The new ruies

Practical frameworks for
leadership teams balancing
growth, operational pressure
and financial performance




Overview:

Why growth feels different right now

Growth decisions carry more pressure than they
used to.

Today’s leaders are being asked to grow, modernize and improve
performance while managing tighter cash flow demands, which for
many organizations have become central to day-to-day operational
decision-making.

At the same time, many leadership teams are discovering that
operational strain appears long before financial reporting clearly
reflects the problem.

Overtime increases. Reporting delays become normalized. Teams
rely more heavily on manual workarounds. Cash flow pressure builds
quietly while leadership teams continue trying to scale.

At the same time, sitting still carries its own risks.

Most leaders are not trying to decide whether to grow. They
are trying to determine how to grow without overextending the
business in the process.

That tension is shaping nearly every major business decision right now:
m Where should we continue investing?
m Which systems or processes are creating operational drag?
m How much change can the organization realistically absorb?
m Where are we relying too heavily on manual workarounds?
m What should remain internal — and what should be outsourced?

m Do we have the visibility and execution capacity to support growth
confidently?

At Wipfli, we see leadership teams wrestling with these questions

every day. While industry pressures vary, the underlying challenge is
consistent: Leaders are being asked to make high-impact decisions with
limited capacity, constrained visibility and less tolerance for wasted
investment.

The leaders adapting most effectively are often not the ones making
the boldest moves. They are the ones becoming more disciplined
about where to invest, what to pause and what to offload — and more
intentional about which operational pressures deserve the greatest
attention first.
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When growth outpaces operational

capacity

Growth decisions carry more
pressure than they used to.

Mid-market leaders are being asked to
grow, modernize and improve performance
while managing tighter cash flow, rising
labor pressure, operational complexity and
increased scrutiny around every major
investment decision.

At the same time, delaying decisions for
too long can create its own risks.

In theory, all of those priorities
make sense.

At Wipfli, we frequently work with
organizations layering new initiatives onto
operational environments that are already
stretched:

m Finance teams spend more time
gathering data than analyzing it.

m Reporting delays become normalized.

m Technology systems still require
manual workarounds despite significant
investment.

m Leaders revisit the same decisions
repeatedly because visibility is
inconsistent.

m Transformation efforts launch before
teams have the execution capacity to
support them.

m Operational pressure appears long
before financial reporting fully reflects
the issue.

Over time, this creates operational drag.
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More often than not, that drag appears quietly through slower decisions, inconsistent
reporting, payroll strain, overtime pressure, delayed execution and investments that
never fully deliver expected value.

In many cases, the issue is not strategy. It is sequencing.

Strong leadership teams understand that disciplined growth requires more than
identifying opportunities. It requires understanding:

m Which investments improve operational flexibility

m Which initiatives are creating unnecessary complexity
m Where teams are already stretched too thin

m Which systems leaders can actually rely on

m And what needs to stabilize before acceleration makes sense
That is changing how many mid-market leaders approach growth decisions.

Increasingly, leadership teams are reevaluating:

m Where to continue investing

m Which initiatives should pause

m What operational responsibilities should remain internal

m Where outside expertise or outsourced support may improve flexibility and
execution capacity

The challenge is determining which operational pressures deserve attention first — and
which decisions will create long-term momentum instead of additional complexity.
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section 2:

The three decisions
leaders are halancing
right now

They are making more disciplined decisions about:
m Where to stabilize operations
m Where to continue investing

m Where greater flexibility may improve
execution capacity

Disciplined leadership teams are approaching
decisions differently.

Instead of trying to pursue every opportunity

at once, they are becoming more intentional
about where operational readiness, visibility and
execution capacity require attention first.
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1. Where operations need to stabilize first
Some organizations do not need another transformation initiative yet.

They need stronger operational visibility, more consistent reporting and less day-to-day
friction before layering on additional complexity. This often includes:

m Improving cash flow visibility

m Strengthening forecasting discipline

m Reducing manual reporting work

m Improving collections and working capital management

m Simplifying fragmented processes

m Offloading operational burden from overstretched internal teams

The goal is not simply reducing cost. It is creating enough operational stability and
visibility for leadership teams to make decisions more confidently.

Questions leadership teams often ask:

m Where is complexity creating more cost than value?

m Which operational bottlenecks are slowing execution?

m What work no longer needs to stay internal?

m Where is visibility too inconsistent to support confident decisions?

m Which operational pressures are quietly building beneath the surface?
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2. Where investment still
makes sense

Disciplined growth does not mean
standing still.

Many mid-market leaders are continuing
to invest selectively in areas that improve
long-term positioning, scalability and
decision-making capability.

But investment decisions are becoming
more operationally grounded.

Leadership teams are increasingly
evaluating:

m Whether systems can support
additional growth

m Whether teams have the bandwidth to
absorb change

m Whether modernization efforts are
improving visibility
m Whether investments create measurable

operational value

This often includes:

m ERP modernization

m Forecasting and planning improvements
m Automation of repetitive work

m Operational analytics

m Customer and market expansion

m Selective acquisitions or capability
investments

The goal is not growth at all costs. It
is aligning investment decisions with
operational readiness and long-term
execution capacity.

Questions leadership teams often ask:

m Which investments improve flexibility
versus create complexity?

m Are we funding future priorities or
maintaining outdated ones?

m Can the organization realistically absorb
this change?

m Which investments improve scalability
and visibility at the same time?

m Where should investment sequencing
change?
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3. Where flexibility improves execution capacity

Many organizations are discovering they do not necessarily have a strategy
problem. They have an execution capacity problem. Decisions move

slowly. Reporting environments are fragmented. Teams are stretched thin.
Leadership visibility is inconsistent. Too much operational work depends
on manual coordination and institutional knowledge.

This is one reason many mid-market leaders are reevaluating:

m What should remain internal

m Where specialized outside expertise can accelerate progress

m How outsourced or fractional support models improve flexibility
m And which operational responsibilities are consuming leadership
capacity unnecessarily
Increasingly, organizations are focusing on:

m Workforce flexibility

m Faster decision-making

m Cleaner operational alignment

m Cross-functional accountability
m Simplified reporting environments
m Reducing manual workarounds

m Improving responsiveness as conditions change
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The goal is not simply becoming leaner.

It is improving the organization’s
ability to adapt, prioritize and
execute consistently without creating
additional operational strain.

Questions leadership teams often ask:
m Where do decisions consistently stall?

m Which systems or workflows are
limiting responsiveness?
m What operational responsibilities are

overloading internal teams?

m How quickly can the organization
adapt if conditions shift?

m What capabilities are required to
support future growth confidently?

There is no universal formula for
balancing growth, operational stability
and adaptability.

The strongest leadership teams are
not trying to optimize every priority

simultaneously. They are becoming more

disciplined about sequencing decisions,
reducing unnecessary operational strain
and improving the organization’s ability
to execute consistently as conditions
evolve.

That often means making difficult
decisions about:

m Where investment should continue
m Which initiatives should slow down

m Where outside support may create
more flexibility than additional
internal complexity

The goal is not eliminating pressure
from growth decisions. It is improving
the organization’s ability to respond to
pressure more intentionally.

Use the readiness self-check in the appendix
to evaluate whether operational strain may
already be limiting execution capacity.

Learn more
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Section 3:

How disciplined leaders
evaluate where to invest

In changing conditions, disciplined leaders do not
stop investing.

But they are becoming far more intentional about:

m Where investment continues

m Which initiatives should slow down

m Which operational demands the organization can realistically absorb

Investment decisions are no longer evaluated solely through ROI
projections or annual budgeting exercises.

They are increasingly tied to:
m Cash flow visibility

m Execution capacity

m Operational readiness

m Staffing realities

m Forecasting confidence

m Long-term flexibility

Leaders used to ask: “Can we afford this investment?”
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Increasingly, they are asking: “Can the business absorb this itnvestment
— and will it improve operational performance within the realities we're
managing today?”

That distinction matters.
Many organizations are not struggling because they lack opportunities.
They are struggling because too many priorities begin competing
simultaneously for:

m Leadership attention

m Implementation bandwidth

m Staffing capacity

m Operational resources

m Working capital

As a result, otherwise valuable investments become delayed,
fragmented or underutilized.

1. They evaluate operational readiness, not just ROI

A strong business case on paper does not guarantee successful
execution.

Organizations are increasingly reassessing whether they have the
operational foundation required to support new initiatives successfully.

That foundation often includes:
m Leadership alignment

m Reliable reporting visibility
m Staffing capacity

m Systems maturity

m Forecasting confidence

m Implementation discipline
This is especially true for modernization efforts.

At Wipfli, we frequently work with organizations that invested

heavily in technology over the last several years but still struggle with
fragmented reporting, inconsistent adoption and manual workarounds
that limit visibility.

Many leadership teams are discovering there is a significant difference
between having an ERP system and having an ERP environment the
organization can actually rely on operationally.

The new rules of growth 12



That is changing how modernization decisions are being sequenced.
Instead of trying to transform everything simultaneously, disciplined
leaders are prioritizing investments that:

m Reduce operational friction
m Improve reporting visibility
m Strengthen scalability

m Improve forecasting confidence

m Support faster decision-making

A manufacturing organization, for example, may delay a broader ERP
overhaul while prioritizing inventory visibility and costing accuracy
first. A healthcare provider may focus on staffing flexibility and
reporting consistency before expanding services.

These decisions are not signs of hesitation. They are signs of
operational discipline.

2. They use scenario planning to reduce reactive
decisions

Scenario planning has become one of the most important executive
disciplines in changing conditions.

Not because leaders can predict the future perfectly, but because
stronger planning improves responsiveness when conditions shift
unexpectedly.

The new rules of growth
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Before making major investment decisions, disciplined leadership teams

are increasingly evaluating multiple scenarios simultaneously, including:

m Downside conditions

m Baseline assumptions

m Upside growth opportunities
m Staffing implications

m Cash flow constraints

m Customer demand shifts

This often changes how organizations approach:

m Hiring

m Technology investment

m Debt structure

m Expansion timing

m Working capital management

m Operational sequencing

Instead of relying on a single static plan, organizations are increasingly
identifying trigger points in advance:

m What conditions accelerate investment?

m What financial thresholds pause spending?

m What operational signals require leadership action?

m What indicators suggest opportunity instead of risk?

Organizations that plan this way tend to respond faster and more
calmly because leadership teams have already discussed tradeoffs,
investment sequencing and operational dependencies before pressure
forces reactive decisions.

3. They evaluate where operational drag is
consuming capital

One of the most overlooked leadership disciplines is understanding
where operational friction is quietly consuming cash flow, leadership
attention and execution capacity without generating meaningful value.

We frequently see this through:

m Underutilized technology investments

Duplicate systems

Manual reporting environments

m Excess inventory

Delayed collections

Fragmented vendor structures
m Operational processes that no longer scale effectively

m [nitiatives that continue simply because they already exist

Individually, these issues may not appear severe.
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Collectively, they create drag that limits flexibility and slows decision-
making across the organization.

In many organizations, operational strain appears long before financial
reporting fully reflects the issue.

Payroll pressure increases. Overtime rises. Reporting delays become

normalized. Teams spend more time reconciling data than analyzing

performance. Leadership teams revisit the same decisions repeatedly
because visibility remains inconsistent.

That is one reason many organizations are reevaluating:
m Which investments should continue
m Which systems should consolidate
m Which workflows should automate

m Which responsibilities should move outside the organization

This is also where working capital discipline becomes increasingly
strategic.

The organizations we help struggled because they focused heavily on:
m Selling the work
m Delivering the work

m Billing the work
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And they lacked sufficient visibility into:
m Collections
m Receivables
m Cash conversion timing
m Operational spend

m [nvestment sequencing

Strong leadership teams are tightening visibility into these areas not
simply to reduce cost, but to improve flexibility and redeploy resources
toward higher-value priorities.

4. They pressure-test investments before
committing resources

Disciplined leaders understand that even strategically sound
investments can create instability if the organization is not prepared to
absorb them effectively.

A modernization initiative may improve scalability while simultaneously
overwhelming internal teams. An acquisition may strengthen market
position while introducing integration complexity leadership teams are
not prepared to manage. A growth initiative may create opportunity

while exposing weaknesses in forecasting, staffing or operational
visibility.

That is why many leadership teams are evaluating investments
through a broader operational readiness lens before committing
significant resources.

Increasingly, leaders are pressure-testing:
m Whether implementation capacity is realistic
m Whether leadership teams are aligned on priorities and timing

m Whether operational visibility is reliable enough to support
execution

m Whether the organization can adapt if conditions shift
unexpectedly

m Whether the investment improves operational performance
beyond short-term activity

The goal is not eliminating risk from decision-making.

It is understanding where operational strain, execution friction or
organizational misalignment could limit the organization’s ability
to capture value successfully.

Many leadership teams benefit from stepping back and applying more
structured and credible challenge to assumptions before accelerating
major initiatives.
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Capital deployment readiness self-check

Rate your organization’s current readiness in the four categories using the questions and indicators below.

Strategic clarity

Why are we making this investment?

Score

Readiness level

Key questions

B [s the purpose of the investment clearly defined?

Significant
operational or
execution risk

B Does leadership agree on the primary business objective?
B Are success metrics measurable and realistic?

B Does the investment support broader organizational priorities?

Limited
alignment and
inconsistent
readiness

B [s leadership aligned on what success actually looks like?
Strong alignment indicators

B Clear ownership and accountability

Moderate
readiness with
identifiable
pressure points

B Shared executive expectations
B Defined operational outcomes

B Realistic implementation scope
|

Is leadership aligned on what success actually looks like?

Strong
operational
alignment and
preparedness

Warning signs
B Competing priorities across teams

B Undefined success metrics

High confidence
in execution
capacity and
organizational
readiness

B Multiple disconnected objectives
B Frequent changes in direction

B Unclear decision ownership

Readinessscore: 1 2 3 4 5

Execution capacity

Can the organization realistically absorb this investment?

Key questions
B Do teams have sufficient bandwidth to support implementation?
B Are leadership teams aligned on timing and priorities?
B s reporting visibility reliable enough to support decisions?
B Are systems and workflows stable enough to support execution?
B Are teams already relying heavily on manual workarounds?
Strong alignment indicators
B Clear executive alignment and decision ownership
B Reliable operational and financial reporting
B Stable implementation timelines and accountability
B Realistic team capacity
m Consistent cross-functional coordination
Warning signs
Teams overloaded by competing initiatives
Reporting delays becoming normalized
Heavy dependence on manual processes
Fragmented or inconsistent data

Frequent delays caused by unclear ownership

Leadership teams revisiting the same decisions repeatedly

Readinessscore: 1 2 3 4 5
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Operational impact
Will this reduce friction or create more
complexity?
Key questions
m Will the investment improve operational visibility?
® Will it reduce manual work or duplicate processes?

m Will it improve forecasting confidence and
responsiveness?

B Will measurable operational value be achieved within
12-24 months?

m Will the investment simplify operations or add
additional complexity?

Strong indicators
B Improved reporting and forecasting visibility
B Reduced manual work and reconciliation effort
W Faster or more consistent decision-making
B Clear operational performance metrics
B Defined measures for tracking success
Warning signs
B Unclear operational impact

B Additional systems layered onto fragmented
environments

m Difficulty connecting the investment to measurable
business value

B Complexity increasing faster than execution capacity

B Teams continuing to work around system limitations
manually

Readinessscore: 1 2 3 4 5

0 Ability to adapt

Can the organization respond effectively if
conditions change?

Key questions
B Can the investment be phased incrementally?

B Can leadership slow, expand or pause the initiative if
conditions shift?

B Are contingency plans in place if assumptions change?
B Does the investment preserve future flexibility?

B Can the organization absorb disruption if
implementation takes longer than expected?

Strong indicators
B Modular implementation planning
B Defined checkpoints and trigger indicators
B Financial and operational contingency planning
B Flexible investment sequencing
B Clear escalation and adjustment processes
Warning signs
B Large all-or-nothing implementation structures
Limited ability to adjust timing or scope
High operational disruption risk
Significant dependency before value is realized

Rigid assumptions tied to uncertain conditions

Readinessscore: 1 2 3 4 5

Interpreting your results

The goal of this assessment is not to
eliminate risk from decision-making.
It is to improve visibility into where
operational strain, execution friction
or organizational misalignment may
already be building before additional
resources are committed.

16-20: Strong readiness

Your organization likely has the
visibility, operational alignment and
execution capacity required to move
forward confidently.

Continue pressure-testing assumptions
and monitoring implementation strain as
conditions evolve.

11-15: Moderate readiness

The investment may be directionally
sound, but operational friction, visibility
gaps or competing priorities could create
execution risk.

Focus on sequencing, reporting visibility
and organizational readiness before
accelerating implementation.

4-10: Elevated execution risk

The organization may be pursuing
investment without sufficient operational
capacity, leadership alignment or
implementation readiness to support
successful execution.

Reassess scope, timing and foundational
operational issues before committing
additional resources.

The strongest organizations are not
necessarily the fastest-moving.

They are the ones making decisions
with the clearest understanding of
both opportunity and organizational
readiness.
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section 4:

The hidden friction
slowing growth

Most organizations do not lose momentum
because of one catastrophic failure.

They lose momentum gradually through
operational friction:

m Delayed reporting

m Disconnected systems
m Manual workarounds
m Inconsistent data

m Overloaded teams

m Slow decision-making

m Fragmented processes
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Individually, these issues may seem
manageable. Collectively, they create drag
that slows the entire organization.

And for many mid-market businesses, that
drag becomes especially difficult because
leadership teams are leaner, execution
capacity is limited and operational
complexity often increases faster than the
organization can absorb it.

Our Wipfli teams frequently work with
organizations experiencing symptoms like:

m Leadership teams revisiting the same
decisions repeatedly because visibility is
inconsistent.

m Finance teams spending more time
reconciling information than analyzing
performance.

m Reporting delays becoming normalized.

m Teams building manual spreadsheets
outside existing systems.

m Forecasting becoming increasingly
difficult to trust.

m Implementations slowing because teams
are already overloaded.

m Operational bottlenecks limiting
responsiveness and scalability.

In many organizations, operational pressure
appears long before financial reporting clearly
reflects the issue.

Payroll strain increases. Overtime rises.
Teams begin compensating for system
limitations manually. Decision-making slows
because leaders no longer fully trust the
reporting environment.

Over time, the organization begins carrying
more operational complexity than its systems,
processes and teams can realistically support.

Disconnected systems create
invisible friction

One of the most common forms of operational
drag comes from bolted-together fragmented
legacy systems and inconsistent reporting
environments.

Finance, operations, HR and customer data
often live across disconnected platforms that
require significant manual reconciliation

before leadership teams can confidently
act on the information.

As a result:
m Reporting slows
m Forecasting becomes less reliable
m Teams duplicate work across systems
m Leadership visibility weakens

m Decision-making becomes more
reactive

Many organizations discover there is a
significant difference between having
technology systems and having systems
leadership teams can actually rely on
operationally.

This is one reason modernization efforts
are increasingly focusing on visibility,
integration and operational usability
before broader transformation initiatives.

In many cases, cleaner operational
alignment creates more value than simply
layering on additional technology.
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Manual work quietly consumes execution capacity

Operational drag also builds through work that no longer scales effectively.

We frequently see leadership teams operating within:
m Spreadsheet-heavy reporting environments
m Repetitive reconciliation processes
m Fragmented approval structures
m Manual forecasting workflows
m Duplicate operational processes
m Reporting systems heavily dependent on institutional knowledge

Over time, these environments consume leadership capacity and reduce
organizational responsiveness.

A construction company, for example, may struggle with project forecasting
because operational and financial systems are disconnected. A nonprofit
organization may spend excessive administrative time reconciling reporting
requirements across funding sources. A healthcare provider may experience
staffing strain because operational planning, scheduling and financial
visibility are not aligned.

These are not simply process issues.

They are execution capacity issues.
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Overloaded teams reduce
organizational flexibility

Many organizations underestimate how
heavily execution capacity influences long-
term performance. Even strong strategies
struggle when teams lack the bandwidth to
implement them effectively.

This is one reason many mid-market leaders
are reevaluating:

m Which responsibilities truly need to remain
internal

m Where outside expertise can accelerate
progress

m How outsourced or fractional support
models improve flexibility

m Which operational responsibilities
are consuming leadership capacity
unnecessarily

The goal is not replacing institutional
knowledge.

It is reducing operational burden so
leadership teams can focus more consistently
on higher-value decisions.

Organizations often create significant
momentum once leaders reclaim time
previously consumed by:

m Manual reporting

m Fragmented oversight
m Repetitive coordination
m System workarounds

m Operational firefighting

In many cases, improving adaptability
starts with reducing the operational
noise slowing the organization down.

Operational drag rarely appears all at
once.

It builds gradually through small
inefficiencies, inconsistent visibility
and operational complexity that quietly
compounds over time.

The organizations adapting most
effectively are often the ones identifying
these friction points earlier — before
strained teams, fragmented systems and
delayed decisions begin limiting growth
more significantly.

The new rules of growth 22



Where leaders are still
investing confidently

Disciplined growth does not
mean standing still.

Many mid-market leaders are continuing
to invest actively — but with greater
focus on visibility, execution capacity and
long-term operational value.

Instead of pursuing broad transformation
initiatives all at once, leadership teams
are becoming more selective about where
investment improves flexibility, scalability
and responsiveness without creating
unnecessary operational strain.

Increasingly, leaders are prioritizing
investments that:

m Improve decision-making visibility
m Reduce operational friction

m Strengthen forecasting confidence
m Improve execution capacity

m Support long-term scalability

m Increase organizational flexibility as
conditions evolve

The question is no longer simply: “Where
should we invest?”

It is increasingly: “Which investments will
create measurable operational value the
organization can realistically support?”

" The new rules of growth
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Visibility and forecasting confidence

One of the most consistent investment priorities across industries is
improving visibility.

Leadership teams are placing greater emphasis on:

m Forecasting reliability

m Cash flow visibility

m Reporting consistency

m Operational analytics

m Faster access to decision-making information

This is especially important as organizations manage tighter
margins, more variable demand and increasing pressure to make
decisions quickly.

Rather than investing in reporting volume alone, many
organizations are focusing on improving the quality, usability and
consistency of operational and financial information leadership
teams rely on every day.

A manufacturing organization, for example, may prioritize inventory
visibility and costing accuracy before broader system expansion. A
financial institution may focus on liquidity visibility and forecasting
discipline as underwriting scrutiny increases.

These investments often improve decision-making confidence across
the organization while reducing reactive operational behavior.
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Technology that improves operational usability

Technology investment remains a major priority, but leadership
teams are becoming more disciplined about implementation scope
and operational readiness.

Many organizations are shifting away from large-scale
transformation efforts that overwhelm teams and toward
modernization initiatives that:

m Improve integration

m Reduce manual work

m Strengthen reporting visibility

m Simplify workflows

m Improve responsiveness across functions

Organizations are also becoming more realistic about the gap
between owning technology and using it effectively.

Many leadership teams continue operating in environments where
systems technically exist, but operational teams still rely heavily on
spreadsheets, duplicate processes and manual reconciliation work
to compensate for fragmented visibility.

As a result, organizations are increasingly prioritizing:

m ERP optimization

m Workflow automation
m System integration

m Reporting consistency

m Operational usability
The goal is not simply implementing more technology.

It is improving how effectively the organization operates day
to day.

Workforce flexibility and execution capacity

Many organizations are also reevaluating how work gets done.

Labor constraints, rising operational complexity and increasing
pressure on internal teams are changing how leadership teams
think about staffing and execution capacity.

Instead of continuing to add permanent overhead aggressively,
many organizations are becoming more selective about:

m Which responsibilities remain internal
m Where outsourced support improves flexibility
m How fractional expertise accelerates progress

m Which operational burdens are limiting leadership capacity
unnecessarily

The new rules of growth
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This shift is not limited to administrative support functions.

Increasingly, organizations are reevaluating operational, financial
and technology responsibilities through the lens of scalability,
responsiveness and long-term sustainability.

A healthcare organization may prioritize staffing flexibility and
scheduling visibility before expanding services. A nonprofit
organization may outsource specialized financial or reporting
functions to reduce administrative strain on internal teams. A financial
institution may invest in liquidity visibility, operational automation and
forecasting capabilities before pursuing broader expansion initiatives.

The goal is not simply reducing headcount. It is improving the
organization’s ability to execute consistently without overwhelming
internal resources.

Adaptability and scenario readiness

Leadership teams are also investing more intentionally in adaptability.

Not because they can predict future conditions perfectly, but because
stronger preparedness improves responsiveness when conditions
change unexpectedly.




Organizations are increasingly strengthening:
m Scenario planning

m Forecasting flexibility

m Trigger-based decision-making

m Working capital visibility

m Operational sequencing

m Cross-functional planning alignment

This is changing how many organizations approach growth
planning altogether.

Instead of building rigid multi-year plans based on static
assumptions, leadership teams are increasingly creating frameworks
that allow investments, staffing decisions and operational priorities
to adjust more fluidly as conditions evolve.

g v—

Organizations adapting most effectively are often not the ones
pursuing the most aggressive growth strategies.

They are the ones improving their ability to respond, prioritize and
execute more confidently as pressure, demand and market conditions
continue shifting.

The strongest investments are not always the most aggressive.

Increasingly, they are the investments that improve visibility, reduce
operational friction and strengthen the organization’s ability to adapt
without overwhelming teams or creating unnecessary complexity.

That shift is changing how many mid-market leaders think about
growth altogether.
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Turning strategy
Into action

Many organizations do not struggle because
they lack ideas.

They struggle because execution capacity is limited.

Leadership teams are being asked to modernize systems, improve
visibility, manage cost pressure, support workforce changes and
continue pursuing growth — often at the same time.

The challenge is not simply determining what matters most. It
is determining what the organization can realistically execute
successfully without creating additional operational strain.

That is changing how disciplined leaders approach planning,
sequencing and organizational capacity altogether.

Use the scenario planning worksheet in the appendix to help leadership teams
identify warning signs, sequencing priorities and trigger points earlier.

Learn more
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Strong execution starts with sequencing Scenario planning is becoming more operational

One of the most common mistakes organizations make is trying to Scenario planning is no longer just a strategic forecasting exercise.

pursue too many major initiatives simultaneously. Increasingly, leadership teams are using scenario planning to evaluate
how operational, financial and staffing decisions may need to adjust if

Modernization efforts overlap with ERP implementations. Workforce . .
conditions shift unexpectedly.

challenges collide with reporting issues. Growth initiatives accelerate

before operational visibility improves. Teams become overloaded while This includes evaluating:

leadership expectations continue expanding. Hiring plans
|

Over time, execution slows not because the strategy is wrong, but m Cash flow thresholds
because the organization lacks the capacity to support everything a Expansion timing
at once.

m Technology investments

Disciplined leadership teams are becoming more intentional about
sequencing:

m Operational dependencies

m Staffing flexibility

m Which operational issues require attention first ) _
m Working capital pressure

m Which investments improve flexibility immediately m Customer demand variability
m Which initiatives can realistically wait The goal is not predicting every possible outcome perfectly.
m Which dependencies create downstream execution risk It is improving organizational responsiveness before pressure

forces reactive decisions.
m Which operational burdens are limiting leadership focus

unnecessarily

This often creates stronger long-term momentum than trying to
accelerate every initiative simultaneously.
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Many organizations are also identifying trigger points in advance:
» What conditions accelerate investment?

m What operational indicators require leadership action?

» What financial thresholds pause spending?

m What staffing pressures require reprioritization?

» Which conditions create opportunity instead of risk?

Organizations that plan this way often respond more calmly because
leadership teams have already discussed tradeoffs, sequencing and
operational dependencies before conditions begin changing.

Leadership teams are reevaluating what needs to
stay internal

Many organizations are also reassessing how work gets done.
Labor shortages, specialized talent gaps and increasing operational
complexity are forcing leadership teams to think differently about
execution capacity.

Increasingly, organizations are reevaluating:
m Which responsibilities truly require permanent internal ownership

m Where outside expertise improves execution speed
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m How outsourced support increases operational flexibility

m Which operational burdens are consuming leadership capacity
unnecessarily

m Where fractional expertise strengthens visibility and
decision-making

This shift is not simply about reducing cost.

It is about improving the organization’s ability to execute consistently

without overwhelming internal teams.

A manufacturing organization may bring in outside operational
or technology expertise to accelerate ERP optimization without
overloading internal resources.

A financial institution may invest in external forecasting or analytics
support to improve visibility while internal teams remain focused on

customer and regulatory priorities.

In many organizations, expanding execution capacity no longer
means simply adding more permanent overhead.

It means building more flexible operating models capable of
adapting as conditions evolve.

Simplicity often creates the strongest
momentum

Many leadership teams underestimate how much operational
complexity slows execution.

Fragmented reporting. Competing priorities. Duplicate systems.

Manual processes. Overlapping initiatives. Excessive coordination.

Unclear accountability.

Over time, complexity quietly consumes leadership attention and
organizational responsiveness.

Disciplined leaders are increasingly prioritizing:
m Simpler operational structures

m Cleaner reporting environments

m Faster decision-making

m Clearer ownership and accountability

m Reduced manual work

m More focused implementation sequencing

These decisions may not always feel transformational in
the moment.

But they often create the operational clarity and execution

capacity organizations need to grow more sustainably over time.

The new rules of growth
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section 7

Execution capacity
is becoming a
competitive advantage

Growth opportunities still exist across the

Mmid-market.

But the organizations adapting most effectively are not
necessarily the ones moving the fastest or pursuing the
most aggressive transformation strategies.

Increasingly, they are the organizations improving visibility,
reducing operational friction and building the execution
capacity required to respond more confidently as conditions
evolve.

That shift is changing how leadership teams think about
growth altogether.

The new rules of growth
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Leaders are becoming more disciplined about:

m Where investment continues

m Which initiatives should slow down

m Which operational burdens no longer need to remain internal

m How to improve flexibility without creating unnecessary
complexity

m Which warning signs deserve attention before pressure
compounds

In many organizations, the challenge is no longer simply
identifying opportunities.

It is building the operational readiness, leadership alignment and
organizational capacity required to execute consistently while
conditions continue changing.

This is one reason many leadership teams are reevaluating:
m Forecasting visibility
m Technology usability
m Workforce flexibility

m Operational sequencing

m Reporting consistency
m Scenario readiness
m Working capital discipline

Organizations that respond most effectively are often not
trying to predict every possible disruption perfectly.

They are improving their ability to:
m Recognize pressure earlier
m Make decisions more intentionally
m Adapt without overwhelming teams
m Maintain operational focus during periods of change

m Align investment decisions with execution realities
The new rules of growth are not simply financial.
They are operational.

And increasingly, the organizations that grow most sustainably
will be the ones building the flexibility, visibility and execution
capacity to adapt before operational strain begins slowing
momentum more significantly.
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Let’s talK.

Growth decisions carry more pressure
than they used to.

Explore how Wipfli helps mid-market
leaders improve financial visibility,
operational readiness and execution
capacity at wipfli.com/financial-solutions.

ADVISORY & ACCOUNTING WIPFLI

“Wipfli” is the brand name under which Wipfli LLP and Wipfli Advisory LLC and its respective subsidiary entities provide professional services. Wipfli LLP and Wipfli Advisory LLC (and its respective subsidiary entities) practice in an alternative practice structure in accordance
with the AICPA Code of Professional Conduct and applicable law, regulations, and professional standards. Wipfli LLP is a licensed independent CPA firm that provides attest services to its clients, and Wipfli Advisory LLC provides tax and business consulting services to its
clients. Wipfli Advisory LLC and its subsidiary entities are not licensed CPA firms.


http://wipfli.com/financial-solutions
https://www.wipfli.com/financial-solutions?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=new_rules_of_growth&utm_content=financial_solutions_cta

Leadership decision
balancing guide

Leadership teams are increasingly balancing competing priorities across financial performance, operational

readiness and execution capacity simultaneously.

This guide can help leadership teams identify where operational strain may already be building, where
investment sequencing requires adjustment and which pressures deserve the greatest attention first.

PRIORITY Leadership focus Typical actions

Stabilize
cash flow
and margin

Improve collections visibility,

Stabilize operations before reduce manual work, tighten
complexity compounds forecasting discipline, offload

overstretched functions

Warning signs

Payroll pressure, overtime spikes,
margin compression, reactive
decision-making

Invest where
execution is
realistic

Prioritize investments the business
can operationally support

Improve ERP visibility, strengthen
costing accuracy, selectively
expand teams and systems

Broken processes, reporting
delays, stalled implementation,
scalability strain

Build
operational
flexibility

Improve workforce flexibility,

Improve the organization's reduce manual workarounds,
ability to adapt quickly strengthen visibility and planning

res ponsiveness

Bottlenecks, delayed decisions,
inconsistent forecasting,
operational drag

Leadership discussion prompt:

Which operational pressures deserve attention before additional complexity is introduced?
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Appendix:

Scenario planning worksheet for growth decisions

How to use
this worksheet

Use the prompts

to guide leadership
discussions around
operational readiness,
investment priorities
and execution

capacity.

The goal is not to predict every possible outcome
perfectly. It is to identify:

m Where operational strain may already be building

m Which investments create the greatest
long-term value

m Where execution capacity is becoming constrained
m Which initiatives may require resequencing

m How the organization can respond more
intentionally if conditions shift

Many leadership teams use this type of discussion
framework during:

m Strategic planning sessions

m Budgeting and forecasting reviews

m Mid-year operational assessments

m Growth planning conversations

m ERP or modernization initiatives

m Workforce and capacity planning discussions

The strongest conversations are often the ones that
surface operational realities early — before strained
teams, fragmented systems or overloaded leadership
capacity begin slowing execution more significantly.

The goal when using this worksheet is not creating a
perfect plan.

It is improving the organization’s ability to recognize
pressure earlier, make decisions more intentionally
and adapt without overwhelming teams, systems or
leadership capacity.

Step | Action

Review each discussion area

Discuss current pressure points
Identify operational constraints

Align on priorities and sequencing

i N W N~

Capture actions and trigger points
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Scenario planning worksheet for growth decisions

How to use this worksheet:

Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

1. What pressures are already
creating operational strain?

Discussion prompts:

Where are teams consistently overloaded?

Which processes rely too heavily on manual
workarounds?

Where has reporting or forecasting become
difficult to trust?

Which operational bottlenecks are slowing
responsiveness?

Where is leadership spending excessive time

resolving recurring issues?

Common warning signs

Reporting delays m Repeated leadership
L escalations

Overtime increases
Forecast m Staffing strain
inconsistency B Excessive

. spreadsheet reliance
Duplicate processes
Delayed
implementation
timelines

2.

Which investments are most
critical to protect?

Discussion prompts:

Which investments directly improve visibility
or execution capacity?

Which initiatives improve scalability without
creating excessive complexity?

Which investments support long-term
operational flexibility?

Which capabilities would become more
difficult or expensive to rebuild later?

Which investments strengthen responsiveness
if conditions shift unexpectedly?

Examples may include

ERP optimization m Workforce flexibility

Reporting m Operational
modernization analytics
Forecasting m Customer retention
improvements or experience

. initiatives
Automation of

repetitive work

3.

Which initiatives may need to slow
down or resequence?

Discussion prompts:

Which initiatives are stretching teams too
thin?

Where is implementation complexity
outpacing execution capacity?

Which projects are creating operational noise
without measurable value?

Which efforts depend on systems or processes
that are not yet stable?

Which priorities could move later without
significantly affecting long-term goals?

Common indicators

Initiative fatigue

Missed implementation milestones
Leadership misalignment
Competing operational priorities
Increasing manual work

Limited adoption across teams
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scenario Iannin wnrksheel This exercise is designed to help leadership teams evaluate how changing business conditions could impact
p g investment priorities, operational capacity and strategic decision-making over the next 12-24 months.

4. Where could outside expertise 5. What trigger points should leadership monitor?
improve execution CapaCity? Discussion prompts:
. . : . . 5 )
Discussion prompts m What financial thresholds would pause investment? The goal when usi ng
m Which responsibilities consume leadership m What operational indicators require leadership action?

Lo . this worksheet is not

?

capacity disproportionately: m What conditions would accelerate hiring or expansion? i fect ol
T ; Crealing a pertect plan.

m Where would specialized expertise accelerate m Which trends signal rising execution risk?

progress?
m Which operational burdens no longer need to m What metrics indicate operational strain is increasing? It is improving the
remain fully internal? Common trigger points organizations monitor organization'’s ability
m Where are internal teams spending excessive m Liquidity targets tied to lending or expansion activity

time on administrative coordination? to recognize pressure

m Inventory volatility in manufacturing environments

earlier, make decisions

m Which capabilities are difficult to recruit or m Overtime or labor utilization pressure in construction

maintain internally? organizations more intentionally

Examples may include m Forecast variance across multi-location operations and ada pt without
m Delayed implementation milestones tied to modernization

m Forecasting and m Operational process initiatives OverWhe|ming teams,

planning support improvement .

S m Staffing shortages in specialized healthcare or technical roles systems or leadership
m ERP optimization m Technology q N ; |
i i m Customer acquisition or deposit growth pressure in financia ;

m Reporting and ;Tllpleon ntation institutions 4 positg p capacity.

analytics PP

) m Specialized m Operational bottlenecks limiting scalability in tribal gaming

m Fractional finance compliance or or hospitality environments

leadership regulatory expertise

The new rules of growth 38



Scenario planning worksheet

How to use this worksheet:

Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around
operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

1. What pressures are already creating operational strain?

Discuss
m Where are teams consistently overloaded?

m Which processes rely too heavily on manual
workarounds?

Identify
Warning signs

Reporting delays m Repeated leadership

Overtime increases escalations

m Staffing strain

m Excessive spreadsheet

reliance

[
[
m Forecast inconsistency
m Duplicate processes

[

Delayed
implementation
timelines

Determine

What deserves immediate attention?

m Where has reporting or forecasting become
difficult to trust?

m Which operational bottlenecks are slowing
responsiveness?

Sequencing priorities
m Which initiatives are stretching teams too thin?

m Which projects create the greatest operational
value first?

m Which investments improve visibility
immediately?

m Which initiatives can realistically wait?

Executive owner:

m Where is leadership spending excessive time
resolving recurring issues?

Trigger points to monitor

Liquidity thresholds

Forecast variance

]
]

m Staffing utilization pressure

m Delayed implementation milestones
]

Customer demand shifts
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How to use this worksheet:
Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around
operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

Scenario planning worksheet

2. Which investments are most critical to protect?

Discuss

m Which investments directly improve visibility
or execution capacity?

m Which initiatives improve scalability without
creating excessive complexity?

Identify

Priority investments
m ERP optimization m Workforce flexibility

m Reporting
modernization

m Operational
analytics

m Customer retention
or experience
initiatives

m Forecasting
improvements

m Automation of
repetitive work

Determine

What deserves immediate attention?

m Which investments support long-term
operational flexibility?

m Which capabilities would become more
difficult or expensive to rebuild later?

Operational dependencies

m Teams relying heavily on
manual processes

m Limited staffing capacity

m Disconnected operational
m Reporting environments and financial reporting
leadership no longer fully

trusts

m Overdependence on
spreadsheets or offline
m Delayed implementation reporting

timelines

Executive owner:

m Which investments strengthen responsiveness
if conditions shift unexpectedly?

Trigger points to monitor
m Forecast accuracy deterioration
m Slower reporting cycles
m Rising overtime or staffing pressure
m Declining cash flow visibility
m Increased project delays

m Reduced operational responsiveness
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How to use this worksheet:

- -
scenarlo plannlng worKSIIeet Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around
operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

3. Which initiatives may need to slow down or resequence?

Discuss
m Which initiatives are stretching teams too m Which projects are creating operational noise
thin? without measurable value?
m Where is implementation complexity m Which efforts depend on systems or
outpacing execution capacity? processes that are not yet stable?
Identify
Warning signs Sequencing priorities
m Initiative fatigue m Which initiatives improve visibility or cash flow
. . . . ickly?
m Missed implementation milestones most quickly

m Which projects reduce operational friction first?

Leadership misalignment
m Which efforts create the greatest operational
value with the least complexity?

Competing operational priorities

Increasing manual work S o )
m Which initiatives realistically require more

staffing or implementation capacity before
succeeding?

m Limited adoption across teams

Determine

What deserves immediate attention? Executive owner:

m Which priorities could move later without
significantly affecting long-term goals?

Trigger points to monitor

Delayed project timelines

Forecast deterioration

Rising overtime or staffing strain
Increasing implementation backlog
Declining adoption across teams

Reduced responsiveness to operational
issues
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Scenario planning worksheet

How to use this worksheet:

Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around
operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

4. Where could outside expertise improve execution capacity?

Discuss

m Which responsibilities consume
leadership capacity disproportionately?

m Where would specialized expertise
accelerate progress?

Identify
Operational constraints

m Leadership teams
spending too much time
resolving recurring
operational issues

m Staffing gaps in
specialized roles

m Finance teams overloaded individuals
with manual reporting

work

become difficult to
maintain internally

m Delayed implementation
or modernization efforts

Determine

What deserves immediate attention?

m Operational processes
that rely heavily on key

m Reporting or forecasting
environments that have

m Which operational burdens no longer need
to remain fully internal?

m Where are internal teams spending excessive
time on administrative coordination?

Opportunities for outside support

m Forecasting and
planning support

m Operational process
and risk management

m ERP optimization m Technology
implementation

m Reporting and
support

analytics

m Specialized
compliance or
regulatory expertise

m Fractional finance
leadership

Executive owner:

m Which capabilities are difficult to
recruit or maintain internally?

Trigger points to monitor

Increasing reporting delays

Leadership bandwidth constraints

Growing backlog of operational improvements

]

]

m Missed implementation milestones

|

m Difficulty hiring or retaining specialized talent
|

Rising administrative coordination across teams
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Scenario planning worksheet

How to use this worksheet:

5. What trigger points should leadership monitor?

Discuss

m What financial thresholds would pause investment?

m What operational indicators require leadership

action?

Identify

Operational warning signs

Forecast inconsistency

Reporting delays

Rising overtime or staffing pressure
Increasing implementation backlog
Declining operational responsiveness

Manual workarounds becoming more
common

Leadership teams revisiting the same
operational issues repeatedly

Determine

What deserves immediate attention?

m What conditions would accelerate hiring
or expansion?

m Which trends signal rising execution risk?

Trigger points to monitor

Liquidity targets tied to lending or expansion activity

Inventory volatility in manufacturing environments

Overtime or labor utilization pressure in construction organizations
Forecast variance across multi-location operations

Delayed implementation milestones tied to modernization initiatives
Staffing shortages in specialized healthcare or technical roles

Customer acquisition or deposit growth pressure in financial institutions

Operational bottlenecks limiting scalability in tribal gaming or
hospitality environments

Executive owner:

Use the prompts below to guide leadership discussions around
operational readiness, investment priorities and execution capacity.

m What metrics indicate operational strain
is increasing?

Response priorities

Which initiatives should pause first?

Which investments remain essential
under multiple conditions?

Which operational costs are
flexible?

Where should leadership focus first
if pressure increases unexpectedly?

Which decisions require earlier
escalation or cross-functional
alignment?
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