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Rethinking How Nonprofits Innovate  
Chapters: Introduction & Part One (Start) 
Focus: Embracing experimentation over traditional planning.  
 
Discussion Prompts: 
• Ries challenges the idea that success comes from careful planning. How do we usually approach 

new ideas or programs? 
• What’s the cost of doing big rollouts without testing first? 
• How might our mission work benefit from a “start small, learn fast” mindset? 
 
Team Challenge: 
Choose one new or recent idea—program, service, or internal change.  
Ask: What would a “minimum viable version” of this look like?  

Week Two 

Build-Measure-Learn in a Mission-Driven World 
Chapters: Part Two (Define) 
Focus: Using feedback loops to guide better decisions. 
 
Discussion Prompts: 
• Ries says we need to "build, measure, learn." What would this cycle look like in our program or 

service work? 
• Are we measuring real learning or just tracking activity? 
• How do we usually respond when something isn’t working? Do we dig in—or pivot? 
 
Team Challenge: 
Pick one area where your team could apply a Build-Measure-Learn loop  
this month. Define: What are we testing? 
How will we measure learning? 
What would a pivot look like? 

Week One 

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. 
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Week Three 

MVPs and Lean Experiments  
Chapters: Part Three (Learn) 
Focus: Prototyping and testing before investing.  
 
Discussion Prompts: 
• Ries promotes the idea of the Minimum Viable Product (MVP). What’s the nonprofit  
      version of an MVP? 
• Where have we waited too long to launch something because we wanted it to be perfect? 
• What fears or pressures keep us from testing “imperfect” versions of good ideas? 
Team Challenge: 
Design and launch a “quick and small” test of a new idea: a beta event, a simple email campaign, a 
short pilot, or a rough prototype. Track reactions, collect data, and plan your next iteration.  

Week Four 

When to Pivot, When to Persevere  
Chapters: Part Four (Adapt) & Conclusion  
Focus: Making bold decisions based on what we learn.  
 
Discussion Prompts: 
• How do we know when to keep going—and when to let go? 
• What internal or external signals do we usually use to guide change? 
• How can we build a culture that values learning over certainty? 
 
Team Challenge: 
Review a past project, program, or service that didn’t meet expectations. Ask: 
What could we have tested earlier? 
What did we learn too late? 
What would we do differently now? 

Closing Reflection 
Ask your team to complete the sentence: 
 

“One way I’ll lead with learning instead of 
certainty is by __________.” 
Encourage teams to revisit this framework before launching 
their next big initiative, grant-funded program, or internal 
change. Iteration isn't failure—it’s smart leadership. 


