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Introduction
Mid-market companies don’t have the 
agility of startups or the resources of large 
enterprises. But they do have something just 
as powerful — the ability to make focused, 
intentional decisions when it matters most. 

The challenge is that conditions rarely sit still. Priorities shift. 
Markets move. New risks emerge while new opportunities take 
shape. Leaders are asked to act without perfect information —  
and to get it right. 

This guide is built from what we see across hundreds of mid-
market organizations. It offers a practical framework to help  
you balance risk, growth and flexibility — and decide where  
to act next. 
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Change in the new normal
What if the real risk is acting in the wrong place?

Today’s business environment isn’t defined by a single disruption. It’s shaped 
by overlapping shifts — economic pressure, workforce constraints, evolving 
regulations and rapid advances in technology. 

For mid-market leaders, this creates a distinct challenge. You’re expected to 
move quickly, but with fewer buffers for error. Every decision carries weight. 

Without the deep war chests of large enterprises or the nimble models of 
startups, the pressure to get it right — now — is immense. 

The issue isn’t a lack of options. It’s knowing where to focus first. 

Section 1: The challenge

Common challenges we see include:

Balancing short-
term performance 

with long-term 
investment  

1.
Separating 

meaningful shifts 
from short-lived 

noise

2.
Moving quickly 

without 
overextending 

teams or capital

3.

Common challenges we see include:

of revenue is lost 
to poor or delayed 
decision-making 

says their top challenge 
is knowing when and 
where to act

feel unprepared to 
navigate downturns

4.4%
73%
50%
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We’ve identified three distinct lenses that 
help mid-market leaders act with more 
clarity and confidence.

These aren’t mutually exclusive — most organizations will 
operate across all three. The difference is knowing which one 
to emphasize first — so you can prioritize limited resources and 
move with intention.

These aren’t theoretical approaches. They reflect how 
organizations are actually responding when clearer decisions 
and focused action matter most.

The specifics vary by industry, but the patterns are consistent. 
Leaders focus their efforts, align resources and move with 
intention — rather than trying to do everything at once.

So what if you stopped trying to solve everything —  
and focused on the area that will move your business  
forward fastest?

A framework to  
respond with confidence 

Section 2: Your response strategy The three lenses

This is where you focus when performance is under pressure or  
risk is increasing.

The goal is not to slow down the business — it’s to create stability 
where it counts. That means strengthening cash flow, reducing 
exposure and making sure your foundation can support what 
comes next.

This lens is about staying close to opportunity without 
overcommitting. It includes evaluating new markets, testing 
expansion paths and making targeted investments that keep you 
positioned to act.

Speed matters — but only if your organization can support it.

This is where you improve how decisions get made and executed. 
Better data, clearer alignment and systems that scale give you the 
ability to move when conditions change.

These aren’t competing priorities. Most organizations will operate 
across all three, but the difference is knowing which one to 
emphasize first. 

1.

2.

3.

Protect performance

Position for growth

Build adaptability

Stabilize what matters most

Prepare to move when the opportunity is right

Increase your capacity to respond
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Checkpoint: Where should you 
focus first?

Which statement feels most true to you  

right now?

If the first statement resonates most, start  

with protect performance →

If the second stands out, focus on  

position for growth → 

If the third feels familiar, prioritize  

build adaptability →

	■ We need tighter control over cost, risk 

or cash flow before making additional 

moves. 

	■ We see opportunities for growth, but 

we’re not positioned to act on them yet. 

	■ We’re making decisions, but not as 

quickly or as consistently as we should 

be.
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Stabilize what matters most
Section 3: Protect performance

Every leadership team hits a moment where the 
question shifts.

It’s no longer how fast can we grow? It’s how confident are we in what 
we’re standing on?

For mid-market leaders, that moment often comes quickly as margins 
tighten, costs become less predictable or risks start to surface in places 
that used to feel stable. The instinct is to keep pushing forward. But 
without a clear foundation, forward motion creates more exposure, not 
less.

This is where protecting performance becomes the priority.

Not as a retreat, but as a deliberate move to regain control, to 
understand where the business is strong, where it’s vulnerable and 
where attention is being pulled without real return.

At Wipfli, we see this most often when leadership teams realize they’re 
spending more time reacting than deciding. That’s usually the signal 
that stability needs to come first.

What strong leaders do differently

The shift here isn’t about doing more. It’s about doing fewer things 
with more discipline.

Strong operators step back and ask harder questions:

	■ Where is complexity adding risk without adding value? 

	■ Where is capital tied up without a clear return? 

	■ Where are we carrying cost simply because “that’s how it’s always 
been done”? 

From there, the work becomes more focused — and often more 
structural than expected.

Leaders simplify before they optimize. They reduce noise before 
they chase efficiency. And they make changes that give them clearer 
visibility into how the business is actually performing.
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What this looks like in practice

That’s why the actions tend to look less like incremental improvements 
and more like resets in key areas:

	■ Simplifying legal and operational structures to reduce exposure and 
improve control 

	■ Tightening cash flow and cost discipline so capital is working where 
it matters most 

	■ Outsourcing finance, HR or IT functions to improve quality without 
adding fixed cost 

	■ Realigning inventory, spending and investment decisions to reflect 
current demand 

None of these are dramatic moves on their own. But together, they 
create something more important — clarity.

Across our client work, these decisions show up in practical, industry-
specific ways:

In manufacturing, this often means rightsizing inventory and tightening 
supply chain decisions after periods of overproduction or demand 
swings.

In construction and real estate, it can show up as shifting from new 
builds to acquisitions or holding strategies to preserve capital and 
reduce exposure.

In healthcare and senior living, leaders are reassessing cost structures 
and staffing models to maintain quality while managing margin 
pressure.

In nonprofit and government environments, it often means 
restructuring programs or outsourcing functions to maintain service 
levels without increasing fixed cost.

What ties these decisions together isn’t the industry — it’s the 
willingness to act early and make structural changes instead of short-
term fixes.

	■ “Organizations that move early here are able 
to stabilize faster because they’re willing 

to make structural decisions, not just 
temporary adjustments.”

	■ Matt Sabo 
Director In Wipfli’s Modernization, 
 Analytics And Commerce Practice

https://www.wipfli.com/about-wipfli/partners-and-associates/matt-sabo
https://www.wipfli.com/services/digital/application-modernization
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What this enables

When this work is done well, stability turns into 
something more valuable — control.

Leaders gain:

	■ Clearer visibility into financial and operational 
performance 

	■ Stronger control over cost structure and risk 
exposure 

	■ More confidence in short-term decision-making 

	■ The flexibility to reallocate resources as 
priorities shift 

Instead of reacting to pressure, they’re able 
to manage it and move forward with greater 
certainty.

What if creating stability now is what allows you 
to move faster later?
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Prepare to move when the 
opportunity is right

Section 4: Position for growth

Not every shift in the market is a threat. Some are 
openings — but only for organizations that are 
ready to act.

This is where many mid-market CEOs and CFOs hesitate. The signals 
are there: competitors pulling back, valuations shifting, customer needs 
evolving. But acting too quickly feels risky — and waiting too long means 
missing the window.

That tension is real.

The organizations that navigate it well don’t try to time the market 
perfectly. They focus on being prepared. They build the ability to move 
when the opportunity becomes clear — without overcommitting too 
early.

At Wipfli, we see this most often in leadership teams that are asking 
a different set of questions. Not, should we grow? But, where can we 
grow with confidence.

What strong leaders do differently

Growth in this environment isn’t about speed. It’s about discipline. 
Strong operators narrow their focus and challenge assumptions:

Strong operators step back and ask harder questions:

	■ Where are we underinvested relative to opportunity? 

	■ Which parts of our business are positioned to scale — and which  
are not? 

	■ Are we reacting to the market, or shaping our position within it? 

They don’t chase every opportunity. They make deliberate bets and 
ensure those bets are supported by the right capabilities, capital and 
timing.

That often means doing work behind the scenes first: refining strategy, 
pressure-testing assumptions and making sure the organization is 
actually ready to execute.
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What this looks like in practice

That’s why the actions here tend to be targeted and intentional instead 
of broad or reactive.

	■ Pursuing acquisitions that add specific capabilities or accelerate 
market entry 

	■ Refining or repositioning offerings to align with shifting customer 
demand 

	■ Investing in technology that supports scale, not just short-term 
efficiency 

	■ Expanding into adjacent markets where there is a clear right to win

In manufacturing, this might mean acquiring a smaller competitor 
to secure supply chain control. In healthcare or senior living, it often 
shows up as redesigning services to match changing reimbursement 
models and patient expectations. In the tech companies, it’s about 
prioritizing product investments that drive profitability, not just growth.

In our work with mid-market clients, these decisions take shape in 
different ways depending on the industry, but the intent is consistent.

Growth doesn’t stop in tighter conditions — it just becomes more 
disciplined.

What this enables

When this work is done well, growth becomes more predictable — and 
less reactive.

Leaders gain:

	■ Clarity on where to invest and where to hold

	■ Confidence that the organization can support expansion 

	■ The ability to act quickly when the right opportunity presents itself  

Instead of chasing growth, they’re positioned for it.

	■ “Even in tighter conditions, we see 
selective investments in technology, M&A 
and strategic expansion with a focus on 

long-term positioning.” 

	■ Ryan Rademann  
Wipfli Partner, 

 Strategic Technology Enablement 

https://www.wipfli.com/about-wipfli/partners-and-associates/ryan-rademann
https://www.wipfli.com/industries/construction-and-real-estate/harness-enterprise-applications-for-an-edge-in-construction-and-real-estate
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Checkpoint: Are you positioned to act on 
opportunity?

What to look for:

If opportunities are visible but consistently delayed, the 

issue isn’t strategy; it’s readiness.

What if the opportunity isn’t the problem — but your 
ability to act on it?

	■ Are there opportunities you’ve identified but haven’t 

acted on yet? 

	■ Do you have the capacity — financially and 

operationally — to pursue them? 

	■ Are your current investments aligned to future growth 

or past priorities? 

	■ Would you be ready to act if the right deal or market 

shift happened tomorrow? 
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Increase your  
capacity to respond

Section 5: Build adaptability

Some leadership teams don’t have a strategy problem. 
They have an execution problem. 

On paper, the direction is clear. Priorities are defined. The path forward  
makes sense. But in practice, progress stalls.

Decisions take longer than they should. The same conversation happens more 
than once. Teams move — but not in the same direction. And by the  
time action is taken, the conditions have already shifted again.

For mid-market CEOs and CFOs, this is where frustration builds. Not because 
the answers aren’t there — but because the organization can’t act on them 
consistently. This is the point where the question changes again.

It’s no longer what should we do? It’s why can’t we move faster on what  
we already know?

That’s the signal to focus on adaptability.

At Wipfli, we see this most often in organizations that are growing, changing 
or managing multiple priorities at once. The complexity isn’t always visible at 
first — but it shows up in how decisions are made, delayed or revisited.

And over time, that friction compounds.
12
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What strong leaders do differently

The shift here isn’t about adding more ideas. It’s about removing 
friction.

Strong operators focus on how the organization actually functions:

	■ Where do decisions slow down — and why? 

	■ Where is data inconsistent, delayed or unclear? 

	■ Are roles and responsibilities enabling speed or creating  
bottlenecks?  

They don’t assume the issue is effort. They look at systems, structure 
and alignment — and make changes that allow the business to move 
more effectively.

Because adaptability isn’t a mindset. It’s a capability.

What this looks like in practice

That’s why the work here often centers on infrastructure and alignment 
— the things that determine how quickly a business can respond.

	■ Aligning leadership roles and decision rights to eliminate bottlenecks 

	■ Strengthening scenario planning and forecasting to support        
faster pivots

	■ Modernizing ERP, CRM and data platforms to improve visibility 
and consistency

	■ Building workforce flexibility through training, cross-functional  
roles and clearer accountability  

In financial services, this may mean improving data integration so 
leaders can assess risk in real time. In construction and real estate, it 
often involves better forecasting and project visibility to adjust timelines 
and capital decisions. In nonprofit and government environments, it 
shows up as clearer governance and funding visibility to support faster, 
more confident decisions.

Across industries, the issue is rarely a lack of ideas. It’s the ability to act 
on them consistently.

Most teams aren’t short on ideas. They’re slowed down by how decisions 
get made.

	■ “Organizations want to move faster — but 
with more clarity. That requires better 

alignment and systems that support, not 
slow down decision-making.” 

	■ Tom Cox  
Wipfli Partner,  

Performance Management Practice

https://www.wipfli.com/about-wipfli/partners-and-associates/tom-cox
https://www.wipfli.com/services/organizational-performance-consulting
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What this enables

When this work is done well, stability turns into something more valuable 
— control.

Leaders gain:

	■ Faster, more consistent decision-making 

	■ Better alignment across teams and priorities 

	■ The ability to respond to change without disruption 

Instead of reacting late, they move in real time.

What if the opportunity isn’t the problem — but your ability to act on it? 
Clarity changes how you move. The next step is deciding where to act.

Checkpoint: How quickly can  
you actually respond?

What to look for:

If decisions are slow, inconsistent or frequently 

revisited, the issue isn’t strategy — it’s how the 

organization operates.

	■ How long does it take to make a major 

operational or strategic decision? 

	■ Do teams operate from a consistent, reliable  

set of data? 

	■ Where do decisions stall or get revisited  

multiple times? 

	■ Can your organization shift direction within a 

quarter — or does it take longer? 
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Turning clarity  
into action

Section 6: Your next move

Most mid-market leaders don’t 
struggle with ideas. They struggle 
with where to focus first and how to 
act without overcommitting.

By this point, the patterns should feel familiar. You’ve 
seen how leaders stabilize performance, position for 
growth and build the capacity to respond.

The next step isn’t to do all three at once.

These are levers you can pull at different times — and 
with different levels of intensity — depending on what 
your business needs most.

Most organizations will operate across all three.  
The difference is knowing where to focus first — and 
when to shift your emphasis as conditions change.

15
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Protect performance

If your biggest challenge is managing cost, risk or cash flow, the 
focus should be on strengthening your foundation before making 
additional moves.

That means improving visibility, reducing exposure and creating 
the operational control needed to move forward with confidence.

Position for growth

If you’re seeing opportunities but aren’t fully positioned to act, the 
focus shifts to readiness.

That means aligning capital, strategy and capabilities so you can 
move when the timing is right — without overextending.

Ways to act
	■ Evaluate and execute targeted M&A or expansion  

strategies 

	■ Invest in digital transformation and product innovation 

	■ Refine customer and data strategy to unlock new  
revenue streams 

	■ Structure tax and legal frameworks to support scalable growth

Ways to act
	■ Strengthen financial visibility through FP&A and  

scenario modeling 

	■ Identify tax credits and incentives to improve liquidity 

	■ Streamline operations with automation and AI-enabled 
efficiencies 

	■ Restructure or outsource functions to reduce fixed cost 

How Wipfli can help
	■ Accounting and advisory services: Improve cash flow  

visibility and scenario modeling 

	■ Tax credits & incentives: Identify opportunities to increase 
liquidity 

	■ Application modernization and automation: Streamline 
operations and reduce manual cost 

	■ Outsourced finance, HR and IT: Improve quality while 
managing fixed cost

How Wipfli can help
	■ Buy-side M&A strategy and diligence: Evaluate and 

execute targeted acquisitions 

	■ Digital transformation & product strategy: Build scalable 
offerings and capabilities 

	■ Customer and data strategy: Unlock new revenue 
opportunities 

	■ International and state tax strategy: Support expansion 
with the right structure

https://www.wipfli.com/services/assurance/accounting-services
https://www.wipfli.com/services/tax/credits-and-incentives
https://www.wipfli.com/services/digital/application-modernization
https://www.wipfli.com/services/outsourced-services
https://www.wipfli.com/services/transaction-advisory-services
https://www.wipfli.com/services/digital/digital-strategy
https://www.wipfli.com/services/digital/data-and-analytics
https://www.wipfli.com/services/tax
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Build adaptability

If decisions are slowing down 
progress, the focus should be on how 
your organization operates.

That means improving how decisions 
are made, supported and executed 
across teams.

You don’t need to pull every lever at 
once. Focus on the one that will move 
your business forward now — and 
adjust as conditions change.

Ways to act
	■ Strengthen forecasting and scenario planning capabilities 

	■ Modernize ERP, CRM and data platforms 

	■ Align leadership roles and decision-making processes 

	■ Invest in workforce development and cross-functional capability 

How Wipfli can help
	■ Strategy and operations consulting: Strengthen planning, scenario modeling and  

decision execution 

	■ ERP, CRM and data modernization: Improve visibility and consistency 

	■ Performance management & leadership alignment: Remove decision bottlenecks 

	■ Learning and development strategy: Build workforce flexibility and capability  

https://www.wipfli.com/services/organizational-performance-consulting/strategy-and-operations
https://www.wipfli.com/services/digital/enterprise-solutions
https://www.wipfli.com/services/organizational-performance-consulting
https://www.wipfli.com/services/organizational-performance-consulting/leadership-development-services


Let’s talk.
If you want to pressure-test your approach 
or explore where to focus next, Wipfli can 
help you move from insight to action — with 
practical guidance grounded in how mid-market 
organizations actually operate.  

Our team is ready to help.

“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.

Contact us

https://www.wipfli.com/services/risk-advisory?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=download&utm_campaign=invisible_risk 

