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Introduction 
 

There is a lot of discussion about The Lean Startup, a methodology that has taken the startup 

world by storm. Lean principles have been adopted by everyone from Fortune 1000 companies, to 

the U.S. Government, to social good organizations. That’s because Lean principles can be applied 

to organizations of all types and sizes - any organization that needs to operate in a capital-

efficient way. 

 

Most social good organizations are already “lean” by the traditional definition, but Lean here is 

different: it means organizations developing products, services and campaigns by starting small, 

soliciting user feedback along the way, ensuring they are continually developing something that 

users want, and pivoting if necessary. The overall goal is to reduce waste: wasted time, wasted 

effort, and wasted money. 

 

There are hundreds of examples of startups using Lean methodology, but for social good 

organizations that want to go lean, there are few. That’s where Lean Impact comes in. Our goal 

is to find and celebrate the organizations using Lean for social good, and to share those examples 

and lessons with other social good organizations. 

 

In this Ultimate Dictionary of Lean for Social Good, we’ve compiled examples of Lean principles 

from social good organizations around the world. We hope you learn, enjoy, and share more 

stories of your own at leanimpact.org. 

 

Eric Ries, Author, The Lean Startup: 
 

 
Lean Impact is turning Lean Startup into a road map for social good 

organizations by demonstrating how to apply the principles directly to their 

work, and highlighting the organizations that are succeeding. I'm a fan.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Lean Startup is a trademark and service mark owned by Eric Ries.  

http://www.leanimpact.org/
http://theleanstartup.com/
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
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A/B Testing 
 

A/B testing, also referred to as “split testing,” is the process of creating two versions of something 

(A and B), showing them to different sets of people, and seeing which performs the best. A/B 

testing is often used for online communications, and can be used in product or service 

development as well. The goal is to identify the variation that performs the best so you can build 

and refine from there. 

 

A/B tests start with a hypothesis and then make variations to prove (or disprove) the hypothesis. 

Successful A/B tests isolate one element at a time, making changes or modifications to that 

element alone.   

 

Example: The 2012 Obama Campaign 
 

During the 2012 Obama campaign, the team optimized extensively on web pages and emails, to 

the tune of 500 different A/B tests over 20 months, yielding a donation conversion increase of 

49% and increasing sign-up conversions by 161%. The test examined key user behavior variables 

including design, copy, usability, imagery, and page speed. 

 

One test in particular focused on design and photography, using splash pages for a contest called 

Dinner with Barack. 

 

Kyle Rush, former Deputy Director of Frontend Web Development at Obama for America: 

 

 
We had so many great pictures of the previous Dinner with Barack that we 

wanted to see which performed the best. In the following test we had two 

photos. The first was a medium shot of the President at the dinner table, but 

it didn't have much context as nothing was in view/focus. Previous tests 

showed that large photos with focus on the President increased 

conversions. The second photo had a wider frame that revealed the First 

Lady and two dinner guests. We hoped that users would be more likely to 

convert if they could see just how close they would be sitting to the 

President of the United States during dinner. By changing the photo on the 

splash page we lifted conversions by more than 19%. (kylerush.net)  

A 

http://kylerush.net/blog/optimization-at-the-obama-campaign-ab-testing/
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Image via kylerush.net 
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Actionable Metrics 
 

Actionable metrics are measurements that reflect the key drivers of your business - and from 

which you can develop actionable strategies. Actionable metrics are contrasted with vanity 

metrics, which provide data that makes an organization look good, but don’t truly reflect the 

organization’s performance (see: Vanity Metrics). 

 

Depending on the organization, here are a few examples of actionable metrics: 

 Percent Retention: Do users come back to use the product or service? 

 Percent Visit to Sign Up: How much website traffic do you need to get a new user? 

 Percent Conversion to Paying Customers: Are users willing to buy at the price offered? 

 

For further reading on actionable metrics, check out Lean Analytics, by Alistair Croll and 

Benjamin Yoskovitz. 

 

 

 

Agile 
 

Agile is a software development process that closely resembles Lean in its philosophies centered 

around customer satisfaction, frequently delivering improvements, customer collaboration, and 

quickly responding to change. While agile and Lean aren’t exactly the same, they are often used 

interchangeably in everyday usage. 

 

 

  

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1449335675/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1449335675&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1449335675/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1449335675&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
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API (Application Protocol Interface) 
 

API is a set of programming instructions and standards for accessing a Web-based software 

application or Web tool. It’s a language and set of commands that allows different software 

programs to “speak to” one another. Some applications have an open API, which means data can 

be exchanged with other applications. Others have a closed API, which means they do not 

exchange information easily with other applications. 

 

From a Lean Impact perspective, APIs offer two important functions: 

 

1. APIs allows programs to “talk to” one another, which makes it easy to connect different 

technologies, improve workflow, and have a better exchange of information. Open API 

allows teams and organizations to use a broader set of software applications (including 

lower-cost, newer applications). It also allows teams to save time and resources, as data 

can be exchanged between systems without manual involvement. 

 

2. APIs allow programs to leverage data from other programs, so they don’t have to recreate 

that data. In this way, it enables technology products and services to be developed faster 

at lower expense. 

 

Example: Bright Pink 
 

Bright Pink is the only non-profit organization focused on the prevention and early detection of 

breast and ovarian cancer in young women, while providing support for high-risk individuals. 

 

Bright Pink uses Salesforce as their main database, and Mailchimp for email communications. 

To enable targeted communications, they set up a complex set of lists in Mailchimp. But 

Mailchimp and Salesforce weren’t “talking to” each other well enough to transfer key information 

between systems and to accommodate Bright Pink’s multiple lists. 

 

Claudia Aliperta, Operations Manager: 

 

 
We were spending a lot of time handling opt-outs, because every time 

there was an opt-out, that information wasn't always being captured in our 

database. We also were doing a lot of mass uploads between systems, 

which took a lot of time: setting up all the parameters and finding 

constituents added since the last upload, which meant some people got 

missed. We were constantly cross-referencing lists.  

 

 

http://www.brightpink.org/
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The Bright Pink team reached out to Zapier. Zapier connects APIs between systems, letting 

users create integrations that push data between applications without having to write any code. 

 

With the Zapier Salesforce-Mailchimp integration, Bright Pink is able to seamlessly transfer 

data between the two tools; information about constituents is synced automatically between 

Mailchimp and Salesforce. The integration also accommodates Bright Pink’s multiple Mailchimp 

lists, and keeps opt-outs clean between systems, lists, and groups. 

 

Carli Feinstein, Marketing & Communications Manager: 

 

 
Because we focus on reaching women ages 18-45, reaching them digitally 

is our primary mode of communication. We don’t regularly use traditional 

media – we rely on email, social and mobile, so having a secure and 

consistent approach to email marketing is really important to us. It was 

essential that we cleaned up this process so we can reach our constituents 

where they are, and use tools that offer high impact and measurement.  

 

Example: Using location data with Foursquare API 
 

Let’s say an organization wanted to create an app that includes a list or map of every youth 

center in the United States. With so many youth centers across the country, it would take 

thousands of hours to pull together that information. 

 

Thankfully, the app Foursquare has a record of millions of businesses of all types, and the 

company has an open API. Using the Foursquare API, the new app could leverage the data in 

Foursquare, and show all youth centers in the United States, automatically. 
 
 

 

 

  

http://www.zapier.com/
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Bootstrapping is when an entrepreneur starts a company or organization with little capital, 

funding it from personal finances or with the operating revenues of the company. 

 

Example: Back to the Roots 
 

Back to the Roots is focused on creating sustainable grow-at-home products and bringing them 

into households across the United States. When Nikhil Arora and Alejandro Velez started the 

company, it didn’t look like the polished company it resembles today. Hear how they created 

their first grow-at-home mushroom package:  
 

From GOOD.is: 

 

 
In 2009, Nikhil Arora and Alejandro Velez were recent graduates of the 

University of California at Berkeley who had both been offered positions in 

consulting and investment banking. Yet both were stuck on an idea they 

came across in their business ethics class: Gourmet mushrooms grow and 

flourish in recycled coffee grounds; thus, waste from one industry could be 

fertile ground for another. Trash, if not treasure, could be a sustainable and 

cost-free raw material. 

 

The two set to experimenting with growing mushrooms in coffee grounds in 

the basement of Velez’s fraternity. They managed one crop in an old paint 

bucket and immediately charged out to their local Whole Foods, where 

they showed their harvest to the first person they saw in the produce 

department: “Hey, look, we grew these mushrooms. (GOOD.is)  
 

Learn more at Back to the Roots. 

 

 

 

  

Bootstrapping 

B 

https://www.backtotheroots.com/
http://www.good.is/posts/upcycling-s-upshot-how-urban-mushroom-farmers-turned-scavenging-into-a-business
https://www.backtotheroots.com/
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Build-Measure-Learn Cycle 
 

The Build-Measure-Learn cycle is a key component in Lean Startup methodology. In the past, a 

product or service was developed in a linear path: build, launch, measure, and learn. Lean 

Startup is about a feedback loop: build, measure, learn; build, measure, learn; and so on.  

 

 
Start with a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) that you can get into the hands of customers 

quickly, which will allow you to test the assumptions that went into the building of the MVP. 

 

 
Use actionable metrics to examine the results of customers using the MVP. 

 

 
Learn from these results; they will lead you to either continue on the same course, continue with 

some modifications, or pivot the strategy to a new direction. 

 

Lean Startup methodology is focused on shortening the Build-Measure-Learn cycle. The shorter 

the cycle, the more quickly teams learn, the closer to customer needs they are throughout the 

process, and the less time and resources are wasted.  

 

It’s also about repeating the cycle: making continuous improvements as you move towards a 

complete product, and soliciting and incorporating customer feedback at each step. 

 

 

  

LEARN: 

MEASURE: 

BUILD: 
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Crowdfunding 
 

Crowdfunding enables people to raise funds from a large group of people through individual 

contributions. 

 

In a Lean Impact context, crowdfunding serves two very useful purposes: 

 

1. Crowdfunding allows you to test in a lean way. Using crowdfunding, you can see if there’s 

any interest for your idea, product, service or campaign. If your crowdfunding project is 

funded, it’s an indication that there’s interest or support for your idea. If it’s not funded, it 

may be an indication that there’s little support (see: Validated Learning).  

 

2. Crowdfunding allows you to raise money without using traditional fundraising methods 

like grants, donations, or investment capital. As a result, the funds don’t have the same 

strings attached as traditional methods; the only expectation is that the project will be 

completed. 

 

Example: Gateway Green Park 
 

Gateway Green is a project in Portland to turn a stretch of unused land into a multi-use bike 

park. The Gateway Green team ran a crowdfunding campaign on Indiegogo, seeking $100,000 to 

begin work on the park. In addition to providing much-needed funds, the campaign would allow 

the Greater Greener team to validate their idea. If the campaign were successful, they could 

demonstrate to city officials that there was strong public support for this project.  

 

The team not only achieved their $100,000 goal, they surpassed it by over $20,000.  

 

Jonathan Maus, Editor, Bike Portland: 

 

 
This project will need millions of dollars to be fully built out. While the 

crowdfunding campaign will raise just a small chunk of that, backers see it 

more as an opportunity to show the powers-that-be that the public is 

behind this project and that it's worth putting real money into. 

(bikeportland.org)  

C 

http://www.gatewaygreenpdx.org/
http://www.indiegogo.com/projects/build-gateway-green
http://bikeportland.org/2013/09/03/a-crowdfunding-test-for-gateway-green-bike-park-project-91498


 

12 THE ULTIMATE DICTIONARY OF LEAN FOR SOCIAL GOOD         LEAN IMPACT     leanimpact.org 

 

 

Customer Development 
 

Customer Development is the component of Lean methodology that incorporates customer needs 

into the development of products or services.  

 

In the past, companies and organizations spent months creating a product or service behind 

closed doors. They didn’t show it to customers until it was complete, at which point they would 

launch it to the world, expecting customers to purchase it. Unfortunately, most of the time the 

product would fail. Customers didn’t want or need it, and the team wasted significant time and 

money on a product nobody wanted. 

 

The Customer Development model flips the old process on its head, incorporating customers 

throughout the product creation process. In a Customer Development model, teams talk to 

prospective customers early and often, developing something they need, starting small with a 

Minimum Viable Product (MVP) and gathering feedback throughout product creation. The idea 

is to continually ensure that the product or service provides value to customers, thereby reducing 

wasted time and resources, and ensuring that the product or service succeeds. 

 

Example: IDEO.org 
 

The IDEO.org team was working on a 

new financial tool for a project in Mexico, 

and they used Customer Development to 

test it with real potential customers.  

 

They mocked up an ATM, using an iPad 

and plastic casing to create a “working” 

prototype. They created a mockup 

“program” for the software using Keynote 

presentation software. Together with 

sample brochures, SMS, and savings 

account applications, the team was able 

to actually see potential customers using 

the application, and could identify areas 

of improvement or friction (see: Friction). 
 

 

 

 

  

Image via IDEO.org 

http://www.ideo.org/
http://www.ideo.org/
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Patrice Martin, IDEO.org Co-Lead & Creative Director: 
 

 
Last week I had the great opportunity to join in on the prototyping in 

Mexico City with the IDEO.org savings team. Our team built two concepts 

and brought them to 

low-income Mexican 

households to get 

feedback. Though 

prototyping is 

something we often 

use, it still amazes me 

how powerful a tool it 

is. It was incredible to 

see these ideas 

quickly take shape, 

and we learned so 

much from bringing 

potential customers 

into the process…. 

 

Our concepts evolved a great deal by walking the Mexicans we met with 

through our prototypes and hearing their reactions. We were able to find 

out how quickly someone understood the idea, whether a certain feature 

made sense, and figure out which elements needed to change. (IDEO.org)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Image via IDEO.org 

https://www.ideo.org/stories/learning-fast-and-evolving-ideas
http://www.ideo.org/


 

14 THE ULTIMATE DICTIONARY OF LEAN FOR SOCIAL GOOD         LEAN IMPACT     leanimpact.org 

 

 

 

Disruption 
 

Disruption, or disruptive, is a term that describes a product, service or idea that’s truly game-

changing, and may influence an industry or market itself. Disruptive companies or organizations 

create new ways of doing things that are unexpected, and provide value in different ways than 

traditional methods. Airbnb and Uber are both companies that truly disrupted the existing 

market of their respective industries: Airbnb disrupted the existing hotel/travel market, and 

Uber disrupted the existing taxi/livery service model. 

 

Example: First Book 
 

First Book is an organization dedicated to ending knowledge poverty for children in low-income 

neighborhoods by supplying their classrooms and community programs with brand-new, high-

quality books, and creating a culture of reading among children and low-income families.  
 

 

Traditionally, schools have small 

budgets to purchase books and, as a 

result, they have little leverage to 

negotiate pricing with book publishers. 

First Book borrowed the group 

purchasing model, which allows several 

individuals or businesses to come 

together to purchase products and 

services at discounted rates, and applied 

it to this issue. 

 

 
 

Kyle Zimmer, Founder & CEO: 
 

 
We aggregate the voices and purchasing power of 50,000 local schools and 

programs, turning their tiny, individual book-buying budgets into a market 

force that commands attention from the publishing industry. (SSIReview)  
 

 

D 

Image via firstbook.com 

http://www.firstbook.org/
http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/collaborative_disruption_in_the_nonprofit_world
http://www.firstbook.com/


 
THE ULTIMATE DICTIONARY OF LEAN FOR SOCIAL GOOD         LEAN IMPACT     LEANIMPACT.ORG 15 

 

By combining the funds of local schools and programs, First Book was able to go to book 

publishers with much greater purchasing power - and influence to negotiate - than any one 

school could alone. Using this disruptive approach, First Book has distributed over 100 million 

books to schools and communities in the United States and Canada. 
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Eric Ries 
 

Eric Ries is an entrepreneur and the author of The Lean 

Startup, the book that sparked the Lean Startup 

movement. Previously, he co-founded and served as Chief 

Technology Officer of IMVU Inc.  

 

In 2007, BusinessWeek named Ries one of the Best Young 

Entrepreneurs of Tech. He serves on the advisory board of a 

number of technology startups and venture capital firms. 

 

Read Eric’s blog at Startup Lessons Learned. 

  

E 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307887898/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307887898&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307887898/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307887898&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
http://www.startuplessonslearned.com/
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Failing Fast 
 

Failing fast is the idea that, instead of spending significant time and expense on an idea that 

isn’t viable in the real world, it’s better to fail fast and learn important information that can lead 

to a more viable product or service. 

 

Example: Lean Impact 
 

At Lean Impact, we practice Lean principles in our own team. Soon after Lean Impact was 

launched, we planned a telesummit: a one-day online summit featuring thought leaders in the 

Lean for Social Good space. Using low-cost tools like Google On Air, the online event served as a 

Minimum Viable Product (MVP). Despite promoting the event, we sold only four tickets. 

 

As a result, we reached out to potential participants to ask what kept people from tickets. We 

learned that people needed in-person interaction with Lean Impact first, before paying for 

something online. We quickly cancelled the telesummit and instead planned three in-person 

events in New York, Washington D.C., and San Francisco. Each event had over 500 attendees.  

 

Even though no one bought tickets originally, the test was a success because we failed fast. 

Instead of contracting with a venue, signing catering contracts, using a complex event ticketing 

service, and paying speakers, we spent very little money, had our answer in 60 days, and were 

able to pivot to something that was far more valuable to our audience (see: Pivot). 

 
 

  

F 

http://www.leanimpact.org/
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Friction 
 

Friction is the result of anything that acts as a barrier to desired user behavior. This could 

include barriers to signing up, donating, purchasing, or using the product or service. An 

organization’s goal is to reduce friction and make it easier to do things. 

 

Example: GOOD.is 
 

GOOD.is is an online community of socially minded changemakers, where they can collaborate, 

engage and learn from one another. Since GOOD.is members are vital to the community 

discussion, GOOD.is wants to reduce friction and make it easy for people to sign up. To do this, 

they leverage Facebook Connect, which allows users to register automatically using Facebook. 

Because most users have Facebook accounts already, this one-click registration reduces friction 

and makes it easy for people to sign up. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.good.is/
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Example: Long Distance Voter 
 

Long Distance Voter is a non-profit organization dedicated to improving the process of absentee 

voting in the United States. The process has significant friction: each state has a different 

process, it’s confusing; it often requires several steps (including multiple back-and-forth 

correspondence via U.S. mail), and some states don’t have a process at all.  

 

Long Distance Voter reduces the friction in absentee voting by enabling people to register to 

vote, providing clear instructions, and creating a process and forms for states that didn’t have 

any in place. By reducing friction, Long Distance Voter has registered nearly one million U.S. 

voters and enabled them to vote absentee. 

 

  

http://www.longdistancevoter.org/
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Get Out of the Building 
 

Get Out of the Building refers to the idea that to create a valuable product, service or campaign, 

you need to talk to the people who will potentially use it.  

 

Traditionally, ideas, products or services were created behind closed doors, hidden from the 

public and potential consumers, and then launched once they were completely finished. 

Oftentimes, however, products would fail because consumers didn’t want or need them, resulting 

in significant wasted time and money.  

 

Lean Startup flips that model around, using Customer Development to solicit and incorporate 

customer feedback throughout the process. The way to do that is by “getting outside the 

building”: talking to customers, putting the product or service in front of them, and gathering 

feedback about what kind of product or services end users will ultimately buy.  

 

By getting outside the building, you can minimize the risk that a product, service, campaign or 

program will fail by verifying your theories with actual customers. 

 

Steve Blank, Author, The Startup Owner’s Manual: 
 

 
No facts exist inside the building. Only opinions. (steveblank.com) 

 
 

In a Lean Impact context, Get Outside The Building can also refer to looking beyond the 

conceptual “four walls” of your industry to learn from other industries and things they’re doing. 

When we stay in the echo chamber of our own industry, we only see what our peers are doing - 

and they may not be the best role models. Learning about different ideas, tools, and methods 

from other industries can allow you to apply them to your specific context in ways that may be 

disruptive in your industry. 

 

Ways to get outside the building: 

 Read blogs about technology or innovation 

 Read books about entrepreneurship 

 Watch TED talks 

 Go to a startup event or meetup 

 Attend a Startup Weekend event 
 

  

G 

http://steveblank.com/2009/09/03/the-customer-development-manifesto-reasons-for-the-revolution-part-2/
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Huddle 
 

A huddle is a short team meeting at the start of each day. Huddles are also known as stand-up 

meetings due to their quick nature and because they’re often held while (you guessed it!) 

standing up, which makes them informal and fast. In a huddle, each person has 2-3 minutes to 

share what they’re working on that day, what they need help with, and what they’re working on 

next. 

 

The idea of a huddle is that it enables the team to move projects along without the need for 

extensive meetings throughout the day. 

 

Example: Inwood House 
 

Inwood House is a direct service non-profit that helps New York City teens break cycles of 

poverty and become healthy, self-reliant adults. Inwood House departments start each morning 

with a huddle that’s become known as “10 at 10s”. 

 

10 at 10s is a ten-minute department meeting every morning in which Inwood House staffers 

answer four questions: 

 

1. How are you? 

2. What are you working on? 

3. What do you need help with? 

4. What’s stuck? 

 

From the Development & External Affairs Team at Inwood House: 
 

 
We started 10 at 10’s based on one team member’s experience with agile 

development and scrum Stand-Up Meetings, combined with our team 

leaders’ practice using radical management and self-awareness to create a 

productive space. We have adapted the model to serve our development 

and external affairs department’s needs, and it’s been an invaluable way to 

stay focused on solutions, teamwork and collective positivity.  
 

H 

http://inwoodhouse.com/


 

22 THE ULTIMATE DICTIONARY OF LEAN FOR SOCIAL GOOD         LEAN IMPACT     leanimpact.org 

 

 
 

Intrapreneur 
 

Intrapreneurs are people who act as entrepreneurs inside existing organizations. Intrapreneurs 

bring new ideas to life, challenge the status quo, and allow new products or services to be created 

in an entrepreneurial, Lean way. Any employee can be an intrapreneur, as long as they are given 

the freedom and support to create new products and services, and can operate outside the 

company’s bureaucracy and protocols.  

 

Example: Intrapreneurs in GlaxoSmithKline 
 

Graham Simpson is a research scientist from GlaxoSmithKline, whose trip to Kenya sparked the 

creation of an innovative disease prevention program. 

 

While in Kenya, Graham and his team were shocked by the number of people who die from 

treatable diseases that could be easily avoided if they had access to effective diagnoses. Upon his 

return to the U.S., he approached the head of research and development at GSK with the idea of 

developing low-cost diagnostics kits that could be used by local health workers in rural villages. 

GSK is now working with John Hopkins University to develop the kits. 

 

What makes you an intrapreneur? What are the skills, capabilities, and personality traits that 

make you an intrapreneur? 
 

 
We all possess the tenacity, passion and innovative thinking which are 

essential in intrapreneurs. We care deeply about the patients who will benefit 

from our products and regularly seek creative ways to overcome hurdles put 

in our way. We are comfortable leading multi-disciplinary teams, always 

somehow finding time (when none officially exists!) to write proposals, mentor 

students, read literature reviews and tap our networks to get to the next 

milestone in the project. We are all successful in our careers, contributing 

significant scientific impact to new platforms and products within the GSK 

business but feel strongly that we have the unique skills and energy to do 

more than just our day jobs to make difference. Others think we are crazy but 

we have a bug which means we can’t let go! (changemakers.com)  
 

  

I 

http://www.changemakers.com/intrapreneurs/entries/low-cost-diagnostics-africa
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Iteration 
 

Iteration refers to the process of continual improvement after developing an initial version of a 

product or service. In a typical Lean model, a product or service begins with a Minimum Viable 

Product (MVP). This product isn’t complete, but it’s good enough to deploy to early customers 

and gather feedback. Iterating is the process of continually adding the valuable, meaningful 

features that move it towards a complete product or service. 
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Landing Page 
 

A landing page is literally the page where your prospects “land” on your website; it also collects 

information about the visitor through a form. In a Lean Impact context, landing pages are used 

to test the viability of an idea, product or service to see if anyone will sign up. The results from a 

landing page tell a lot about interest in an idea: how many people went to the page, how many 

people signed up, etc. If there’s enough interest, it’s a good indicator that the idea, product or 

service is worth pursuing. 

 

Example: The Ride to Conquer Cancer 2014 
 

The Ride to Conquer Cancer created an effective landing page to allow people to express interest 

in their 2014 ride. Visitors can sign up to learn more, or click through to register. 

 
 

 

 

  

L 

http://www.conquercancer.ca/index.html


 
THE ULTIMATE DICTIONARY OF LEAN FOR SOCIAL GOOD         LEAN IMPACT     LEANIMPACT.ORG 25 

 

 

 

 
The Lean Startup is a book by Eric Ries in which the Lean Startup methodology is outlined. 

 

 

 

Lean Startup Methodology 
 

The Lean Startup methodology encourages organizations to find out as quickly as possible 

whether or not an idea, product or service is viable. It advocates the creation of rapid prototypes 

designed to test assumptions about the market, and uses customer feedback to evolve them much 

faster than more traditional product or service development practices. In this way, the product or 

service is well-tuned to customer needs and wants. If a product or service isn’t viable, there is 

minimal loss of time and money.  

 

Lean Startup methodology is based on lean manufacturing, the streamlined manufacturing 

philosophy developed in the 1980’s by Japanese auto manufacturers. Lean manufacturing seeks 

to eliminate any activity or resource that isn’t used for anything besides than creating value for 

the end consumer. For example, instead of huge inventory warehouses (which can be expensive), 

smaller stockpiles of inventory are placed throughout the assembly line. Instead of fully 

assembling a product and then doing quality checks on the completed item, there are quality 

control checkpoints throughout the process, which identify mistakes or imperfections during 

assembly and ensure that the least amount of time is spent developing a faulty product.  

 

Lean Startup follows this similar method to eliminate wasted time and money developing a 

product, ensures that organizations create a product or service customers want, and incorporates 

customer feedback as a type of “quality check” throughout the process. 

 

Though the Lean Startup was originally developed for startups, the methods are applicable in 

any industry. From Fortune 1000 to the United States Government, organizations of all types 

and sizes are using Lean methodology to create products and services. 

 

The Lean Startup approach was outlined in the book The Lean Startup by Eric Ries. 

  

The Lean Startup (Book) 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307887898/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307887898&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307887898/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0307887898&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
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Minimum Viable Product 
 

A Minimum Viable Product (MVP) is an early version of a product or service, and contains only 

the features that allow it to be deployed to early users. Using an MVP is a strategy that helps 

organizations avoid building out products or services that customers don’t want. The idea is to 

get the product or service MVP into the hands of customers quickly, so teams can see how 

customers use the product and gather feedback (see: Validated Learning).  

 

Oftentimes in an MVP, some key back-end functions are performed manually. The final, 

complete set of features and infrastructure is only developed after gathering feedback from users 

of the MVP. 

 

Example: Fasal 
 

Fasal is a free SMS-based program that connects rural farmers in India with buyers and 

provides them with real-time price information.  

 

Roughly 70% of India’s economy is tied to agriculture, but it’s a difficult market because rural 

farmers often have little information about current market prices. When they sell their products, 

they often don’t know whether they’re receiving a fair price. 

Deepa Bachu, creator of Fasal: 
 

  

 
Nine times out of ten, farmers didn’t know if they were actually getting a fair 

price. 'Wow,' we thought. 'This is a huge unmet need. Let’s see if we can 

iterate and find a solution.’ (fastcoexist.com)  

M 

http://fasal.intuit.com/
http://www.fastcoexist.com/1679081/intuit-taps-text-messages-economics-to-boost-farmer-incomes-in-india
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The goal of Fasal is to provide farmers daily market prices of the crops they grow, which allows 

them to sell their products at fair market prices or higher. 

 

Fasal started with an MVP. Instead of building out a full program to send daily automated SMS 

messages, the Fasal team selected a few farmers to test the program, and one of the team 

members sent SMS price alerts manually each day. The final vision of the program would 

provide daily automated phone calls with price alerts, but in the MVP, instead of building out 

interactive voice response technology, a Fasal team member actually recorded the “automated” 

voice behind the phone by reading call scripts. 

 

Once the team saw that the farmers were using the MVP system, they invested in and built out 

the full Fasal product infrastructure. 
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Pivot 
 

Pivot means significantly changing the direction of a product or service strategy. Organizations 

will pivot when a current idea is not working or not getting traction, or when the MVP needs 

significant improvement (see: Traction). 

 

Example: Ben1Gönüllüyüm 
 

Ben1Gönüllüyüm is an organization dedicated to improving volunteerism in Turkey. Turkey’s 

volunteer rate is 3-4% of the total population, making it one of the lowest rates of volunteerism 

in the world. 

 

Aiming to increase volunteer rates, the Ben1Gönüllüyüm team believed the low rates were a 

problem of information; if there was greater awareness of volunteer opportunities, more people 

would volunteer. They launched their first solution around this assumption, but quickly found 

that people weren’t interested. 

 

The team re-examined the problem by diving into the volunteering culture in Turkey - and 

pivoted from their original idea. In talking to potential users, they found that volunteering had a 

negative stigma, with most students believing that volunteers were uncool or loners. Based on 

those key insights, the team built a new project aimed to highlight people volunteering and allow 

them to connect to a broader community.  

 

The new Ben1Gönüllüyüm is a crowdsourced map of volunteerism in which volunteers “check-in” 

as they volunteer, enabling them to connect with each other across a larger community. Through 

this platform, volunteers can show that they’re part of a larger change happening across the 

country, and help convince their friends and family to take part as well.  

 

Learn more at Lean Social Startup. 

 

  

P 

http://ben1gonulluyum.com/
http://leansocialstartup.com/
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Product-Market Fit 
 

Product-market fit means being in a viable market with a product that satisfies that market. 

The market has a need; that need will be fulfilled by the first and best available product.  

 

Marc Andreessen, Investor: 
 

 
You can always feel when product/market fit isn’t happening. The customers 

aren’t quite getting value out of the product, word of mouth isn’t spreading, 

usage isn’t growing that fast, press reviews are kind of “blah”, the sales cycle 

takes too long, and lots of deals never close. 

 

And you can always feel product/market fit when it’s happening. The 

customers are buying the product just as fast as you can make it — or usage 

is growing just as fast as you can add more servers. Money from customers is 

piling up in your company checking account. You’re hiring sales and 

customer support staff as fast as you can. Reporters are calling because 

they’ve heard about your hot new thing and they want to talk to you about 

it…. (stanford.edu)  

 

Example: Kiva 
 

Kiva is a non-profit organization that allows people to lend small amounts of money to 

underserved entrepreneurs in 70 countries. The founders of Kiva, Jessica Jackley and Matt 

Flannery, saw a need in underserved communities in which local entrepreneurs weren’t being 

served by traditional loan models. They needed small amounts of money to begin or grow 

businesses, but the global financial model wasn’t set up to serve them. Kiva developed an online 

microfunding model in which entrepreneurs could access small loans, which they would then 

repay. 

 

The market (underserved entrepreneurs) had a need (small loans) and Kiva’s product 

(microloans) served it - it has great product-market fit. Since Kiva began, it has loaned over $111 

million to more than 600,000 people. 

 

 

http://www.stanford.edu/class/ee204/ProductMarketFit.html
http://www.kiva.org/
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Revenue Model 
 

A revenue model is the way an organization monetizes its products or services. Creating a 

revenue model with predictable income is one of the most important things an organization can 

do to ensure its financial health. 

 

Example: Not For Sale 
 

Not For Sale is a non-profit organization dedicated to eliminating slavery and human trafficking 

worldwide. By creating enterprise opportunities for vulnerable communities and offering social 

services to survivors and those at-risk to human trafficking, Not For Sale works to ensure that 

no one is for sale.  

 

In the Netherlands, Not For Sale focuses on the women “behind the windows” in Amsterdam’s 

Red Light District, 70% of whom are from Eastern Europe or South America. As a result of weak 

economies in their home countries, women are often exploited and brought to Amsterdam to 

work in the sex trade.  

 

Through their “Home” Soup program, Not For Sale provides affected or at-risk women economic 

opportunities and social services, and has a built-in revenue model: 

 

1. Survivors of exploitation are taught culinary skills and 

learn to make soup in a professional kitchen. They also 

learn professional and language skills in order to enable 

them to find meaningful employment. 

2. The soup is sold to women working “behind the windows”.  

3. By selling and bringing soup, Not For Sale can develop 

relationships with the women. The women find out about 

the culinary training program and become aware of other 

accessible opportunities outside of the sex trade. 

4. Through partnerships, Not For Sale also sells the soup 

commercially in grocery stores and other businesses, 

creating a revenue stream that funds its operations. 

 

Read more at notforsalecampaign.org. 

R 

Image via notforsalecampaign.org 

http://www.notforsalecampaign.org/
http://www.notforsalecampaign.org/global-initiatives/netherlands/
http://www.notforsalecampaign.org/
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Steve Blank 
 

Steve Blank is an entrepreneur, investor, and author of 

Four Steps to the Epiphany, the book that is credited as 

inspiring the Lean Startup movement. Steve led a class 

on entrepreneurship at U.C. Berkeley in which he 

advocated the theories that are part of Lean Startup, 

including putting products in front of customers early. 

Steve invested in Eric Ries’ startup, and as part of the 

funding agreement, Eric and his co-founders took 

Steve’s class. Eric incorporated many of Steve’s theories 

into his book The Lean Startup. Steve is also the co-

author of The Startup Owners Manual.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Traction 
 

Traction means getting customers. In the early stages, it likely means building a set of early 

adopter customers (also known as “early adopters”) who are using and providing feedback on 

your product or service. Gaining traction is an incredibly important early metric because it 

demonstrates that the business idea is viable, that it’s worth pursuing further, and that the team 

isn’t wasting its time. 

 

 

 

 

T 

S 

Photo via steveblank.com 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0976470705/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0976470705&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0984999302/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0984999302&linkCode=as2&tag=leaimp-20
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Validated Learning 
 

Validated learning involves testing an initial idea and using metrics to confirm or disprove the 

accuracy of the initial idea. Combined with a Minimum Viable Product (MVP), validated learning 

provides important information about whether an idea is viable, and provides insight into how to 

create a product or service that people will use. 

 

Example: Lesbians Who Tech 
 

 

Lesbians Who Tech is the community of queer women in tech and the people who love them. 

When the founders started Lesbians Who Tech, they wanted to see if there was interest in a 

group like this before they invested too much time and energy in it. As a Minimum Viable 

Product (MVP), they created a Facebook group and used Eventbrite to quickly create event 

registration pages for their happy hour events. Using Eventbrite’s registration and email system, 

they invited attendees to each event, growing their list along the way. After a short time, they 

had built a list of over 1,000 people; it was clear that there was interest. Once they knew 

Lesbians Who Tech was a viable idea, they created the website www.lesbianswhotech.org and 

invested further. 

 

Leanne Pittsford, Founder: 
 

 

 

  

 
In three months’ time we were able to build a list of 1,500 people who were 

interested in what we were doing. We never could have done that without 

using Eventbrite as a tool.  

V 

Photo via lesbianswhotech.org 

http://www.lesbianswhotech.org/
http://www.eventbrite.com/
http://www.lesbianswhotech.org/
http://www.lesbianswhotech.org/
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Vanity Metrics 
 

Vanity metrics are measurements that seem to provide a favorable picture of an organization’s 

performance, but don’t accurately reflect key metrics of growth or impact. Vanity metrics can 

include things like website traffic, sign-ups, downloads, or pageviews. They are divorced from the 

numbers that really matter, for example: active users, engagement, the cost of getting new 

customers, members or donors, and ultimately revenue. 

 

Instead of vanity metrics, focus on actionable metrics: metrics that lead to informed business 

decisions and subsequent action (see: Actionable Metrics). 

 

Example: Are we looking at the right things? 
 

Laura Wadden, a former employee at a non-profit, recounts an eye-opening experience in vanity 

metrics. 

 

Laura Wadden, former non-profit staffer: 
 

 

Read more: “Is your nonprofit addicted to vanity metrics?” 

 

  

 
At my old non-profit job, I remember writing grant reports where we counted 

things like number of school clubs, attendance at events, number of events 

attended, etc. Our numbers always looked great, and they steadily 

increased year by year. One time though, I was driving home with a student 

from an exhausting four-day event. I asked him what kind of campaigns he 

was working on at his school and he replied, much to my surprise, ‘I’m too 

busy with [your organization’s] activities to do a campaign at my school right 

now.’ 

 

I was shocked, but I shouldn’t have been. Of course our programs were 

making important change, but it only took one conversation to see that only 

focusing on vanity metrics had kept us from realizing that a key part of our 

program model was broken. In this case, the vanity metrics were the raw 

number of attendees and raw number of trainings. However, we didn’t collect 

the right data to see how one cohort of students were using the ideas they 

learned from the trainings, which was the core part of our mission.  

http://www.leanimpact.org/measuring-impact-vanity-metrics
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Zombie 
 

A zombie is an organization or company that’s operating, but not growing. It’s in a state of limbo: 

not dead, yet not exactly alive. 

 

Nancy Lublin, CEO of DoSomething.org: 
 

 

 

Example: The September 11th Fund vs. The March of Dimes 
 

Lublin cites two examples: 

 

The September 11th Fund was created to help people and businesses affected by 9/11. The fund 

raised $534 million to provide to beneficiaries, and after distributing the funds – fulfilling its 

mission – the fund closed. It put itself out of business.  

 

"The purpose was to fill critical gaps, meet immediate needs, and help create systems to address 

long-term needs, not to duplicate existing public and private systems and resources over time," 

says Suzanne Immerman, the fund's deputy director. "The efficacy of the effort was directly 

related to its time-limited nature." 

 

On the zombie end of the spectrum is the March of Dimes. March of Dimes was created to find a 

cure for polio, which they achieved in 1955. Today, March of Dimes is still functioning, but with 

an expanded, less concrete mission of "improving the health of babies by preventing birth 

defects, premature birth, and infant mortality."  

 

As Lublin states: “I think the organization should have quit while it was ahead…. I think it's fair 

to ask, would it have been better to celebrate the early victory and shut down?” 

 

Read more: “Why Charities Should Have an Expiration Date”  

 
Just as in the for-profit sector, not-for-profits should have earthly life cycles…. 

The broader principle here is that companies and organizations don't exist 

simply to exist. A not-for-profit should ideally be not-for-perpetuity. We 

should not be donor-funded jobs programs…. A not-for-profit exists to cure 

something, address an issue, or elevate the status of a group of people; if 

and when that's achieved, we should be done. (Fast Company)  

Z 

http://www.fastcompany.com/1702245/why-charities-should-have-expiration-date
http://www.fastcompany.com/1702245/why-charities-should-have-expiration-date
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About Lean Impact  

 

 

Lean Impact is lean-startup-meets-social-good. Lean Impact is a community dedicated to raising 

awareness of Lean Startup as a way to improve effectiveness and change for social good. 

 

Social good organizations are doing so much good in the world, but there are huge gaps: in the 

effectiveness of many organizations, in the use of technology for social good, and in the 

understanding of tools and approaches that yield success. Lean Startup is one way to improve 

these issues, but it’s just a starting point.  

 

Lean Impact applies Lean Startup to a social good context, and bridges the gap between 

technology and social good.  

 

Learn more at leanimpact.org. 

 

 

http://www.leanimpact.org/

