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Here's something uncomfortable: growth might be the worst thing that could happen to
your organization right now.

That's not a typo. It's about this reality nobody wants to talk about in board meetings:
pursuing growth at the wrong time, for the wrong reasons, or without the right
foundation can destroy everything you've built.

We see it constantly. An organization doing solid work for years suddenly decides to
scale. Six months later, their best people are burned out and quitting. Core programs are
suffering. And everyone's wondering what went wrong.

What went wrong is that growth became the goal instead of the tool.

Why Growth Has Become the Default Answer

Walk into any board meeting and someone will ask the growth question. "How are we
expanding? What's our plan to scale?" It's the default metric for organizational health. If
you're not growing, people wonder what's wrong.

But here's what four decades of consulting has taught us: some of the healthiest
organizations we know have been the exact same size for years. They're not stagnant.
They're strategic. They've chosen depth over breadth, mastery over expansion,
excellence over scale.

Why has growth become everyone's reflexive answer? First, it's easy to measure. Bigger
budgets, more staff, expanded programs look impressive in grant applications. Second,
some funders push for it. They want their investment scaling impact. Third, there's
competitive pressure. When others are expanding and you're not, it feels like falling
behind. Fourth (the uncomfortable one) is ego.

Leading a growing organization feels validating. It looks good.
But if those external pressures are driving your strategy instead of mission and honest
capacity assessment, you're building on sand.



The Four Wrong Reasons

Competitive Pressure. "Our competitor opened a second location" doesn't mean you
need one too. Their funding model might be completely different.

We worked with a nonprofit that nearly bankrupted themselves opening a satellite office
because a similar organization did it successfully. What they didn't know was that
organization had a five-year facilities grant. Without that same funding structure, the
economics were totally different.

Board Expectations.

Sometimes boards push for growth when leadership has real concerns about readiness.
The solution isn't ignoring board input. It's educating them about what sustainable
growth requires and being honest about current constraints.

Funding That Doesn't Quite Fit. A grant with significant money comes along. It's not
perfectly aligned, but close enough, right? Actually, you can say no. We've seen
organizations take misaligned grants that drained resources from working programs
and damaged their reputation because they couldn't deliver excellence in areas outside
their core strength.

Ego and External Validation. Leading a growing organization feels good. It looks
impressive. But if that feeling drives decisions more than mission fit and capacity, that's
a problem worth examining.

The Three Right Reasons

The right reasons are fundamentally different. They're grounded in reality, aligned with
mission, backed by honest capacity assessment.

Genuine, Verified Demand.

Not assumed demand. Not hoped-for demand. Demand you've confirmed through real
evidence. You're turning people away. You have actual waitlists. You've verified this
need is sustained over time. You've talked to people you can't currently serve and
confirmed they're still looking six months later. Verified demand is strategic foundation.
Hoped-for demand is wishful thinking.

True Mission Alignment.

The opportunity genuinely serves your core purpose. It deepens impact in areas where
you're already strong. Practical test: If you explained this to your founding team, would



they immediately recognize how it advances the mission? Or would you have to work to
convince them it fits?

Honest Capacity Assessment.

You actually have the resources, people, systems, and leadership bandwidth to execute
excellently. Not "we'll figure it out." You've looked at what this requires and know you're
ready. If you're already maxed out, something will break. Usually it's your core work
that suffers because attention gets pulled to the shiny new initiative.

Three Pillars of Sustainable Growth

Strategic Risk Management.

This isn't about avoiding risk. It's about understanding what you're risking and ensuring
you can survive if things don't go perfectly. Think like Alabama calling a trick play.
They've practiced extensively. They know what happens if it fails. They have backup
plans.

The key question: What's the absolute worst-case scenario, and can we survive it?

If the answer is "serious financial trouble" or "cutting core programs," either don't take
that risk or reduce it until the worst case becomes survivable.

The most practical risk reduction is piloting. Start small. Test assumptions. Learn what
works in your specific context. Then scale based on real data, not hopes. If the pilot
reveals problems (which it usually does), you can adjust without having locked in
resources you can't recover.

Incremental Innovation.

Everyone wants the transformation story. But most sustainable growth is quieter. It's
small improvements compounding over time. Tech companies add features
incrementally. Alabama refines recruiting approaches annually. Small, strategic
improvements year after year build sustained excellence.

For nonprofits and small businesses, ask regularly: What's the next five percent
improvement we could make? That's more sustainable than betting everything on one
big transformation.



Resource Alignment.

This is where growth strategies fall apart most. You can have a great idea and manage
risk well, but without actual capacity to execute excellently, it won't work.

Organizations underestimate the systems piece constantly. They plan to double client
load, but their scheduling system barely functions now. Their billing is manual.
Communication is scattered across email, texts, and sticky notes. Adding volume to
strained systems breaks them completely.

You have to strengthen infrastructure before adding load. Same with people. If everyone
works fifty-hour weeks already, they don't have capacity for more. Build capacity first,
then grow into that prepared capacity.

Staying Competitive Without Burning Out

The world isn't waiting while you perfect your strategy. Competitors move. Markets
change. How do you stay competitive without destroying your team?

Focus on your core strength. You don't have to offer everything competitors offer.
Organizations trying to be everything to everyone end up being truly excellent at
nothing. People seek you out because you're the absolute best at something specific. Like
Ted Lasso making Richmond the best version of themselves, not like every other team.
Focus becomes your competitive advantage.

Create organizational margin. Margin is your buffer between current operations and
maximum capacity. If you're already maxed out, you have zero room for unexpected
things. And growth is full of unexpected things.

Create margin through ruthless prioritization. Every quarter, identify two or three
things that genuinely move the needle. Everything else gets delayed, delegated, or
deleted. Think about that Friends episode where the guys were moving furniture up
stairs. Ross yelling "pivot!" but they weren’t coordinated, and that couch never makes it
up. That's what happens when you try doing too much at once.

Value rest and renewal.

This is strategic, not indulgent. Your best ideas come when your brain has space to
think. Companies like Google and Pixar build in time for people to recharge because
innovation requires space. Your brain can't be in survival mode and creative mode
simultaneously.



What does this look like? Leadership modeling it. Taking vacation days. Not sending
emails at eleven PM. Celebrating when people use time off. Your team watches what you
do more carefully than they listen to what you say.

Real Stories from the Field

The Motion Trap. Early in my career, I worked with a nonprofit that looked incredibly
successful. Doubling their budget yearly. Adding programs constantly. Great press. But
inside, staff were miserable. Turnover above fifty percent.

We listed every project from two years. Twenty-three total. Only three finished.
Eighteen abandoned halfway. The director stared at it and said, "We haven't actually
accomplished anything meaningful. We've just been busy."

We helped them pick three priorities for six months. Just three. Everything else was off
the table. After six months, they'd finished all three excellently. Staff morale
transformed because work finally felt meaningful.

The Scaling Mistake.

Nonprofit ran elementary tutoring for eight years. Strong program. Got a grant for
middle school and summer programming. Tried launching both simultaneously. What
works for elementary doesn't translate to middle school. They discovered this too late.
Four months in, the director called us defeated. "We weren't ready."

They should have piloted middle school small for one semester. Learned what works.
Then expanded. But they tried everything at once because grant money was available.

The Process Problem.

Small business got excited about automation, but their processes weren't ready.
Different team members gave completely different answers about how they handled
client onboarding. Zero standardization.

We spent a month standardizing first. Getting everyone aligned. Documenting
everything. Only then could we automate effectively. The foundation work made the
difference.

The choice is yours. Growth is a tool. The organizations that thrive make strategic
decisions about when to grow, when to consolidate, when to go deeper. They're honest
about capacity. They test before committing. They protect margin for strategic thinking.



And if the answer is "not yet," that's strategic wisdom. That's real leadership.

Download Your Free Resource

Download our free Growth Strategy Guide at missiondrivenpod.com with assessment
frameworks, risk management templates, and prioritization tools.

Let's Keep the Conversation Going

Podcast/blog feedback: contact@missiondrivenpod.com

Support for your team or organization: contact@thescanlandgroup.com or visit
thescanlandgroup.com

From our family—including Gracie, Moody, and Diamond—to yours: keep leading with
heart, keep showing up with purpose, and keep creating a world where everyone
belongs.

Until next time—stay focused, stay mission-driven.



