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ORGANIZATIONAL  LIFE  CYCLES
hether your organization is expanding the board, restructuring the staff, working on long-range
planning, or looking for a new executive director, you need to begin by looking at the whole
picture.  Whatever the reason, the prospect of trying to objectively evaluate your organization can
be daunting.  It’s difficult to figure out how to start.

Fortunately, Paul Connolly and Laura Colin Klein offer an absorbing and insightful way to
objectively determine where one’s organization is situated and where it may be headed.

At their June NPCC workshop on life cycles of organizations, Connolly and Klein, consultants with The
Conservation Company, began by stating that this workshop is based on their firm’s management consulting
work with nonprofit organizations.  The framework was developed by adapting organizational life cycle
models based on this consulting experience, and is just one of the models they use to help organizations
identify and address problems.  They noted that it can be used alone or in conjunction with other models, such
as ones that are oriented more toward market and competitive analysis.

The concept of the framework is that organizational development is simi-
lar to personal development in that there are normal traits at each develop-
mental stage.  The borders between stages are blurry, and there are pre-
dictable characteristics during each transition from stage to stage.

The model can be used for a variety of purposes: determining what
stage an organization is operating at, managing transitions, developing
healthy strategies, and anticipating future challenges.

Klein noted that we often don’t notice that things change both inter-
nally and externally; we tend to become so set in our ways that we lose the
ability to see anything beyond day-to-day management and survival.  Their ses-
sion offered a way to take a step back and get a fresh perspective on an organization.

The organizational matrix that Klein and Connolly presented consists of the following framework.  The
organization is divided into five distinct areas: program, management, board, administrative systems, and
finances.  These areas are separated into five stages of organizational development: start-up, adolescent,
mature, stagnant, and ready to shut-down.  Given this framework, the typical characteristics within each
organizational area at each life stage are then applied.  The model is reprinted on the following page.

Connolly noted that the purpose of the framework is not to have your organization fit into a column of
boxes, but to better understand where you are at, where you may be lagging, and where you are going.  For
example, it’s possible for an organization’s programs to be mature, while administrative systems are still in
start-up or adolescent mode.  Or, as an organization introduces new programs, those will be in the start-up
phase while other areas will be stable or mature.  Organizations are constantly in flux, whether one realizes it
or not.

The model is not necessarily based on the premise that the goal for all groups is to attain “maturity,”
although it may be for many groups.  Some nonprofits may intentionally want to stay small and entrepre-
neurial, operating in an adolescent-like mode.  The ultimate aim is to be in balance at whatever stage you are

—continued on page 3—
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One

participant wryly

observed, “At the beginning

[of this workshop], I thought that

my organization was in stagna-

tion.  I now realize that we’re

really in start-up.”

About The Conservation Company

For nearly two decades, The Conservation Company has
provided strategic planning, program development, evalu-
ation and management consulting services to nonprofit or-
ganizations, foundations, corporate community involvement
programs and government agencies.  In this time, the firm
has developed substantive knowledge and expertise in fields
as diverse as community and economic development, hu-
man services, children and family issues, education, health
care, the environment, and the arts.

From offices in Philadelphia and New York, the firm works
with clients nationally and, increasingly, globally.  Our
services include strategic planning, organizational assess-
ment and development, feasibility studies, program evalu-
ation and development, board development, restructuring
and repositioning, as well as grant program design, evalu-
ation, and facilitation.

Challenges and Opportunities

In the face of increased competition for private funding, shift-
ing patterns of  public funding, and changing demand for
services, nonprofit organizations  are faced with greater chal-
lenges than ever before. Some are finding it difficult to main-
tain financial stability. Others are more focused on ensuring
that their work is having maximum benefits for their clients
and communities.  All are concerned with harnessing staff
and board capacity to meet their goals and communicate the
organization’s effectiveness and accomplishments.

While there are no magical solutions to these challenges,
The Conservation Company provides an array of consult-
ing services that can help. We offer assistance with strate-
gic planning, organizational assessment, governance and
external relations strategies. We help our clients to hon-
estly assess their strengths and weaknesses, to take a step
back from their daily work and think in new ways, and to
mobilize their resources in addressing critical issues.

Our clients come from all parts of the nonprofit commu-
nity and are at different stages in their growth cycles. They
include new organizations that need an appropriately am-
bitious plan to get started, emerging organizations needing
assistance in designing systems and structures as they pre-
pare for growth, as well as established institutions re-shap-
ing their strategies to address new demands.

As a result of our work, our clients are able to:
• Generate more revenues from a wider base of support
• Operate more efficiently
• Enjoy more productive board-staff relationships
• Become better known by their stakeholders
• Improve and expand their programs and services

Our Services to Nonprofit Organizations

Our distinctive competence lies not only in understand-
ing nonprofit organizations but also in our intimate knowl-
edge of the private foundation and corporate grantmaking
communities. Our work can extend to brokering new part-
nerships within the sector as well as with corporations
and public agencies, suggesting new approaches to foun-
dations, formulating innovative program strategies, and
thinking outside existing structures and systems.

While we adapt our work to each situation, our clients have
come to know us for the following core services:

• Strategic planning
• Organizational assessment and development
• Governance review and board restructuring
• Program feasibility, design and evaluation

We have also helped establish new nonprofit organiza-
tions, formed cross-sector alliances for established orga-
nizations, repositioned programs to take advantage of new
opportunities, and benchmarked organizational operations.

We offer an integrated approach that provides a broad per-
spective to our clients, so that the varied experiences of our
staff can be brought to bear on specific challenges. We are
proud of the long-term relationships we have with many pri-
vate funders – relationships that demonstrate The Conserva-
tion Company’s ability to adapt and refine its approach in
order to be of continuing service in these challenging times.

One Penn Center, Suite 1550
Philadelphia, PA 19103
215.568.0399 or 888.222.2281

50 East 42nd Street, 19th Floor
New York, NY 10017
212.949.0990 or 888.222.2283

For more information about The Conservation Company,
visit our Web site at: www.consco.com

THE CONSERVATION COMPANY

Serving organizations that serve the public good.

Private Foundations – Corporate Community Involvement – Nonprofit Organizations
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 at.  Connolly also pointed out that
time in existence and the size of
an organization have no bearing
in viewing your organization
through this model.

SELF-ASSESSMENT EXERCISE

Once it’s clear how the ma-
trix is constructed, it can be used
to examine your organization.
Connolly and Klein conducted an
exercise that had participants as-
sess their organization on a vari-
ety of levels, from administration
to market needs to systems.  Three
of their questions included: At
which developmental stage is my
organization in each of the orga-
nizational areas?  What stage(s)
do we want to be at?  And, what
do we need to do in order to get
to the stage we want to be in?

While this exercise can be
conducted solely by an executive
director, it is most useful when
undertaken by both board and
staff.  It is also most helpful to
undertake this kind of an exami-
nation with the help of an outside,
unbiased party — a consultant or
facilitator who can help provide
insights that others too close to the
organization may overlook some-
one to help hold up the mirror.

TYPICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF

ORGANIZATION TRANSITIONS

It’s often an organization’s
life in the transition — between
the stages outlined in the matrix
that is most confusing and chal-
lenging.  For example, an organi-
zation that is moving from start-
up to adolescent may find that its

board is gradually becoming less
involved with operations, possi-
bly leading to tension between
board and staff about who should
be performing which tasks.  As a
nonprofit moves from the adoles-
cent stage to maturity, some staff
may dislike the formal systems
that are developed, and may leave
if they don’t adapt to the changes.

Transitions between stages are
difficult for most organizations be-
cause they require change.  Some-
times organizations plan this
change intentionally.  This is of-
ten the case of adolescent organi-
zations that undertake strategic
planning in order to mature.
Sometimes, however, the environ-
ment forces a transition.  For ex-
ample, a large grant may require
not only programmatic expansion
but also major restructuring.

Probably the most unsettling
situation for an organization to re-
alize it’s in, or approaching, is
stagnation.  Because stagnation
untreated will probably lead to de-
mise, an organization will have to
decide whether to shut-down or
initiate ways to bring the organi-
zation back to health.  An organi-
zation has to first recognize that
there is trouble, identify what the
specific problems are, and then
find ways to work through them.

The turn-around to get your
organization back to the stage in
“life” that you want it to be at will
require a combination of re-align-
ments.  Some of these may in-
clude new leadership (possibly
the executive director and some
board members), the ability to
think “out-of-the-box” (that is,
new ways to think about old

things), and the ability to exam-
ine, reinvigorate and re-vitalize.

Klein and Connolly’s ratio-
nale for presenting information on
organizational life cycles is not
just to point out typical charac-
teristics but also to help organi-
zations learn how to address these
challenges and anticipate future
problems.  Tools and approaches
for this include comprehensive
strategic planning, board develop-
ment, program evaluation, market
research and analysis, earned and
contributed income strategy de-
velopment, and executive search.
Again, an outside consultant will
be able to provide helpful insight
for board and staff members when
conducting these activities.

No matter the size or the age
of your organization, Klein and
Connolly recommend that you
periodically step back to figure
out where you are, where you
want to go, and what problems
you may encounter along the way
to a healthy organization life.

As one workshop participant
(the director of an environmental
group) noted, “This process [orga-
nizational assessment and devel-
opment] is much like helping a tree
grow.  You need to have enough
room for the roots, water it regu-
larly, and prune the branches so
that it can continue to thrive.”

The Conservation Company
provides management consulting
and planning services to non-
profit organizations, philanthro-
pies, corporate community af-
fairs department, and public
agencies.  They can be reached
at 212-949-0990.

Organizational Life Cycles
—continued from page 1

New York Nonprofits/September-October 1997 —3—

Reprinted with permission of the Nonprofit Coordinating Committee of New York.
Daniel J. Myers, editor and writer, New York Nonprofits
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 at.  Connolly also pointed out that
time in existence and the size of
an organization have no bearing
in viewing your organization
through this model.

SELF-ASSESSMENT EXERCISE

Once it’s clear how the ma-
trix is constructed, it can be used
to examine your organization.
Connolly and Klein conducted an
exercise that had participants as-
sess their organization on a vari-
ety of levels, from administration
to market needs to systems.  Three
of their questions included: At
which developmental stage is my
organization in each of the orga-
nizational areas?  What stage(s)
do we want to be at?  And, what
do we need to do in order to get
to the stage we want to be in?

While this exercise can be
conducted solely by an executive
director, it is most useful when
undertaken by both board and
staff.  It is also most helpful to
undertake this kind of an exami-
nation with the help of an outside,
unbiased party — a consultant or
facilitator who can help provide
insights that others too close to the
organization may overlook some-
one to help hold up the mirror.

TYPICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF

ORGANIZATION TRANSITIONS

It’s often an organization’s
life in the transition — between
the stages outlined in the matrix
that is most confusing and chal-
lenging.  For example, an organi-
zation that is moving from start-
up to adolescent may find that its

board is gradually becoming less
involved with operations, possi-
bly leading to tension between
board and staff about who should
be performing which tasks.  As a
nonprofit moves from the adoles-
cent stage to maturity, some staff
may dislike the formal systems
that are developed, and may leave
if they don’t adapt to the changes.

Transitions between stages are
difficult for most organizations be-
cause they require change.  Some-
times organizations plan this
change intentionally.  This is of-
ten the case of adolescent organi-
zations that undertake strategic
planning in order to mature.
Sometimes, however, the environ-
ment forces a transition.  For ex-
ample, a large grant may require
not only programmatic expansion
but also major restructuring.

Probably the most unsettling
situation for an organization to re-
alize it’s in, or approaching, is
stagnation.  Because stagnation
untreated will probably lead to de-
mise, an organization will have to
decide whether to shut-down or
initiate ways to bring the organi-
zation back to health.  An organi-
zation has to first recognize that
there is trouble, identify what the
specific problems are, and then
find ways to work through them.

The turn-around to get your
organization back to the stage in
“life” that you want it to be at will
require a combination of re-align-
ments.  Some of these may in-
clude new leadership (possibly
the executive director and some
board members), the ability to
think “out-of-the-box” (that is,
new ways to think about old

things), and the ability to exam-
ine, reinvigorate and re-vitalize.

Klein and Connolly’s ratio-
nale for presenting information on
organizational life cycles is not
just to point out typical charac-
teristics but also to help organi-
zations learn how to address these
challenges and anticipate future
problems.  Tools and approaches
for this include comprehensive
strategic planning, board develop-
ment, program evaluation, market
research and analysis, earned and
contributed income strategy de-
velopment, and executive search.
Again, an outside consultant will
be able to provide helpful insight
for board and staff members when
conducting these activities.

No matter the size or the age
of your organization, Klein and
Connolly recommend that you
periodically step back to figure
out where you are, where you
want to go, and what problems
you may encounter along the way
to a healthy organization life.

As one workshop participant
(the director of an environmental
group) noted, “This process [orga-
nizational assessment and devel-
opment] is much like helping a tree
grow.  You need to have enough
room for the roots, water it regu-
larly, and prune the branches so
that it can continue to thrive.”

The Conservation Company
provides management consulting
and planning services to non-
profit organizations, philanthro-
pies, corporate community af-
fairs department, and public
agencies.  They can be reached
at 212-949-0990.

Organizational Life Cycles
—continued from page 1
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ORGANIZATIONAL  LIFE  CYCLES
hether your organization is expanding the board, restructuring the staff, working on long-range
planning, or looking for a new executive director, you need to begin by looking at the whole
picture.  Whatever the reason, the prospect of trying to objectively evaluate your organization can
be daunting.  It’s difficult to figure out how to start.

Fortunately, Paul Connolly and Laura Colin Klein offer an absorbing and insightful way to
objectively determine where one’s organization is situated and where it may be headed.

At their June NPCC workshop on life cycles of organizations, Connolly and Klein, consultants with The
Conservation Company, began by stating that this workshop is based on their firm’s management consulting
work with nonprofit organizations.  The framework was developed by adapting organizational life cycle
models based on this consulting experience, and is just one of the models they use to help organizations
identify and address problems.  They noted that it can be used alone or in conjunction with other models, such
as ones that are oriented more toward market and competitive analysis.

The concept of the framework is that organizational development is simi-
lar to personal development in that there are normal traits at each develop-
mental stage.  The borders between stages are blurry, and there are pre-
dictable characteristics during each transition from stage to stage.

The model can be used for a variety of purposes: determining what
stage an organization is operating at, managing transitions, developing
healthy strategies, and anticipating future challenges.

Klein noted that we often don’t notice that things change both inter-
nally and externally; we tend to become so set in our ways that we lose the
ability to see anything beyond day-to-day management and survival.  Their ses-
sion offered a way to take a step back and get a fresh perspective on an organization.

The organizational matrix that Klein and Connolly presented consists of the following framework.  The
organization is divided into five distinct areas: program, management, board, administrative systems, and
finances.  These areas are separated into five stages of organizational development: start-up, adolescent,
mature, stagnant, and ready to shut-down.  Given this framework, the typical characteristics within each
organizational area at each life stage are then applied.  The model is reprinted on the following page.

Connolly noted that the purpose of the framework is not to have your organization fit into a column of
boxes, but to better understand where you are at, where you may be lagging, and where you are going.  For
example, it’s possible for an organization’s programs to be mature, while administrative systems are still in
start-up or adolescent mode.  Or, as an organization introduces new programs, those will be in the start-up
phase while other areas will be stable or mature.  Organizations are constantly in flux, whether one realizes it
or not.

The model is not necessarily based on the premise that the goal for all groups is to attain “maturity,”
although it may be for many groups.  Some nonprofits may intentionally want to stay small and entrepre-
neurial, operating in an adolescent-like mode.  The ultimate aim is to be in balance at whatever stage you are

—continued on page 3—

W

One

participant wryly

observed, “At the beginning

[of this workshop], I thought that

my organization was in stagna-

tion.  I now realize that we’re

really in start-up.”

About The Conservation Company

For nearly two decades, The Conservation Company has
provided strategic planning, program development, evalu-
ation and management consulting services to nonprofit or-
ganizations, foundations, corporate community involvement
programs and government agencies.  In this time, the firm
has developed substantive knowledge and expertise in fields
as diverse as community and economic development, hu-
man services, children and family issues, education, health
care, the environment, and the arts.

From offices in Philadelphia and New York, the firm works
with clients nationally and, increasingly, globally.  Our
services include strategic planning, organizational assess-
ment and development, feasibility studies, program evalu-
ation and development, board development, restructuring
and repositioning, as well as grant program design, evalu-
ation, and facilitation.

Challenges and Opportunities

In the face of increased competition for private funding, shift-
ing patterns of  public funding, and changing demand for
services, nonprofit organizations  are faced with greater chal-
lenges than ever before. Some are finding it difficult to main-
tain financial stability. Others are more focused on ensuring
that their work is having maximum benefits for their clients
and communities.  All are concerned with harnessing staff
and board capacity to meet their goals and communicate the
organization’s effectiveness and accomplishments.

While there are no magical solutions to these challenges,
The Conservation Company provides an array of consult-
ing services that can help. We offer assistance with strate-
gic planning, organizational assessment, governance and
external relations strategies. We help our clients to hon-
estly assess their strengths and weaknesses, to take a step
back from their daily work and think in new ways, and to
mobilize their resources in addressing critical issues.

Our clients come from all parts of the nonprofit commu-
nity and are at different stages in their growth cycles. They
include new organizations that need an appropriately am-
bitious plan to get started, emerging organizations needing
assistance in designing systems and structures as they pre-
pare for growth, as well as established institutions re-shap-
ing their strategies to address new demands.

As a result of our work, our clients are able to:
• Generate more revenues from a wider base of support
• Operate more efficiently
• Enjoy more productive board-staff relationships
• Become better known by their stakeholders
• Improve and expand their programs and services

Our Services to Nonprofit Organizations

Our distinctive competence lies not only in understand-
ing nonprofit organizations but also in our intimate knowl-
edge of the private foundation and corporate grantmaking
communities. Our work can extend to brokering new part-
nerships within the sector as well as with corporations
and public agencies, suggesting new approaches to foun-
dations, formulating innovative program strategies, and
thinking outside existing structures and systems.

While we adapt our work to each situation, our clients have
come to know us for the following core services:

• Strategic planning
• Organizational assessment and development
• Governance review and board restructuring
• Program feasibility, design and evaluation

We have also helped establish new nonprofit organiza-
tions, formed cross-sector alliances for established orga-
nizations, repositioned programs to take advantage of new
opportunities, and benchmarked organizational operations.

We offer an integrated approach that provides a broad per-
spective to our clients, so that the varied experiences of our
staff can be brought to bear on specific challenges. We are
proud of the long-term relationships we have with many pri-
vate funders – relationships that demonstrate The Conserva-
tion Company’s ability to adapt and refine its approach in
order to be of continuing service in these challenging times.

One Penn Center, Suite 1550
Philadelphia, PA 19103
215.568.0399 or 888.222.2281

50 East 42nd Street, 19th Floor
New York, NY 10017
212.949.0990 or 888.222.2283

For more information about The Conservation Company,
visit our Web site at: www.consco.com

THE CONSERVATION COMPANY

Serving organizations that serve the public good.

Private Foundations – Corporate Community Involvement – Nonprofit Organizations


