
 
  



Business Model Review |  
A Tool to Help Boards Demystify the Input-to-Impact Business Plan 

Introduction 

Boards often light up when reviewing financials, scanning for loss, waste or gaps. But nonprofit sustainability 

requires more than fiscal oversight — it requires a shared grasp of how inputs are translated into impact. The 

Business Model Review helps boards 'see the system' and bridges corporate reflexes with nonprofit realities.  

Mapping the Social Business of the Non-Profit | The Business Model Canvas 
Being a nonprofit does not mean we are not also in business. The distinction is not “profit versus no profit,” but 

rather that excellence in nonprofit work requires holding business excellence and service excellence together. 

“Non-Profit” is a legal definition that signals the revenue proceeds in a year’s time will be cycled back into the 

organization for the benefit of the stakeholders and beneficiaries, in contrast to the distributions that shareholders 

receive at fiscal year’s end.  

 

The Mission-Centered Translation Task | Corporate-Leaning Board Members 
While the board does not need to micromanage every detail, it does need to ensure that inputs and outputs remain 

in balance and that multiple bottom lines — financial, mission, and community trust — are attended to at the same 

time. The Business Model Canvas helps put these pieces in conversation, showing how resources, activities, and 

impact must be balanced as a matter of sustainability. This adapted version of the canvas translates familiar 

business terms into nonprofit language so boards can connect their members’ business acumen with the 

nonprofit’s mission reality. 

Corporate Reflex Mission-Centered Translation Board Oversight Role 
Spot Waste / Cut Costs Guard efficiency, but avoid starving Balance stewardship with 



mission delivery sustainability 
Catch A Thief, Avoid Fraud Ensure accountability and financial 

controls 
Ask about audits, policies, and 
transparency 

Grow Revenue Like Business Support entrepreneurial revenue (earned 
income, partnerships, donor strategies) 

Ask about alignment of revenue 
with mission 

Protect Market Share Safeguard reputation, stakeholder trust, 
community positioning 

Ask how reputation and trust are 
tracked 

Focus On Competition Map existing alternatives to clarify our 
distinct value and collaborative 
opportunities 

Ask: how do we stand out, and how 
do we partner well? 

 
The Money Question | How Do We Get More Money? 
 

Boards often reach for familiar answers when money feels scarce. This worksheet helps surface those 
conventional reflexes and then pivot to better, generative questions. 
 

Conventional 
Solutions 

Generative  
Board Questions 

Ask current donors for more. 
 

How do we balance donor asks with donor retention and lifetime value? 

Find new donors. What would it take to expand our reach without overextending staff or budget? 

Apply for more grants. 
 

How do we diversify beyond grants so we are not over-reliant? 

Host more events. Are events the best ROI, or would infrastructure investment produce more 
sustained growth? 

Start earned income venture. 
 

What earned income ideas truly align with our mission and capacity? 

Seek corporate sponsorships. 
 

Which partnerships enhance our mission and which might compromise it? 

Tap the board. 
 

Beyond giving, how can we open doors, lend expertise, involve our networks? 

Planned giving, endowment. 
 

How can we plant seeds or long-term stability while meeting current needs? 

Raise service fees. 
 

How do we balance fee increases with equitable access for beneficiaries? 

Cut costs, reduce expenses. 
 

What assets or opportunities could we leverage in lieu of shrinking our mission? 

Board’s Next Best Steps 
❑ Review the nonprofit business model alongside the budget each year. 

❑ Use the model to demystify how resources become results. 

❑ Translate corporate instincts into nonprofit value creation. 

❑ Interrogate “Scarcity Mindset” with “Generative Agreements,” Example: Switch from “Can We Afford it?” 

to “How Can We Afford It?” or “How Can We Afford not To?” 

❑ Ask: Are we not only accountable with resources, but entrepreneurial in sustaining the mission? 

  



Appendix A: Nonprofit Business Model Canvas (Worksheet) 
 

Canvas Element Nonprofit Focus Our Response 
The Change  

We Work Towards 
How are we making the world a place more to our 
liking? What long-term transformation are we 
working toward daily?  
 

 

Existing Alternatives Who complements our efforts? With whom can we 
compare,  partner or learn with in service to the 
people we care about? 
 

 

Key Programs 
 

What programs, activities or sequences are core to 
delivering care at the quality standards we hold for 
ourselves? 
 

 

Dashboard Items  What must we continually assess to keep 
advantage and avoid crisis or surprise? 
 

 

Value Proposition What difference do we deliver compared to 
alternatives available to people we care about? 
 

 

The Pain & Gain Case   What gain do our stakeholders & beneficiaries 
receive? Of what pain are they relieve? What 
would they do without our efforts? 
 

 

Key Stakeholders Financial, physical, human, intellectual, social 
resources fueling our mission. 
 

 

Effort-to-Impact 
Beneficiaries 

Whose awareness, behavior or conditions change if 
our efforts result in measurable impact? Who 
benefits when we succeed? 
 

 

Cost Structure What are the major expenses and liabilities we 
must manage? 
 

 

Revenue Streams How do we fund our work (donations, grants, 
earned income, contracts)? 
 

 

Outputs  What immediate products and stakeholder 
changes can we count? 
 

 

Outcomes What Long-term and lasting shifts in Awareness, 
Behavior & Conditions derive directly from our 
service efforts? 
 

 

 

  



Appendix | Social Business Impact Canvas 
Instruction. Use this canvas to briefly note how your organization creates, funds and delivers its mission — filling 
each box with simple phrases rather than long paragraphs. As trustees, focus on what you need to see and ask 
about — not to manage staff details, but to ensure the whole enterprise is sustainable and aligned with mission. 
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