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As vexing and illusive as growth has been in the business world, it seems to be even rarer among 

nonprofits.   According to research conducted by the Bridgespan group, over 200,000 nonprofits were 

established between 1975 and 2008, and of these, only 201 organizations (excluding hospitals and 

universities) have attained annual revenues of at least $50 million by 20121.  While this figure may seem 

low, it is already a notable improvement to a previous version of the study conducted five years earlier.  

Nonetheless, bookstores and libraries around the world are lined with volumes on nonprofit 

management and growth, their authors promising to reveal the secrets that will unlock your 

organization’s path to scale.  Why has there has been so much thought and discussion on the subject of 

nonprofit growth, and yet so few results? 

One part of the answer may lie in the broad scope that has been adopted thus far.  Theories on 

nonprofit growth and management have focused on the field as a whole, but the sector is far from 

homogeneous.  Homeless shelters are as different from dance troupes as mutual insurance companies 

are from medical research centers.  Though nonprofits are all committed to social causes, the strategies 

and capabilities required to grow one organization may be very distinct from those required for another.  

By analyzing different segments of the nonprofit industry, one may uncover additional insights on 

nonprofit growth and how it can be achieved.   

This study aims to take a first step in that direction.  To investigate the different paths that nonprofit 

organizations can take in reaching scale and growth, the nonprofit sector was divided into three 

separate segments: 

 

• Customer-oriented organizations:  In these organizations, the beneficiary of the product or 

service is the same individual as the funder.  For example, an audience member at the 

symphony is the beneficiary of the performance and also the funder who pays for admission.  

Other examples of customer-oriented organizations include retirement communities, religious 

groups, and museums.  While funding for healthcare is often provided by employers or other 

sources, most healthcare organizations are included in this segment because the patient plays a 

major role in choosing where the funding is allocated.  For customer-oriented organizations, 

growth is often achieved by demonstrating superior value to beneficiaries. 

• Beneficiary-oriented organizations: In these organizations, the beneficiary of the product or 

service is separate from the funder.  For example, the participant in a job-training program is the 

beneficiary of the service, but the funder of the program is an individual philanthropist.  Other 

                                                           
1 Bradach, Jeffrey and Peter Kim. “Why More Nonprofits Are Getting Bigger.” Stanford Social 

Innovation Review, Spring 2012 
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examples of beneficiary-oriented organizations include international development agencies, 

legal aid clinics, and environmental groups. For beneficiary-oriented organizations, growth is 

often achieved by demonstrating impact and aligning efforts with those of funders. 

• System-oriented organizations: These organizations serve other nonprofits and seek to enable 

or coordinate the work of others in the field.  They are akin to the B2B market in the for-profit 

world.  For example, a regional homeless alliance works to coordinate the efforts of multiple 

shelters to achieve a greater outcome.  Other examples of system-oriented organizations 

include fiscal sponsors that provide back-office services, incubators that provide shared office 

space, and associations that set industry standards.  For system-oriented organizations, growth 

is often achieved by demonstrating the value of collaboration or consolidation, and by offering 

these benefits in a convenient and cost-effective manner. 

 

Using data from the National Center for Charitable Statistics, this study identified the nonprofit 

organizations with the highest revenue growth between 2007 and 2011, and classified them by the 

three segments outlined above.  Only nonprofits with revenues of $100,000 or more were considered.  

Interviews were then conducted with these organizations to uncover key differences between each 

category.  The focus of these interviews was to better understand the decisions and circumstances that 

led to each organization’s rapid growth.  Social sector consultants who have experience working across 

multiple nonprofit industries and clients were also interviewed to uncover additional insights.     

Of course, achieving high revenue growth is not the same as achieving high impact, and it is 

acknowledged that the sector’s emphasis over the past decade has shifted towards measuring outcomes 

and results instead of revenues.  However, financial constraints remain a major barrier for many 

nonprofits and an analysis of revenue growth can yield important lessons as organizations try to scale 

their impact in a manner that is financially sustainable.  For those that seek to augment their financial 

resources, this study may offer some helpful clues. 

The top 20 nonprofit organizations with the highest revenue growth are listed in the chart below.   
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Table 1: Twenty Fastest-Growing Nonprofit Organizations (2007-2011) 

Rank Name State 2011 Revenue 2007 Revenue 
2007-2011 

CAGR* 
Segment 

1 
Northwest Behavioral Health 

Partnership Inc PA  $     77,700,000   $           145,084  381% Customer-oriented 

2 St Vincent’s Health System  AL  $     85,700,000   $           167,391  376% Customer-oriented 

3 
Western Developments For 

Affordable Housing Inc CA  $     73,600,000   $           156,012  366% Customer-oriented 

4 International Medical Outreach Inc  TX  $   304,000,000   $           691,742  358% Beneficiary-oriented 

5 Medical Center Of The Rockies  CO  $   199,000,000   $           453,601  358% Customer-oriented 

6 Southeast Development Inc  NJ  $     35,500,000   $           101,242  333% Customer-oriented 

7 New York Medical College  NY  $   215,000,000   $           706,889  318% Customer-oriented 

8 
Acapita Education Finance 

Corporation  TX  $     74,800,000   $           303,432  296% Customer-oriented 

9 The Blood Alliance Inc  FL  $     34,500,000   $           168,246  278% System-oriented 

10 University Of Mary Hardin-Baylor  TX  $     68,500,000   $           372,954  268% Customer-oriented 

11 
Lakeland Family Resource Center 

Inc  WI  $     15,900,000   $           103,824  252% Beneficiary-oriented 

12 
International Union Against 

Tuberculosis And Lung Disease NY  $     19,400,000   $           139,515  244% Beneficiary-oriented 

13 Scott & White Hospital Round Rock  TX  $     89,100,000   $           710,661  235% Customer-oriented 

14 Texas Food Bank Network  TX  $     30,400,000   $           281,164  222% System-oriented 

15 Gbmc Healthcare Inc  MD  $     21,500,000   $           206,276  219% Customer-oriented 

16 Michigan Future Inc  MI  $     12,500,000   $           155,125  200% Beneficiary-oriented 

17 New Hampshire Public Defender  NH  $     37,400,000   $           468,543  199% Beneficiary-oriented 

18 

St Lawrence County Industrial 

Develop Agency Local 

Development Corporation NY  $     16,400,000   $           219,558  194% Beneficiary-oriented 

19 Rudi Schulte Research Institute  CA  $     16,500,000   $           223,956  193% Beneficiary-oriented 

20 St Josephs Enterprises Inc  FL  $     20,900,000   $           286,457  192% Customer-oriented 

 

Source: National Center for Charitable Statistics 

*CAGR stands for Compound Annual Growth Rate     Note: All foundations and foreign entities were excluded from the analysis. 

As illustrated above, the nation’s fastest-growing nonprofit organizations have achieved very drastic 

growth rates.  This “hyper-growth” represents a truly transformative period of expansion for these 

organizations and goes well beyond the traditional growth rates attained by successful nonprofit and 

for-profit companies.  For some organizations, this jump in revenues was caused by a change in 

accounting or an internal transfer of ownership.  However, for many others, this leap was caused by an 

exceptional set of efforts and circumstances, and it is these scenarios that form the focus of this study.   

 

 

 



 

Anatomy of a Special Breed 

Figure 1: Breakdown of Fastest-Growing Nonprofit Organization

Looking at the top 100 nonprofits as a whole, 

of the total, with customer-oriented organizations

40% and 12% of the list respectively.  

customer-oriented organizations becom

organizations from all three segments have the potential to achieve hyper

nonprofits seem to realize the fastest expansions.

Figure 2: Breakdown of Fastest-Growing Nonprofi

6 

 

Growing Nonprofit Organizations by Segment 
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Growth is result of effective strategic planning 

For more than 20 years, the Delaware Children’s Museum (DCM) was little more than a dream.  

Dedicated volunteers did the best they could in a make-shift space, but it always fell short of what the 

museum was envisioned to be.  After such a long time, many thought the museum would never 

materialize and support began to dwindle.  Then, in the mid-2000’s, the board decided to find a proper 

home for the museum and they never looked back.  They hired professional staff, developed close 

relationships with the community and government, and despite the recent economic downturn, the 

nonprofit raised enough funds for the building.  The Delaware Children’s Museum opened in 2010 on-

time, under-budget, and debt-free.  In the last two years, the institution has seen 265,000 people walk 

through its doors.   

The DCM’s success was due in large part to a strong business plan that the board and staff had 

assembled, and this kind of disciplined strategy is typical of the customer-oriented organizations 

interviewed for this study.  All of these nonprofits indicated that their growth was due to deliberate 

business planning efforts that started from within the organization, and the result can often be startling.  

After an influential strategic retreat in 2002, the leadership of St. Vincent’s Health System was 

determined to increase the organization’s footprint.  A decade later, the nonprofit has grown from a 

single hospital to a network of four hospitals and a wellness / diagnostic facility. 

These organizations did not have all the answers from the beginning, but they did have a clear 

strategic vision that included an expansion of their nonprofit.  This vision was always balanced with a 

sober consideration of the realities in their environment. 

Organizations separate strategy from operations 

A surprising number of customer-oriented organizations separate responsibility for strategy 

development from responsibility for daily operations.  At St. Vincent’s Health System, the Chief Strategy 

Officer and Vice President of Corporate Business Development are relinquished of routine management 

duties, and instead are accountable for developing strategies that will grow the health system.  As 

strategic initiatives are implemented, staff members from the business development team oversee the 

project, and responsibility is eventually transferred to those managing the nonprofit’s daily operations.  

Though all of these groups are involved throughout the process, there is a clear division between the 

ownership of strategic planning and service operations.  

This approach is similar to the one used at Citi Performing Arts Center where the Chief Strategy 

Officer and Special Projects Associate work on the nonprofit’s strategy and organizational planning, 

while other staff members manage operations.  Though the distinction between the two responsibilities 

may not be as explicit in other organizations, a separation still occurs.  For example, the strategy behind 

Scott & White’s expansion, a healthcare system in Texas, was largely the work of the nonprofit’s board 

of trustees. 
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Focus on community needs reinforce financial goals 

Many customer-oriented organizations proactively focus on the needs of the broader community, 

and the rewards of this approach often translate into improved financial performance.  During its 

campaign to build a new home, the Delaware Children’s Museum emphasized its role as an economic 

engine for the City of Wilmington as well as the educational and developmental benefits it provides to 

youth.  As a result, the institution received wide support from the business community and parents 

alike, preventing the economic downturn from derailing its growth plans.   

The Citi Performing Arts Center strove to become a nexus for culture and learning for the Boston 

area through its broad-based and relevant programming, and these efforts have earned the institution 

various accolades from Bostonians.  Moreover, it has helped propel the nonprofit on to Billboard 

Magazine’s list of Top 10 Gross Billing Venues in 2011.   

Risk of financial and social goals becoming misaligned 

Since customer-oriented organizations rely significantly on earned-income, their business models 

can sometimes suffer from the same market failures as their for-profit counterparts.  Healthcare 

providers often note the discrepancy between the amount they are reimbursed and the degree of 

impact they can generate for their patients.  For example, while preventive measures and treatments 

offer the best long-term results, healthcare providers may have a disincentive for providing these 

services because they collect higher margins when treating serious conditions.   

The trade-offs faced by other organizations may not be as extreme, but institutions are forced to 

choose between financial and social priorities nonetheless.  The recent drop in the housing market took 

a toll on Virginia United Methodist Homes of Williamsburg despite successful marketing efforts to 

generate demand for the retirement community.  As a result, the institution temporarily reduced some 

of its services to ensure its financial stability.  While similar trade-offs exist for other segments, 

customer-oriented organizations are particularly vulnerable because of their reliance on earned income.  

With contributed income, nonprofits receive a large portion of their annual revenues upfront, which 

provides the cash flow required to sustain short-term losses. 

Fundraising often needed to supplement earned income 

A common issue among customer-oriented organizations is the exclusion of low-income segments.  

Though the prices charged by these nonprofits may be reasonable for most of the population, it can still 

be out of reach for the community’s most vulnerable members.   As a result, institutions such as St. 

Vincent’s Health System fundraise to offer services that would otherwise be unprofitable.  The 

healthcare provider established a foundation to fund primary-care access for low-income patients. 

In addition to its regular performances, Citi Performing Arts Center offers free and low-cost 

education programs to schools, communities, and underserved youth, reaching between 7,000-8,000 

individuals every year.  These activities are similarly funded through contributed income. 
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Beneficiary-Oriented Organizations: Arrival of the White Knight  

Whereas growth in customer-oriented organizations relies on a deliberate approach that stems 

from internal efforts and decisions, growth in beneficiary-oriented organizations is driven primarily by 

external forces.  This segment depends on donor interest and commitment in order to generate its 

hyper-growth rates, but this expansion can sometimes come with risks as well. 

Growth is often driven by one program 

To an overwhelming extent, the growth experienced in beneficiary-oriented organizations is caused 

by a single program.  This is certainly the case for Michigan Future.  The nonprofit is dedicated to 

generating thought leadership that will enable Michigan to prosper in a knowledge economy.  One of 

Michigan Future’s reports made recommendations on the type of schooling required for the state’s 

students succeed, and the nonprofit was subsequently asked by a foundation to help implement its 

ideas at a new high school.  The success of that initiative has led a group of foundations to ask Michigan 

Future to scale its model by establishing 11 additional high schools over 5 years.  As a result, this single 

program has caused Michigan Future’s revenues to rise from several hundred thousand to several 

million. 

This scenario is common among the beneficiary-oriented organizations interviewed.  Whether it’s 

opening a new family services facility or expanding an emergency housing service, rapid growth was 

attributable to a single program or initiative. 

Growth frequently tied to past contacts and competencies 

In capturing these opportunities for growth and appealing to external donors, beneficiary-oriented 

organizations usually relied on their past contacts or established strengths.  For Michigan Future, the 

nonprofit had not only established its reputation through its schools report, but had a strong 

relationship with the program officer at one of the foundations as well. 

Highland Park Community Development Corporation (HPCDC) was able to find the location for its 

current family services facility because of its relationship with a bus company.  Not only did this service 

provider trust HPCDC’s professionalism and competence, it also knew of the organization’s needs and 

was able to provide a vital introduction.  All the organizations in this segment benefitted from the strong 

networks, competencies, and reputations they had built in the past – even when those connections or 

competencies seem improbable or unrelated. 

Risk of donor choices being misaligned with impact or mission 

Just as customer-oriented organizations must be aware of misalignments between financial and 

social goals, so too must beneficiary-oriented organizations be conscious of misalignments between 

donor preferences and impact.  Samaritan’s Feet provides free footwear to those in the US and around 

the world who go without shoes every day, and after a wildly successful marketing initiative that 

garnered attention from ESPN and Good Morning America, countless donations began to pour in.  

However, many of these were in-kind donations of shoes, which are less cost-effective for the 
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organization.  Despite efforts to increase the proportion of cash donations received, numerous 

supporters still prefer to make in-kind donations. 

Similar concerns exist at Community Service Network, a housing service agency.  The vast majority 

of the organization’s funding is dedicated to the organization’s emergency housing program, and there 

are some concerns that the program is diverting attention and resources away from other initiatives.  

The nonprofit strives to be strategic in its staff allotments and is working to diversify its funding sources, 

but the lack of donor interest in the other services makes it difficult to maintain and grow them. 

Revenues are mostly restricted  

Unlike the earned income received by customer-oriented organizations, revenues attained by 

beneficiary-oriented organizations are usually restricted.  This not only limits the segment’s financial 

flexibility, but may hinder its ability to accommodate larger operations.  While Samaritan’s Feet receives 

a high volume of donations, the vast majority of these gifts are either in-kind donations or restricted 

funds.  As a result, the organization can find it difficult to finance operating expenses, especially after it 

has achieved such rapid growth and must support more people and infrastructure. 

Dedication to staff members 

Many of the beneficiary-oriented organizations from this research displayed a high level of 

commitment to their employees.  At Highland Park Community Development Corporation, employees 

receive good compensation, and whenever the organization attains a small surplus, a portion is always 

used to benefit the staff.  The Executive Director also invests time to train and develop staff members 

despite his many responsibilities and the lack of motivation displayed by some employees to learn from 

the advice. 

Community Service Network strives to create a great work environment as well.  Wages are higher 

than those at other nonprofits, and most recently, the Executive Director improved employee benefits 

by offering 100% health insurance coverage where possible.  Long-standing relationships help foster a 

close sense of community among staff, and consequently, turnover is extremely low. 

 

System-Oriented Organizations: Walking on a Tightrope 

System-oriented organizations grow by identifying opportunities for consolidation or coordination 

among nonprofits.  This segment plays a leadership role in convening major players and shaping the 

field.  In practice, however, this means that system-oriented organizations need to balance a number of 

priorities and interests.  By bringing organizations together, these nonprofits act as objective referees 

that prevent not only conflicts within the group, but between the system-oriented organization and its 

members as well.  Growth opportunities appear to arise from both internal and external sources. 
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It is interesting to note that the system-oriented organizations identified for this study were 

predominantly alliances.  Virtually no support service providers achieved the high growth rates required 

to meet the research criteria. 

Growth is fueled by opportunities for collective effort 

All system-oriented organizations interviewed for this study achieved growth by consolidating the 

efforts of multiple nonprofits.  Because of this collective endeavor, the groups were able to obtain 

additional funding, access infrastructure and resources, and better respond to donor needs.  Both 

Community Colleges for International Development (CCID) and the Texas Food Bank Network 

coordinated the activities of their members to secure major grants.  Without this combined effort, the 

funding would have been out of reach for the nonprofits served by these system-oriented organizations. 

 The United Way of the Greater Capital Region (UWGCR) is the result of a merger between the 

United Way of Northeast New York and the United Way of Schenectady.  The entities largely served the 

same region and donors began confusing the two organizations, eventually calling on them to merge 

with one another.  Though challenges remain, the new United Way of the Greater Capital Region allows 

the organizations to better serve donor needs, avoid competing with one another for funding, and lower 

administrative costs. 

Constantly demonstrate value to donors and members 

To retain the participation of its members, system-oriented organizations are continuously 

demonstrating the value they provide.  This justification is also important to persuade donors to 

contribute to this segment since much of its work is administrative and there are few tangible outcomes.  

The Executive Director of the Texas Food Bank Network errs on the side of over-communicating and 

constantly reminds the organization’s members of the value it offers.  In order to persuade nonprofits to 

participate in its field-building initiatives, the United Way of the Greater Capital Region routinely 

communicates the benefits of the program. 

The National Ecological Observatory Network (NEON), a joint effort between US agencies and NGOs 

to build a continental-scale observatory to gather ecological data, must also prove the organization’s 

value to its funders.  Because such large sums are involved when nonprofits group together, and 

because coordinating the efforts of multiple entities involves a degree of risk, NEON needs to be 

especially transparent and accountable.   

Ensure fairness and equity among members 

With a diverse group of members from that often differ by geography, size, program offerings, and 

financial stability, among others, system-oriented organizations work hard to ensure fairness and equity 

among all members.  Participants in Community Colleges for International Development (CCID) 

frequently compete with one another for incoming international students.  CCID works to ensure that 

colleges from lesser-known regions have an adequate chance at attracting desirable candidates.  On the 

other hand, the organization does not want to be perceived as favoring certain colleges over others. 
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Assuming the role of objective mediator has actually been an advantage for the Metro Dallas 

Homeless Alliance (MDHA).  Because of its reputation as a neutral party, the organization was 

contracted with starting and operating a campus of homeless facilities in downtown Dallas.  Without the 

MDHA serving as an impartial coordinator who represented all homeless organizations, the resulting 

competition and disorder could have been damaging. 

Balance the organization’s priorities with those of its members 

A divergence of interests can occur not only among participants, but between the system-oriented 

organization and individual members as well.  The organizations interviewed within this segment often 

spoke about the need to ensure alignment and cooperation from members without disrespecting their 

autonomy.  One example is the National Ecological Observatory Network (NEON), which is striving to 

introduce a paradigm shift in the biological and ecological communities.  Academics in these fields have 

been trained to be individual researchers, but with the construction of the new observatory, they must 

learn how to work with a shared resource.  NEON facilitates this change in behavior as best it can while 

coordinating with other major bodies in the field. 

When Community Colleges for International Development (CCID) asks its members to assist in 

negotiating exchange agreements, representatives from the participating colleges frequently ask that 

the majority of students be assigned to their institution.  However, this weakens the integrity of CCID 

and the system-oriented organization must work to align each college’s interests with that of the entire 

group. 

Risk of competing with members in fundraising efforts  

Even when the interests of system-oriented organizations are aligned with those of participants, 

there is a risk that both groups will compete for the same funds and jeopardize their working 

relationship in the process.  Here again, this segment must balance its own needs with those of the 

nonprofits it serves.  Because of this risk, the Texas Food Bank Network refrains from doing any 

fundraising and charges its members a fee instead, fundamentally changing its business model. 

 

Common Characteristics Among All Organizations 

Each segment examined in this study revealed unique attributes, but there are many similarities 

between all the nonprofits interviewed as well.   

Growth often driven by innovation and risk 

When the interviewees were asked what advice they would give to other nonprofit organizations 

seeking growth, many recommended “thinking outside of the box”.  Being innovative and making the 

most of one’s limited resources, often without knowing whether an idea would be successful, was a 

quality that was seen repeatedly.   
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The Citi Performing Arts Center adopted a Kaplan-Norton Balanced Scorecard to make sure their 

goals and initiatives were always aligned to the organization’s mission.  Though used frequently in the 

corporate world, few arts institutions have taken on the practice, which requires all departments to 

explicitly link their goals to an organization’s overall mission.  The Citi Performing Arts Center was able 

to achieve great focus and discipline from the Balanced Scorecard concept, and have even been 

inducted into the international Palladium Balanced Scorecard Hall of Fame – the first nonprofit 

organization to receive this honor.  

In pursuing a multimillion-dollar grant, the Texas Food Bank Network required a monitoring system 

that would track the efforts of its participating members and prevent beneficiaries from claiming more 

than their allotment of food.  The organization developed a brand new measurement process and began 

implementing the procedures without any guarantees that the system would work.  Nevertheless, 

through persistence and originality, the organization was able to adjust its tracking process as the 

program was being operated and satisfy its requirements. 

Success can hinder further growth 

Many of the organizations profiled in this study were surprised to learn that they were among the 

fastest-growing organizations in the US, and even more emphasized that they still faced many 

challenges.  Financial resources are still limited and accommodating such a fast pace of growth often 

takes a toll of staff members.  However, they also highlighted a counterintuitive insight: success can 

hinder further growth. 

Samaritan’s Feet has found that the immense media coverage it has received has not always 

translated into financial support, and in fact, some funders are hesitant to donate to the organization 

because of their perceived success.  Donors hope to assist other nonprofits that don’t have the same 

awareness as Samaritan’s Feet, but the organization has many needs that remain unfulfilled. 

Similarly, the Citi Performing Arts Center has been denied funding from certain institutions because 

so much of their revenues are comprised of earned income.  The perception is that there isn’t as much 

need at the organization.  However, this leaves the arts center in a “catch-22” dilemma: it is refused for 

funding because the nonprofit relies too much on earned income, but it cannot lower its percentage of 

earned income without attracting more contributed funds. 

Build capacity for scale and replication 

As recommended by other nonprofit publications, building capacity has been essential to many of 

the organizations interviewed.  To enable such rapid growth and to accommodate the volume of activity 

that results, organizations across the three segments institutionalized various practices and resources.  

Community Colleges for International Development built new IT systems that allowed the nonprofit to 

share information more quickly and allowed its member colleges to communicate with CCID more 

efficiently.  During the first year of their major grant, the organization’s staff worked long hours and 

even weekends to keep up with the increased volume, but with the help of the new IT systems in place, 

CCID has been able to restore an acceptable work-life balance.  
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With surging demand for its emergency housing program, Community Services Network required a 

new model to cope with the overwhelming volume.  As a result, the nonprofit introduced a new 

monitoring system that tracked its beneficiaries more frequently, and in an innovative twist, the 

organization has struck agreements to reserve all the rooms at several hotels and motels.  These 

privately-owned businesses now refuse paying customers and make all of their rooms available to 

Community Services Network as needed.  This has allowed the nonprofit to find emergency 

accommodations much more quickly.   

At Scott & White, rapid growth has been fueled by a series of acquisitions and partnerships.  Over 

the past decade, the health system has grown from 1-2 hospitals to 12 facilities today.  Given the speed 

and frequency with which it attains a new facility, Scott & White has developed a dedicated “transition 

team” that is devoted to integrating the new hospital into the system.  The team addresses everything 

from IT equipment to organizational culture, allowing the facility to quickly and effectively join the 

network. 

Growth initiated by transformative event 

Documenting the experience of these high-growth organizations, it became apparent that each 

journey centered on a catalytic event.   All the nonprofits interviewed for this project could clearly 

delineate when their expansions began, and the contrast from prior operations clearly showed that their 

paths to growth were not incremental.  There was frequently a seminal event that would ultimately 

enable them to scale rapidly.   

These transformative events can arrive with little fanfare and be as simple as a decision.  As 

previously mentioned, the exceptional growth achieved by St. Vincent’s Health System was initiated by a 

single, fateful meeting of the organization’s leaders.  In order to truly fulfill its mission of serving all 

individuals within the community and to enhance its presence within the larger health network, St. 

Vincent’s board and top executives decided to fundamentally change the organization’s operations and 

scale swiftly.  The board’s recognition of the need for growth put the necessary resources into place and 

initiated the health system’s eventual expansion. 

For other organizations, the catalytic event is a short or medium-term project that galvanizes the 

nonprofit and focuses its efforts.  When the opportunity arose for Highland Park Community 

Development Corporation to create a new family services facility, the young organization poured its 

time and resources into the endeavor.  The resulting expansion allowed HPCDC to achieve a growth rate 

that surpassed many of its peers.  It was a similar situation when the Delaware Children’s Museum 

committed to finding a permanent home for itself, and when two United Way chapters agreed to merge 

and form the United Way of the Greater Capital Region. 

These catalytic events go beyond the daily routine of these nonprofits and serve to create a lasting 

transformation at the organization.  They alter the previous trajectory of these nonprofits and the leap 

from one position to the other results in exceptional growth.  

 



 

Implications and Conclusion: The First Step of a Longer Journey

This study explores hyper-growth across different segments of the nonprofit sector.   It strives to 

uncover insights at a level that is deeper than considering the nonprofit field as a whole, but also avoids 

limiting its analysis to specific subsectors such as education o

investigation, there appear to be distinct differences between each of the segments defined in this 

research.   

This is further supported by the self

interviews: 

Figure 4: Self-Reported Ratings from Interviewees

Customer-oriented organizations clearly adopted a more intentional and proactive approach to 

growth given their experience was overwhelmingly part of their internal plans.  Growth among 

beneficiary-oriented and system-oriented 

the nonprofit.  System-oriented respondents

change their organizations to sustain thei

opportunities as they arise. 

These findings and the ones described in the sections above have various implications for nonprofit 

leaders.  Growth in customer-oriented 

practitioners should establish a clear strategic vision to pursue.  These organizations will require the 

discipline to follow through on their aspirations and the ability to 
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funding, talent, and processes.  Organizations may need to address discrepancies between their social 

and financial goals as well 

Growth in beneficiary-oriented nonprofits is often externally-driven, and organizations should 

establish strong networks and reputations to capture these opportunities as they arise.  Rapid growth 

tends to be driven by one program at a time and leaders should ensure there is stable funding for 

operating expenses both during and after the growth period. 

For system-oriented nonprofits, growth comes with the identification of unique opportunities for 

consolidation, coordination, and collaboration.  However, convening multiple parties to pursue a 

common cause will require these organizations to continuously reinforce the value they provide and 

balance competing interests on multiple dimensions.  These organizations require a great deal of 

diplomacy and objectivity to succeed. 

As previously mentioned, achieving growth is not the same as achieving impact, but nonprofit 

leaders may not always have to choose between the two.  In fact, hyper-growth is frequently initiated by 

a desire to enhance impact, and the experience of the nonprofits profiled in this study suggests that the 

two are aligned.  Through their expansions, Virginia United Methodist Homes of Williamsburg and Scott 

& White Healthcare were able to serve individuals in new geographies.  Michigan Future started 

providing services in a new issue area and thus extended the reach of its efforts.  Though they didn’t 

expand into new territories or issue areas, the growth experienced by Samaritan’s Feet and the United 

Way of the Greater Capital Region enabled these organizations to enhance their services to existing 

constituents.  

Nonetheless, the decision to pursue hyper-growth should not be taken lightly.  Successfully attaining 

and managing rapid growth involves a steep learning curve for the entire organization, and as 

highlighted in the sections above, nonprofits face a new set of challenges as their pace of expansion 

increases.  Instead of further improvements, success may breed complacency within the organization 

and nonprofits may attract less-than-ideal partners who simply wish to benefit from their rising 

reputation.  Moreover, hyper-growth exacerbates underlying tensions that are inherent to each 

segment.  Customer-oriented organizations may find it difficult to offer services to lower-income 

segments as their brisk growth discourages donors from subsidizing needed programs. 

Beneficiary-oriented organizations may find it difficult to alter the attitudes and behaviors of 

stakeholders since their reputation will become more cemented as they grow.  For example, because its 

expansion is fueled by an initiative for high schools, Michigan Future may find it difficult to return to its 

core activities as a think tank as its brand becomes increasingly associated with education.  With 

additional resources and influence at stake, system-oriented organizations may find it even more 

difficult to manage the interests of their members.  These barriers are by no means insurmountable, but 

they do represent difficulties that may not otherwise exist.  

Still, this research has only scratched the surface of this subject and the analysis presented here 

often produces more questions than answers.  Given the contrast in the self-reported ratings, one 

wonders whether organizations from one segment can successfully achieve hyper-growth by adopting 
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the practices of another segment.  For example, could a beneficiary-oriented organization scale rapidly 

by learning from the customer-oriented segment and undertake intentional and proactive planning?  Of 

course, beneficiary-oriented organizations are capable of creating effective strategic plans and many of 

them do.  However, the self-reported ratings suggest that the beneficiary-oriented segment rarely 

achieves hyper-growth through internal efforts.  Are there specific factors that enable customer-

oriented organizations to use this approach more successfully?  Are there certain pressures that prevent 

beneficiary-oriented organizations from doing the same? 

Other questions arising from this study that may warrant further investigation include:   

• Is hyper-growth desirable for nonprofits?  Does it result in sustainable organizations?  Are there 

negative consequences to pursuing, but failing to achieve this growth? 

• Are these findings unique to nonprofits that experience hyper-growth?  Would the approaches 

to growth differ dramatically if one examined organizations that grew at a more sustainable 

rate? 

• Was the growth of these organizations influenced by their funding models or cost structure?  Is 

it easier to grow by targeting many low-value funding opportunities rather than a few high-value 

funding opportunities?  Do capital-intensive subsectors grow more quickly than those with high 

variable costs?   

• Is there a difference between each segment’s budget allocation?  Does one segment spend 

more on marketing expenses or staff salaries? 

• What impact do macro-forces have on these findings?  Did the economic downturn skew this 

analysis?  Were there developments in a particular industry or geography that influenced these 

results? 

This research is the first step of a longer journey and hopefully the learnings produced by 

subsequent investigations will empower more nonprofits to reach the size and influence that they 

deserve.  Our communities desperately need the services and solutions offered by effective nonprofits, 

and so many of the tireless employees within the sector have earned the right to a more predictable and 

prosperous future.    
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Appendix B: 100 Fastest-Growing Nonprofit Organizations (2007-2011) 

This data is presented as it was collected by the National Center for Charitable Statistics.  Please 

note that the revenue growth presented below may not always be a true representation of 

organizational growth.  Changes in accounting practices, internal transfers of ownership, receipt of 

multi-year grants, and other reasons may explain the rise in revenues for certain nonprofits.   

Rank Name State 2011 Revenue 2007 Revenue 
2007-2011 

CAGR* 
Org Type 

1 Northwest Behavioral Health Partnership Inc PA  $     77,700,000   $           145,084  381% Customer-oriented 

2 St Vincents Health System  AL  $     85,700,000   $           167,391  376% Customer-oriented 

3 

Western Developments For Affordable Housing 

Inc CA  $     73,600,000   $           156,012  366% Customer-oriented 

4 International Medical Outreach Inc  TX  $   304,000,000   $           691,742  358% Beneficiary-oriented 

5 Medical Center Of The Rockies  CO  $   199,000,000   $           453,601  358% Customer-oriented 

6 Southeast Development Inc  NJ  $     35,500,000   $           101,242  333% Customer-oriented 

7 New York Medical College  NY  $   215,000,000   $           706,889  318% Customer-oriented 

8 Acapita Education Finance Corporation  TX  $     74,800,000   $           303,432  296% Customer-oriented 

9 The Blood Alliance Inc  FL  $     34,500,000   $           168,246  278% System-oriented 

10 University Of Mary Hardin-baylor  TX  $     68,500,000   $           372,954  268% Customer-oriented 

11 Lakeland Family Resource Center Inc  WI  $     15,900,000   $           103,824  252% Beneficiary-oriented 

12 

International Union Against Tuberculosis And 

Lung Disease In NY  $     19,400,000   $           139,515  244% Beneficiary-oriented 

13 Scott & White Hospital Round Rock  TX  $     89,100,000   $           710,661  235% Customer-oriented 

14 Texas Food Bank Network  TX  $     30,400,000   $           281,164  222% System-oriented 

15 Gbmc Healthcare Inc  MD  $     21,500,000   $           206,276  219% Customer-oriented 

16 Michigan Future Inc  MI  $     12,500,000   $           155,125  200% Beneficiary-oriented 

17 New Hampshire Public Defender  NH  $     37,400,000   $           468,543  199% Beneficiary-oriented 

18 

St Lawrence County Indust Develop Agency 

Local Develop Corpo NY  $     16,400,000   $           219,558  194% Beneficiary-oriented 

19 Rudi Schulte Research Institute  CA  $     16,500,000   $           223,956  193% Beneficiary-oriented 

20 St Josephs Enterprises Inc  FL  $     20,900,000   $           286,457  192% Customer-oriented 

21 Kiva Microfunds  CA  $     11,500,000   $           161,545  191% System-oriented 

22 Spring Harbor Community Services ME  $     11,100,000   $           158,543  189% Beneficiary-oriented 

23 

Virginia United Methodist Homes Of 

Williamsburg Inc VA  $        6,760,294   $           100,000  187% Customer-oriented 

24 Community Service Network Inc  MA  $     24,300,000   $           374,139  184% Beneficiary-oriented 

25 

Highland Park Community Development 

Corporation NY  $        6,300,969   $           101,338  181% Beneficiary-oriented 

26 Scott & White Continuing Care Hospital TX  $     18,700,000   $           309,229  179% Customer-oriented 

27 United Way Of The Greater Capital Region Inc NY  $        8,537,579   $           152,161  174% System-oriented 

28 

H Lee Moffitt Cancer Ctr & Res Inst Life Time 

Cancer Scrn Ct FL  $     61,000,000   $        1,133,141  171% Beneficiary-oriented 
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Rank Name State 2011 Revenue 2007 Revenue 
2007-2011 

CAGR* 
Org Type 

29 Metro Dallas Homeless Alliance  TX  $        9,405,510   $           182,771  168% System-oriented 

30 Mustard Seed Housing  CA  $        8,599,238   $           170,435  167% Beneficiary-oriented 

31 New Venture Fund  DC  $     26,800,000   $           545,100  165% System-oriented 

32 The Delaware Childrens Museum Inc  DE  $        7,624,983   $           163,181  161% Customer-oriented 

33 Newcourtland Life Program  PA  $        9,325,089   $           209,434  158% Customer-oriented 

34 Wang Center Productions Inc  MA  $     11,200,000   $           267,177  154% Customer-oriented 

35 Legacy Of The Vine Ministries Inc  NC  $     32,300,000   $           777,006  154% Beneficiary-oriented 

36 Meridian Health System Inc  NJ  $        7,910,086   $           191,146  154% Customer-oriented 

37 

Cardiovascular Associated Physicians Of Hmfp 

At Bidmc Inc MA  $     23,900,000   $           577,454  154% Beneficiary-oriented 

38 South East Alaska Land Trust  AK  $        5,403,355   $           131,929  153% Beneficiary-oriented 

39 West Chester Medical Center  OH  $     81,600,000   $        2,013,476  152% Customer-oriented 

40 Hope International Development Agency IL  $        4,603,955   $           117,877  150% Beneficiary-oriented 

41 Medwish International  OH  $        9,053,110   $           238,783  148% Beneficiary-oriented 

42 Fairview Ministries Northwest  IL  $        8,560,752   $           230,591  147% Customer-oriented 

43 Mt Carmel House Inc  NY  $        5,165,531   $           140,296  146% Customer-oriented 

44 Southern Arts & Entertainment Center Inc MS  $        4,011,689   $           110,000  146% Customer-oriented 

45 National Institute For Hometown Security Inc KY  $     11,200,000   $           307,359  146% Beneficiary-oriented 

46 Loretto Management Corporation  NY  $     17,200,000   $           476,233  145% Customer-oriented 

47 Mount Vernon Ladies Association Of The Union VA  $     97,700,000   $        2,727,149  145% Beneficiary-oriented 

48 Midland Academy Charter School Inc  TX  $        4,198,051   $           117,524  144% Customer-oriented 

49 Bideawee Inc  NY  $     11,700,000   $           344,254  141% Beneficiary-oriented 

50 Gods Pit Crew Inc  VA  $     14,200,000   $           419,784  141% Beneficiary-oriented 

51 Blue Ridge Conservancy  NC  $        7,308,574   $           216,654  141% Beneficiary-oriented 

52 Poughkeepsie-highland Railroad Bridge Co Inc  NY  $        3,741,810   $           111,549  141% Beneficiary-oriented 

53 National Ecological Observatory Network Inc  CO  $     22,100,000   $           682,237  139% System-oriented 

54 

Southworth Library Association Tompkins 

County  NY  $        3,352,311   $           107,325  136% Beneficiary-oriented 

55 National Society For The Gifted And Talented  CT  $        6,287,525   $           201,705  136% System-oriented 

56 Community Care Inc  WI  $   260,000,000   $        8,542,330  135% Customer-oriented 

57 New York State Industries For The Disabled Inc  NY  $   155,000,000   $        5,187,722  134% Customer-oriented 

58 Food & Water Watch  DC  $        8,468,919   $           287,000  133% Beneficiary-oriented 

59 Catholic Charities West Michigan  MI  $     15,900,000   $           540,307  133% Beneficiary-oriented 

60 Lakeside For Children  MI  $        3,184,037   $           108,889  133% Beneficiary-oriented 

61 Charity Global Inc  NY  $     16,000,000   $           552,706  132% Beneficiary-oriented 

62 Beaufort County Open Land Trust Inc  SC  $        7,101,592   $           246,133  132% Beneficiary-oriented 

63 West Virginia Health Right Inc  WV  $     45,100,000   $        1,569,877  132% Beneficiary-oriented 

64 Unbound Philanthropy  NY  $     16,300,000   $           567,885  131% Beneficiary-oriented 

65 Stillwater Health System  MN  $     80,600,000   $        2,860,089  130% Customer-oriented 

66 

Alexandria Area Young Mens Christian 

Association  MN  $        3,095,434   $           109,823  130% Customer-oriented 
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Source: National Center for Charitable Statistics 

*CAGR stands for Compound Annual Growth Rate     Note: All foundations and foreign entities were excluded from the analysis. 

Rank Name State 2011 Revenue 2007 Revenue 
2007-2011 

CAGR* 
Org Type 

67 Jills House Inc  VA  $        4,786,656   $           170,604  130% Customer-oriented 

68 Centerpoint Inc  IN  $        8,836,359   $           315,443  130% Beneficiary-oriented 

69 Los Ninos Del Valle Resource Center  TX  $        3,000,920   $           107,970  130% Beneficiary-oriented 

70 Linn Community Care  IA  $        4,430,451   $           160,000  129% Customer-oriented 

71 Bnai Isreal Jewish Centre Philanthropic Assn Inc  FL  $        3,868,276   $           141,091  129% System-oriented 

72 Broach School Of Jacksonville Inc  FL  $        3,898,224   $           143,378  128% Customer-oriented 

73 Senior Living Options Inc  NY  $     58,600,000   $        2,172,081  128% Customer-oriented 

74 

Innovations For Poverty Action A New Jersey 

Nonprofit Corpor  CT  $     19,000,000   $           723,280  126% Beneficiary-oriented 

75 Community Education Association Inc  GA  $     19,400,000   $           757,564  125% Customer-oriented 

76 

Improving Perennial Plants For Food And Bio-

energy  CA  $     14,900,000   $           581,554  125% Beneficiary-oriented 

77 German American Society  OR  $        8,748,263   $           345,455  124% Customer-oriented 

78 

National Skeet Shooting Association A Texas 

Corp  TX  $        5,925,623   $           236,757  124% System-oriented 

79 Endangered Habitats Conservancy  CA  $        4,754,923   $           194,253  122% Beneficiary-oriented 

80 Abc No Rio Inc C/O Peter Cramer  NY  $        3,528,555   $           144,765  122% Beneficiary-oriented 

81 Pacific Institute  CA  $        6,951,002   $           288,127  122% Beneficiary-oriented 

82 Bread Of Life Ministry Inc  IN  $        4,962,254   $           211,595  120% Beneficiary-oriented 

83 

Childrens Advocacy Center For Osceola County 

Inc  FL  $        3,459,086   $           148,485  120% Beneficiary-oriented 

84 Repair The World Inc  NY  $        7,496,798   $           321,928  120% Beneficiary-oriented 

85 Loudoun Community Health Center  VA  $        3,665,981   $           157,503  120% System-oriented 

86 Dekalb Area Retirement Center  IL  $     11,600,000   $           501,759  119% Customer-oriented 

87 St Josephs Candler Health System Inc  GA  $     13,300,000   $           577,525  119% Customer-oriented 

88 Rucon Inc  TX  $        2,468,429   $           107,771  119% Beneficiary-oriented 

89 Project Medishare For Haiti Inc  FL  $     10,700,000   $           467,429  119% Beneficiary-oriented 

90 Girl Scouts Of Central Texas Inc  TX  $        6,633,347   $           291,941  118% Customer-oriented 

91 Shepherds Path Senior Housing Inc  MN  $        6,601,077   $           293,201  118% Customer-oriented 

92 Northeast Advanced Vehicle Consortium Inc  MA  $        4,214,002   $           189,210  117% System-oriented 

93 Mission Hill Neighborhood Housing  MA  $        6,061,494   $           272,181  117% Beneficiary-oriented 

94 Grid Alternatives  CA  $        8,031,312   $           361,154  117% Beneficiary-oriented 

95 Pine Harbour Inc  NY  $        2,564,533   $           115,712  117% Customer-oriented 

96 One Acre Fund  IL  $        4,888,321   $           225,090  116% Beneficiary-oriented 

97 Redstone Presbyterian Seniorcare  PA  $     24,900,000   $        1,146,685  116% Customer-oriented 

98 

Rio Grande Headwaters Land Tr A Colorado 

Nonprofit Corporati  CO  $        2,392,176   $           110,717  116% Beneficiary-oriented 

99 Girl Scouts Of Connecticut Inc  CT  $     10,900,000   $           504,277  116% Customer-oriented 

100 Seeds  MI  $        2,431,238   $           113,167  115% Beneficiary-oriented 


