

setting, it must be mission-driven, lightweight, 

and tailored—not a bureaucratic layer.

Best Practice Tip: Start with a “PMO Lite” model: 

1–2 skilled project managers supporting high-

priority initiatives, while building templates and 

toolkits other teams can adopt.
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Not sure how to implement these tips? Click here to contact Confluescent.

https://confluescent.com/contact
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S T U D Y  F I N D I N G S : 

COMMON THREADS 

Operational Excellence: Valued, But Still Aspirational: Operational 

excellence is widely recognized as vital: 71% of nonprofit leaders 

surveyed said using operational tools makes their organizations run more 

efficiently and effectively. Yet even with this acknowledgment, operational 

investments are often sidelined—treated as aspirational “someday projects” 

after quelling today’s fires. The cost of delay is real. Without strong systems, 

even the most passionate missions can falter under the weight of crisis 

response and competing demands. As one leader put it, 

We sometimes treat operations like an 
afterthought, but when we invest in it, 
everything else works better.

Operational Excellence Requires a Blend of Tools: Of the nonprofit 

leaders surveyed, 64% reported using SMART goals, 50% executive 

dashboards, and 43% standard procedures. However, about one-third of 

respondents reported lacking core project management tools like root 

cause analysis, project charters, and RACI (role clarity) matrices. When 

asked which tools would most strengthen operations, leaders favored 

root cause analysis, executive dashboards, standard work, and staff 

engagement—though the most frequent answer was a desire for a blend  

of multiple tools, not a single solution.

Effective Management as Staff Retention Strategy: Staff members are 

far more motivated by the opportunity to improve client services than by 

fulfilling funder requirements or internal compliance checklists. When asked 

about staff retention strategies, 93% of leaders ranked a clear mission and 

vision as a top three motivating factor. Yet only 28% prioritized professional 

development, suggesting a potential opportunity: strengthening operational 

skills could double as a strategy for employee engagement and retention. 

When operational initiatives are framed through a mission-centered lens, 

engagement and ownership are significantly stronger.

“

71%
of nonprofit leaders 

surveyed said 

using operational 

tools makes their 

organizations run 

more efficiently 

and effectively.

64%
of leaders worry 

that their systems 

may not be fully 

optimized for impact.

1/3
of respondents 

reported lacking core 

project management 

tools like root cause 

analysis, project 

charters, and RACI 

matrices.

Beyond Benefits: How Management Practices Drive Retention 

Nonprofits in this study cited strong management practices and employee benefits equally as key strategies 

for retaining staff. While benefits remain essential, investing in strong management practices—like clear 

role definitions, clear expectations, and staff recognition—strengthens psychological safety and deepens 

employee loyalty and resilience. It also costs less than employee benefits. 
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Whether launching a formal PMO or embedding project management skills within existing teams, the key to success 

is aligning operations with your mission. The next challenge is ensuring your team is equipped, motivated, and 

supported to carry out operational improvements.

Staff motivation isn’t just about better systems; it’s about cultivating a culture that prioritizes people. When 

operational improvements are framed around the mission and demonstrate clear value for both staff and clients, 

employees are more likely to engage. As one nonprofit leader shared, “If systems aren’t built with people in mind, 

they don’t stick. Operational improvements have to feel human, not mechanical.”

You can’t just lay a process on top of a team and expect it to work. It has 
to come from a shared understanding of the mission and the work.

When operational improvements align with the team’s mission and values, they are more likely to be adopted, 

creating a positive feedback loop: staff feel more connected to their work, which improves retention and drives 

better outcomes for clients and our communities.

EFFECTIVE MANAGEMENT AS 
KEY TO OPERATIONAL SUCCESS

“
Top 5 Motivation Tips Recommendation Advice from the field

Make the Mission 
Connection Clear

Staff are motivated when they see how improved 
systems lead to better client outcomes. Framing 
operational changes through a client-centered lens 
boosts engagement.

“At the end of the day, it’s not about 
more paperwork. It’s about making sure 
our clients get better outcomes.”

Build a Culture of 
Learning and Feedback

Operational excellence thrives in environments that 
encourage reflection, continuous improvement, and 
shared ownership. Early wins build momentum.

“You can give people a checklist, but if 
they don’t understand why the process 
matters, it won’t be sustainable.”

Leadership Must  
Model the Way

Culture change doesn’t happen by mandate. Leaders 
must embody the principles of accountability and 
adaptability they seek to promote.

“It’s easy to talk about operational 
improvements, but without leadership 
modeling the change, it’s just talk.”

Design for Flexibility  
and Resilience

Operational excellence is about adaptability as much 
as it is about structure. The goal isn’t rigid systems—
it’s systems that can survive leadership transitions, 
funding shifts, and external change.

“You have to build systems flexible 
enough to survive leadership 
transitions and external changes.”

Respect Staff Time  
and Energy

Strong operations are an antidote to burnout, not 
another burden. Good project management honors 
staff time, clarifies expectations, and reduces 
unnecessary churn.

“Project management isn’t just about 
deadlines — it’s about respect. It shows 
you value people’s time.”
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Align operations with mission—and talk about it that way. When 

staff understand how operational improvements make their jobs easier 

and help clients faster, motivation skyrockets. Frame every operational 

initiative through a client-centered, mission-forward lens.

Start small and build momentum. Quick wins—like creating a 

team charter, using RACI matrices for role clarity, or standardizing 

onboarding processes—build confidence. Success begets success.

Invest in management training. Your managers shape daily culture. 

Equip them with change management, project management, process 

improvement, and team leadership skills—essential tools for sustaining 

operational improvements.

Embed accountability systems. Avoid relying on a single champion 

to drive operational excellence. Establish regular check-ins, executive 

dashboards, and project close-out rituals to keep momentum alive.

Implement incrementally and with flexibility. People need time to 

adjust to new ways of working. Rollouts should be incremental, with 

adequate support at each stage. Encourage staff to think critically 

about when tools are truly helpful and avoid forcing them where they 

aren’t needed. The goal is to reduce complexity, not to add busy work.

Center psychological safety. Operational change can feel threatening. 

Leaders must model humility, encourage “safe to fail” experimentation, 

and build a culture where process improvements are everyone’s 

responsibility, not a top-down mandate.

Accountability without psychological 
safety isn’t accountability — it’s fear.

Bring in outside support—strategically. An outside facilitator can 

jumpstart operational initiatives, train staff in new frameworks, or 

provide interim capacity without diverting internal resources. Once 

operational leadership is successfully modeled and embedded within 

teams, the need for external support can gradually be reduced.

“

Every project 
introduces 
change

New processes, new 

behaviors, new mindsets. 

When project management 

skills are strong, change 

is smoother, adoption 

is faster, and impact is 

greater. Investing in project 

management is investing 

in your nonprofit’s ability to 

evolve, adapt, and deliver on 

its mission—again and again. 

1
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There’s a real 
hunger for clarity 
— people want to 
do well; they just 
need the tools.

“

HOW TO BUILD 
OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE 

Ready to start training your teams in operational excellence?  
Click here to learn about Confluescent’s training program.

https://confluescent.com/training
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Size doesn’t inoculate an organization from operational challenges — it simply changes their nature. It’s easy to 

assume that small organizations have it hardest. But this research revealed a more nuanced story: both small and 

large nonprofits face significant—but different—barriers to operational excellence. Across the board, 64% of leaders 

worry that their systems may not be fully optimized for impact. Operational excellence isn’t a matter of size—it’s a 

matter of focus and structure.

The Takeaway

Regardless of size, operational excellence requires intentional investment. Small organizations need smart prioritization 

and capacity building. Large organizations need alignment, coordination, and cultural buy-in. Success isn’t about having 

more people. It’s about building the right systems to help people move together.

At Confluescent, our tagline—“Better Ideas Together”—reflects our collaborative approach to helping clients build capacity 

and strengthen their operating systems. We meet you where you are and work alongside you every step of the way.  

Ready to take your organization to the next level? Let’s build better ideas together. Contact us to get started.
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DIFFERENT SCALES, 
DIFFERENT STRUGGLES

Small Nonprofits

•	 Struggle with bandwidth — staff wear 

multiple hats, leaving little time for 

proactive planning.

•	 Face resource limitations — operational 

needs often take a backseat to 

immediate service delivery.

•	 Are often highly mission-driven, but 

can experience burnout and missed 

opportunities for scaling good ideas.

Large Nonprofits

•	 Wrestle with complexity and silos — 

communication and accountability can 

get lost across departments.

•	 Struggle with process inconsistency — 

different teams may develop their own 

ways of working, creating inefficiencies.

•	 Face change resistance — it’s harder to 

shift operational culture when structures 

are entrenched.

“
We’re always caught 
between what we aspire to 
and what bandwidth allows. “

Sometimes the biggest 
operational improvement is 
just getting people in a room 
to talk across departments.

https://confluescent.com/contact
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR 
ENGAGING FUNDERS

How do you view the connection between operational capacity building and programmatic outcomes? 

Engage funders by sharing specific examples of how operational improvements have resulted in more 

consistent service delivery and greater, more sustainable impact for your nonprofit. Encourage the funding 

community to provide multi-year general operating support, enabling organizations to continue building 

capacity as a powerful multiplier for mission fulfillment.

How can we work together to ensure organizational sustainability beyond the funding period? Discuss 

how investing in operational systems helps nonprofits be more responsive to change, improve resource 

management, and sustain programs in the long term. Investing in optimized systems reduces waste and frees 

up funding for what matters most, while relying on temporary fixes only drains resources in the long run.

How can we prioritize staff well-being and retention through funding? Ask if funders would be open to 

supporting capacity building initiatives that improve organizational health, such as leadership training or 

clearer systems that improve employee retention. 

How can grant funders support training the nonprofit community to enhance operational effectiveness? 

Funders cannot fund all grant submissions, but they can offer open-access webinars to train the larger 

nonprofit community. Tell funders what types of trainings would most benefit your staff in developing 

operational excellence skills. Does your staff need to learn how to structure projects, track metrics, lead 

through influence without authority, or something else?

How can we work together to evaluate and celebrate operational success? Encourage funders to include 

operational health in their review criteria and to recognize improvements in internal systems. By publicly 

acknowledging how operational excellence strengthens the mission, funders can help the public see that 

investing in sustainable operations directly enhances community impact and long-term success.

1

2

3

4

5

When nonprofits struggle with inconsistent operations, it’s not because they lack vision or commitment; it’s because 

the “machine” that powers mission delivery often goes underfunded. Project management systems, leadership 

development, and internal process improvements form the infrastructure that makes sustainable impact possible. 

Below are some key questions that nonprofit leaders can use to guide conversations with funders.

By framing operational excellence as a core part of mission success, nonprofit leaders can invite funders to see 

these investments as vital to the sustainability and impact of the organization. It’s not an overhead expense, but the 

infrastructure that makes long-term success possible.
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C O N C L U S I O N : 
BRIDGING VISION AND REALITY

Operational excellence isn’t a luxury reserved for corporations—it’s the bridge that transforms nonprofit 

missions into tangible impact. It honors the hard work of staff, deepens client outcomes, and strengthens 

organizational sustainability.

The good news? It’s achievable. Not through massive, expensive overhauls—but through focused, mission-

aligned steps that build culture, capacity, and clarity over time.

Confluescent specializes in helping nonprofits close the gap between vision and reality. Through operational 

excellence trainings, capacity assessments, and leadership coaching, Confluescent equips teams with the 

structures and mindsets they need to succeed—without losing sight of the purpose that brought them here. 

Because better ideas really do happen together.

Type of services offered Revenue (millions) Payroll Size Volunteer Size
Responsible for 
Operational Excellence

Economic opportunities $5-$10 Less than 50 25 No single role, built into multiple

Food assistance $50-$100 50-250 20,000 Chief Operating Officer

Healthcare $10-$20 50-250 20 CEO and CMO

Economic, early childhood and health $20-$50 50-250 7,500 No single role, built into multiple 

Pregnant women and children $1-$5 Less than 50 0 No single role, built into multiple 

Healthcare $20-$50 50-250 0 No single role, built into multiple 

Support for parents $1-$5 Less than 50 40 Chief Operating Officer

Developmental and intellectual 
disabilities

$20-$50 250+ 25 No single role, built into multiple 

Early childhood mental health $20-$50 250+ 500 CEO and CMO

Developmental and intellectual 
disabilities

$50-$100 250+ 0 Chief Operating Officer

Case management, early 
intervention, family support

$5-$10 Less than 50 20 No single role, built into multiple 

Nonprofit resource coordination $5-$10 Less than 50 0 Chief Operating Officer

Child abuse response $1-$5 Less than 50 250 Chief Operating Officer

Case management, housing and 
financial assistance

$50-$100 250+ 0 No single role, built into multiple 

Care coordination $100+ 250+ 0 Chief Operating Officer

Pregnant women, children, 
behavioral health

$1-$5 Less than 50 20 No single role, built into multiple

Summary of organizations participating anonymously in this study



confluescent.com
shana@confluescent.com

ABOUT CONFLUESCENT
Confluescent helps bridge the gap between strategic vision and operational reality

Many nonprofits, public health agencies, and mission-focused businesses have a bold vision—but struggle to bring it to 

life. That’s where Confluescent comes in. Confluescent translates high-level strategy into actionable steps by designing 

strategic plans with implementation in mind, serving as a fractional COO to move initiatives forward, delivering operations 

training to build internal capacity, and coaching leaders to drive greater impact.
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