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BookMarked: Big Ideas for Nonprofit Leaders 
Your reading list reinvented. 
 
BookMarked is a curated learning series from 
C&A: Social Impact Consulting that brings the  
best insights from popular business and  

leadership books into the nonprofit world. We spotlight powerful 
books and pair them with a free companion guide designed  
specifically for nonprofit professionals.  
 
Think of it as a book club—with a mission. 
Whether you read the full book or just the summary, you'll get  
actionable takeaways you can use right away to strengthen your 
leadership, improve your team, and advance your organization’s 
impact. 
 
In case you're looking for more ways to improve your  
organization’s impact, you can check out our other RESOURCES. 
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Originally written for entrepreneurs and tech founders, The Lean Startup is a blueprint for testing 
bold ideas quickly, learning what works, and building lasting impact without wasting resources. 
Eric Ries introduces a new way to think about innovation: treat your new programs, services, or  
systems like experiments. Rather than planning in isolation for months, build a “minimum viable 
product,” test it in the real world, and adjust based on data. 
 
For nonprofits—who often have big visions but limited resources—this approach is both  
liberating and necessary. It gives leaders permission to try, learn, and adapt without waiting for  
perfect conditions. 

Start Small, Learn Fast  
Big ideas don’t need big rollouts. Launch a small test. Gather feedback. Improve it.  
 
Build, Measure, Learn  
This core loop helps teams stay focused on outcomes. Every new initiative should be framed 
as a learning experiment.  
 
Define Your MVP (Minimum Viable Program) 
What’s the smallest version of your idea that’s good enough to test? That’s where innovation 
starts.  
 
Pivot or Persevere  
If something isn’t working, don’t double down—adjust. Use data, not ego, to guide next steps.  
 
Innovation ≠ Scale  
Not every idea needs to be institutionalized.  
Some ideas are successful because they stay nimble.  

Practical Applications for Nonprofit Leaders 

Why It Matters in Nonprofits 

Funders and boards often expect results—but not all innovation  
succeeds the first time 
 

Staff time is limited. Testing early and learning fast helps avoid  
burnout and wasted effort 
 

Mission-aligned experimentation can lead to more responsive,  
community-centered programs 
 

Nonprofits need a smarter way to grow, not just more programs  
or bigger budgets 
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Tools for Nonprofit Leaders  

Nonprofit MVP Canvas Adapted from the Lean Canvas, this template  
helps nonprofits define and launch small-scale pilots.  
 
Build-Measure-Learn Feedback Tracker A simple tool to document what’s  
tested, what was learned, and what changes. 
 
C&A’s Nonprofit Reinvention Guide A resource for testing new programs, 
streamlining services, and designing smarter strategies during times of change.  

Eric Ries says,  
 

“The only way to win is to learn faster than anyone else.” 
 

The nonprofit sector doesn’t need more cautious planning.  
It needs courageous experimentation. When we lead with learning,  
we waste less, serve more, and move closer to impact. 
  

If you want to expand on the themes of The Lean Startup,  
consider these companion reads: 
 

Lean Impact by Ann Mei Chang  
 A direct adaptation of The Lean Startup for nonprofits and social good  
 organizations. It focuses on how to scale impact, not just programs. 
 
Designing for Growth by Jeanne Liedtka & Tim Ogilvie  
 This guide to design thinking includes tools and mindsets that support  
 human-centered, iterative innovation—perfect for nonprofits seeking  
 community co-creation. 
 

Design Kit by IDEO 
 A free, step-by-step toolkit for prototyping, testing, and improving social 
 sector programs through inclusive design.  

Recommended with this read 
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