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What Is Strategic Planning?

Strategic planning is making choices. It is a process designed to support
leaders in being intentional about their goals and methods. Simply stated,
strategic planning is a management tool, and like any management tool,
it is used for one purpose only—to help an organization do a better job.
Strategic planning can help an organization focus its vision and priorities
in response to a changing environment and ensure that members of the
organization are working toward the same goals.

In short we def ine strategic planning as follows:

Strategic planning is a systematic process through which an organi-
zation agrees on—and builds commitment among key stakeholders
to—priorities that are essential to its mission and are responsive to
the environment. Strategic planning guides the acquisition and allo-
cation of resources to achieve these priorities.

Several key concepts in this def inition are worth expanding on to bet-
ter articulate the authors’ approach to planning and our values and beliefs
regarding a successful planning process:

• The process is strategic because it involves choosing how best to respond to
the circumstances of a dynamic and sometimes hostile environment. All liv-
ing plants respond to their environment, but as far as we know, they
do not choose how to respond. Nonprof it organizations have many
choices in the face of changing client or customer needs, funding
availability, competition, and other factors. Being strategic requires
recognizing these choices and committing to one set of responses
instead of another.

• Strategic planning is systematic in that it calls for following a process that is
both structured and data based.The process raises a sequence of questions
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that helps planners examine past experiences, test old assumptions,
gather and incorporate new information about the present, and antic-
ipate the environment in which the organization will be working in
the future. The process also guides planners in continually looking at
how the component programs and strategies f it with the vision and
vice versa.

• Strategic planning involves choosing specific priorities. The collection of
data should (1) surface a variety of choices about what the organization
will and will not do, (2) analyze the implications of those choices, and
(3) result in making choices, some of which have signif icant trade-
offs. Hard choices are often not overly complex, but are those that
require making agonizing or unpopular decisions. Planners must strive
for consensus on priorities at many levels, from the philosophical to
the operational.

• The process is about building commitment. Systematically engaging key
stakeholders, including clients and the community, in the process of
identifying priorities allows disagreements to be engaged construc-
tively and supports better communication and coordination. An inclu-
sive process allows a broad consensus to be built, resulting in enhanced
accountability throughout the organization.This commitment ensures
that a strategic plan will actively be used for guidance and inspiration.

• Finally, strategic planning guides the acquisition and allocation of resources.
Too often, decisions are made quickly about new funding opportu-
nities or spending for program and administrative needs in response
to situations as they arise without a thorough assessment of the impli-
cations. An approved strategic plan helps leaders make proactive and
realistic choices between competing funding strategies and between
spending for various program and administration needs. Balancing
the resource acquisition and spending plans is the essence of the busi-
ness side of strategic planning.

Why Plan?

Why should an organization embark on a strategic planning ef fort? After
all, planning consumes resources of time and money—precious commo-
dities for any nonprof it—and def ining the direction and activities of an
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organization, in an ever-changing environment, is daunting and can almost
seem futile. The answer is that strategic planning helps organizations do a
better job by helping leaders to be intentional about priorities and pro-
active in motivating others to achieve them.

Leadership guru Warren Bennis writes in his book, On Becoming a
Leader: “Managers are people who do things right, and leaders are people
who do the right thing.”1 Strategic planning is both a leadership tool and
a management tool. As a leadership tool, a successful planning process
encourages the organization to look at the question: “Are we doing the
right thing?”As a management tool, an ef fective planning process focuses
on whether the organization is “doing things right.”

Planning alone does not produce results; it is a means, not an end. The
plans have to be implemented to produce results. However,well developed
plans increase the chances that the day-to-day activities of the organiza-
tion will lead to desired results. Planning does this in two ways: It helps the
members of an organization bring into focus its priorities, and it improves
the process of people working together as they pursue these priorities.

Successful strategic planning improves the focus of an organization in
that it generates:

• An explicit understanding of the organization’s mission and organi-
zational values among staf f, board, and external constituencies

• A blueprint for action based on current information

• Broad milestones with which to monitor achievements and assess
results

• Information that can be used to market the organization to the pub-
lic and to potential funders

Successful strategic planning improves the process of people working
together in that it

• Creates a forum for discussing why the organization exists and the
shared values that should inf luence decisions

• Fosters successful communication and teamwork among the board of
directors and staf f

• Lays the groundwork for meaningful change by stimulating strategic
thinking and focusing on what’s really important to the organization’s
long-term success
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• Brings everyone’s attention back to what is most important: seeking
opportunities to better accomplish your mission

What Strategic Planning Is Not

Everything said previously to describe what strategic planning is informs
an understanding of what it is not.

• Strategic planning does not predict the future. Although strategic planning
involves making assumptions about the future environment, the deci-
sions are made in the present. “Planning deals with the futurity of cur-
rent decisions. Forward planning requires that choices be made among
possible events in the future, but decisions made in their light can be
made only in the present.”2 Over time, an organization must monitor
changes in its environment and assess whether its assumptions remain
essentially valid. If an unexpected shift occurs,major strategic decisions
may have to be revisited sooner than they would in a typical three- to
f ive-year planning cycle.

• Strategic planning is not a substitute for the judgment of leadership. Strate-
gic planning is a tool; it is not a substitute for the exercise of judgment
by leadership. Ultimately, the leaders of any enterprise need to ask
themselves:“What are the most important issues to respond to?” and
“How shall we respond?” Just as a tool such as a hammer doesn’t create
a bookshelf, so the data analysis and decision-making tools of strate-
gic planning do not make the decisions. There is no right answer.
Strategic planning merely supports the intuition, reasoning skills, and
judgment that people bring to the work of their organization.

• Strategic planning is rarely a smooth, predictable, linear process. Strategic
planning, although structured in many respects, typically does not f low
smoothly from one phase to the next. It is a creative process, requir-
ing f lexibility.The fresh insight arrived at today might very well alter
the decisions made yesterday. Inevitably, the process moves forward
and backward several times before the group arrives at the f inal set
of decisions. No one should be surprised if the process feels less 
like a comfortable trip on a commuter train and more like a ride on
a roller coaster, but remember that even roller coaster cars arrive at
their destination, as long as they stay on track!
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Keys to Effective Strategic Planning

The elements highlighted previously in our def inition and approach speak
to the characteristics of strategic planning that we believe are most nec-
essary for success. In addition, a few other thoughts about our approach
are suggested here as advice to prospective planners:

• Focus on the most important issues during your strategic planning process.
It may take a while to become clear, but inevitably there are only a
few critical choices that the planning process must answer. (If you
don’t have any really important choices to make about your organi-
zation’s future, you don’t need strategic planning.) Resist the temp-
tation to pursue all of the interesting questions. You simply won’t
have the time, energy, or resources to do it all.

• Be willing to question both the status quo and sacred cows. In order to under-
stand what is most important in the current atmosphere and in the
expected future, old assumptions about what is important must be
challenged. It is possible to honor the past and still make new deci-
sions. Don’t allow new ideas to be characterized as inherent criticisms
of the past.

• Produce a document. Whether an organization engages in an abbrevi-
ated process or an extensive strategic planning process, a planning
document should be created. A useful strategic plan can be only a few
pages long. The document is a symbol of accomplishment, a guide
for internal operations, and a marketing tool for current and future
supporters.

• Make sure the strategic plan is translated into an annual operating plan for
at least the first year. A critical test of a good strategic plan is that the
operational implications are clear.Without a practical operating plan
that articulates short-term priorities—and clearly identif ies who 
is responsible for implementation—a strategic plan will rarely be
implemented. Writing the f irst year’s annual operating plan and
supporting budget with the strategic plan in mind makes sure your
strategic plan passes this test.

We like the following cartoon about strategic planning because it pokes
gentle fun at the too-common tendency for strategic plans to be f iled but
not used.
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Summary of Key Concepts

Strategic planning:

• Is strategic. Intentionally responds to the current environment, includ-
ing competition

• Is systematic and data based. Gathers new information to make decisions

• Sets priorities. Makes decisions about direction and goals 

• Builds commitment. Engages appropriate stakeholders

• Guides resource acquisition and allocation. Takes into account the busi-
ness of nonprof its

Strategic planning is not:

• A prediction of the future. Instead, it is a plan based on current information.

• A substitute for judgment. Instead, it is a vehicle for informed decision
making.

• A smooth, linear process. Instead, it is iterative; insights at one stage may
change earlier conclusions.

Keys for ef fective planning:

• Focus on the most important issues.
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• Be willing to question the status quo and sacred cows.

• Produce a document.

• Make sure the strategic plan is translated into annual operating plans.

Different Types of Planning

What Is the Difference Between Strategic Planning, 
Long-Range Planning, Business Planning, and 
Operational Planning?

Although many people use these terms interchangeably, strategic planning
and long-range planning dif fer in their emphasis on the assumed envi-
ronment. Long-range planning is generally considered to assume that cur-
rent knowledge about future conditions is suf f iciently reliable to ensure
the plan’s reliability over the duration of its implementation. In the 1950s
and 1960s, for example, the U.S. economy was relatively stable and some-
what predictable; therefore, long-range planning was both fashionable and
useful. It was not uncommon for U.S. corporations to have large planning
staffs developing long-range plans with highly detailed goals, strategies, and
operational objectives identif ied over a 20-year time period or even longer.

Strategic planning, however, assumes that an organization must respond
to an environment that is dynamic and hard to predict. Strategic planning
stresses the importance of making decisions that position an organization
to successfully respond to changes in the environment, including changes
by competitors and collaborators. The emphasis is on overall direction
rather than predicting specif ic, year-by-year, concrete objectives.The focus
of strategic planning is on strategic management (i.e., the application of
strategic thinking to the job of leading an organization to achieving its
purpose). As a result, although some organizations may develop visions that
stretch many years into the future, most strategic plans discuss priority
goals no further than f ive years out, with operational objectives identif ied
for only the f irst year.

Strategic planning and operational planning involve two different types of
thinking. Strategic decisions are fundamental, directional, and overarching.
Operational decisions primarily af fect the day-to-day implementation of
strategic decisions. Whereas strategic decisions usually have longer-term
implications, operational decisions usually have immediate (less than one
year) implications.
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Business planning typically attends to not only strategies and goals, but
also detailed (at least three years’ worth) projections for revenues and
expenses. The audience for a traditional business plan includes potential
investors and lenders; a business owner uses the plan to convince investors
and lenders that the business activity will generate enough money to pay
a return or to pay back a loan.Thus, a business plan relies on decisions made
in a strategic plan but is likely to be much more focused on the imple-
mentation and financial elements of a plan. Increasingly,nonprofits are devel-
oping business plans not only for investors and lenders but to help make
explicit the relationship between money and mission in their enterprise.

These various levels of planning often overlap. Strategic plans should
outline core strategies (the primary focus of the organization’s resources
to best achieve its mission) and usually contain a description of longer-
term program and administrative priorities (long-term goals and objec-
tives). Both long-term and operational (short-term) goals and objectives
are needed to support core strategies. All of these goals are important and
need to be done well. However, it is important not to confuse the four
concepts: strategic planning, long-term planning, operational planning, and
business planning. These concepts can be summarized as follows.

Long-Range Planning

• Views future as predictable—assumes current trends will continue

• Focuses on setting long-range objectives

• Assumes a most likely future and emphasizes working backward to
map out a year-by-year sequence of events

• Asks the question:“What should we be doing each year for the next
three to f ive years?

Strategic Planning

• Views future as unpredictable

• Views planning as a continuous process

• Considers a range of possible futures and emphasizes strategy devel-
opment based on assessment of the organization’s internal (strength
and weaknesses) and external (opportunities and threats) environment

• Asks the questions:“Based on our current understanding of the envi-
ronment, are we doing the right thing? How can we best use our re-
sources to achieve our mission?”
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Operational Planning

• Focuses on setting short-term (less than one year) objectives

• Assumes much more detailed planning regarding by whom and how
activities will be accomplished

• Asks the question:“What do we need to be doing for the upcoming
year and/or immediately to best accomplish our mission?”

Business Planning

• Is typically expected to include not only strategies and goals but also
detailed (at least three years’ worth) projections for revenues and
expenses

• Is used by a business owner to convince existing and potential investors
and lenders (the audience for a traditional business plan) that the busi-
ness activity will generate enough money to pay a return or to pay back
a loan.

Incorporating a Business Planning Approach 
into Your Strategic Plan

Traditionally, few nonprof its have been able to borrow money to fund
operations—largely because their operations did not generate new rev-
enue. Nonprofits did not spend money they did not have; rather, they raised
money from grants and contributions and spent it. However, as more non-
prof its have begun to manage revenue-generating activities, often called
social enterprises, the use of business plans has increased.When a museum
runs a store, or a community development corporation collects rent from
apartments they developed, these activities generate revenue as opposed to
being funded with grants or other contributed revenue.

More recently, nonprof its are coming to value the discipline of business
planning even for activities that are not generating revenue in the afore-
mentioned sense. The business strategy of an organization with 100 per-
cent government funding is to be fully grant funded. If the outlook for
continued government funding dims, then the desirability of this business
strategy decreases.

Most nonprof its are unable to provide the kind of detail anticipated in
business plans because of unpredictability of revenue f lows (e.g., it is dif-
f icult to forecast what grant funding will be received three years hence).
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Still, business planning is becoming an increasingly useful concept (i.e., to
think of operations in business terms), and such thinking should be incor-
porated into a strategic plan. Do we have a sustainable business strategy?
What are the assumptions on which our strategy is based? Do the current
and future political, economic, social, technological, and demographic trends
support the sustainability of our current business strategy? A business plan-
ning approach informs the model of this book in that we attend to where
money and other resources come from and how resources are used.

Should Strategic Plans Always Have a Longer-Term Focus?

Typically, yes: a strategic plan articulates both core future strategies and 
specif ic longer-term goals and objectives. A strategic plan may also—or
sometimes only—be current focused and articulate shorter-term goals and
objectives.

Strategic Decisions Operational Decisions

Fundamental, directional Focused on current operations

Longer-term impact Shorter-term impact

Is Strategic Planning Capacity Building?

Yes. In fact, strategic planning is one of the most frequent activities non-
prof its undertake among various types of capacity building. In the last
decade, we have seen an enormous growth in attention to capacity building
for nonprof it organizations. Paul Light, noted researcher and author, iden-
tif ies strategic planning as one of a handful of capacity-building activities
that are most frequently undertaken.3 Others include strengthening inter-
nal management (e.g., through new information technology), reorganization,
team building, leadership development, and hiring consultants in a variety
of roles. Moreover, recent studies show that nonprof its use these various
capacity-building activities nearly as often as private-sector companies.
According to Light, a 2002 study by the Bain management consulting f irm
found that 89 percent of their private clients had conducted strategic plan-
ning within the previous year or two. Light’s own research suggests that
69 percent of nonprof its conducted strategic planning in a similar time
frame.4
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How Is Strategic Planning with Nonprofit Organizations
Different from Planning in For-Profit Businesses or
Government Entities?

Strategic planning is interdisciplinary and incorporates concepts from
competitive strategy, history, business practices, and organizational theory.
It came to prominence as a distinct discipline in the 1950s and 1960s be-
cause of its popularity among many corporations headquartered in the
United States. Still, the essential concepts are applicable to any organiza-
tional setting.

What is similar about strategic planning in nonprof its, for-prof it busi-
nesses, and government entities is the essence of strategic planning—in an
organizational setting, deciding what to accomplish and how to go about
it in response to a dynamic operating environment.What is dif ferent is the
nature of the internal and external forces that bear on the essential task.

The governance of organizations in the three sectors is quite dif ferent
and has signif icant implications for strategic planning. A board of direc-
tors governs both nonprof its and for-prof it businesses, whereas govern-
ment organizations are governed by a wide variety of publicly elected
bodies.The boards of for-prof it businesses represent—or are—the literal
owners of the business. Nonprof it boards represent the public interest.

For-prof it businesses, especially in the past 20 years, have emphasized
customer satisfaction to a greater degree than either nonprof its or govern-
ment. For-prof it businesses have invested heavily in market research and
in attempts to improve quality as they compete for customer business.
Because the direct consumers of the products and services of nonprof its
and government organizations typically pay only a small portion of the
cost, the funders—whether foundations or taxpayers—have had a much
greater influence than customer satisfaction on the strategies of organizations
in these two not-for-prof it sectors.This situation is beginning to change,
however; witness the popularity of Reinventing Government,5 a book that
emphasizes increased responsiveness of the government to the public and
increased focus on accountability in the nonprof it sector.

Finally, values and orientation to a mission have typically been the 
hallmark of nonprof its and less inf luential in for-prof it business and 
government.This attitude is also changing. In the past decade,much of the
for-prof it business sector literature, starting with In Search of Excellence,6 has
emphasized the importance of values and mission statements in well-run
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companies. Similarly, it is not uncommon now to f ind government off ices
with mission statements that articulate the unique contribution the off ice
aspires to make to the public welfare. Despite these differences,with minor
translation to different contexts, much of the conceptual framework in this
book is equally applicable to organizational settings in either the for-prof it
business or government sectors.7

What Does a Strategy Look Like?

Contained within a strategic plan should be the articulation of an orga-
nization’s three to f ive core future strategies. These strategies help the
reader understand where the organization will be primarily focusing its
resources for the time frame of the strategic plan. Strategies communicate
what priorities are most important for the organization to be focusing
on—priorities that will help an organization make substantive progress
toward the achievement of its mission and assist the organization get from
where it is now to where it needs to go in the longer term.

Strategy is not a response to short-term f luctuations in operations or
the environment. . . . Strategy deals with the predetermined direction
toward which these quick responses are pointed. It is concerned with
the longer-term course that the ship is steering, not with the waves.8

Following are some sample strategies.

Sample Program Strategy After many years spent caring for ne-
glected animals, one local Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
(SPCA) shifted its overall program strategy toward prevention. This shift
required keeping the care programs at current levels, but increasing the
education and advocacy programs.To implement the strategy, all programs
were instructed to develop and implement an education component to
their service, and the staff increased their efforts to pass legislation designed
to prevent unwanted pets and animal abuse.

A possible long-term objective to support this strategy would be:

• Within the next f ive years, reduce by at least 50 percent the number
of animals that have to be put to sleep.

Sample short-term objectives to support this strategy include:

• Within the next year, have each department develop and implement
a plan for adding an education component to its scope of work.
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• Hire an education director to coordinate education ef forts.

• Develop and implement a “Spay and Neuter” campaign.

Sample Resource Development Strategy In pursuit of their mission
to “increase opportunities to experience world-class art in our commu-
nity,” a relatively new museum chose an innovative acquisition strategy:
They chose to rent much of their collection, rather than primarily raise
money to increase their art collection. Although this strategy did not directly
af fect all departments, it did have a major impact on the use of resources.

Sample long-term objectives to support this strategy include:

• Acquire at least 50 percent of exhibitions from other museums’ col-
lections.

• Focus art collecting on twentieth-century California artists.

Sample short-term objective to support this strategy includes:

• Within the next year, collaborate with other museums to put on one
exhibition that highlights nineteenth-century Japanese drawings and
one exhibition that highlights French impressionists.

Sample Administrative Capacity Strategy During its planning
process, an organization received feedback that while clients valued their
services, most people—referral agencies, potential donors, etc.—knew 
little about the organization’s work. One of their core future strategies 
was “greater emphasis on visibility.” Each department was asked to add a
visibility component to its long-term objectives and annual workplan.

A sample long-term objective to support this strategy includes:

• Increase by 50 percent the number of referrals received from govern-
ment and community organizations.

Sample short-term objectives to support this strategy include:

• Contract with a public relations f irm to assist in the development of
a marketing campaign.

• Develop a brochure and other supporting data to be used by the board
and staf f to publicize services.

Sample Governance Strategy The board of directors of a volunteer-
run organization played both an administrative and a governance role—
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they ran the organization (made all the day-to-day decisions) and governed
the organization (protected the public interest by making sure that char-
itable dollars were used ef fectively and ef f iciently to support the organi-
zation’s mission).The board made the decision to start to hire staf f to run
the programs and change from an administrative and governance board to
a primarily governance board.

Sample long-term objectives to support this strategy include:

• Focus board committees primarily on governance (i.e., fundraising,
f inance, planning) as opposed to program operation.

• Increase the board to 18 members, with particular attention to indi-
viduals with fundraising experience and interest.

Sample short-term objectives to support this strategy include:

• Train board members on the roles and responsibilities of a gover-
nance board.

• Develop a decision-making grid to clarify decision-making roles of
the staf f and board.

In each case, the organization made a clear choice among competing
options about how best to pursue its mission. Strategies either af fect every
department or use a considerable amount of the organization’s resources.
It is easy to see how each of these core strategies might be translated into
specif ic goals and objectives over a period of several years and for the
immediate future, with suf f icient resources allocated in the yearly budget
to support the accomplishment of those strategies.What is not easy to see
is how much effort, experimentation, and discussion were required to f ind
these successful strategies. The strategic planning process helps organiza-
tions identify various strategic options and make intelligent choices in
developing strategic directions and plans.

The Strategic Planning Process

The fundamental phases of the strategic planning process, as outlined in
this book and illustrated in Exhibit 1.1, are presented as a logical series of
phases and related steps that allow for f lexibility and creativity.These rec-
ommended phases are not the only recipe for cooking up a strategic plan
—other sources might recommend dif ferent steps or variations on these
phases—but this book’s strategic planning process describes the essential

14 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning

c01.qxd(001-030)  2/10/05  6:42 PM  Page 14



e
x

h
ib

it
1

.1
t

h
e

 s
t

r
a

t
e

g
ic

 p
l

a
n

n
in

g
 p

r
o

c
e

s
s

G
et

ti
ng

 S
et

 U
p

fo
r S

uc
ce

ss
Ph

as
e 

1

D
ef

in
in

g 
Yo

ur
 C

ha
lle

ng
e

S
et

ti
ng

 Y
ou

r C
ou

rs
e

Ke
ep

in
g 

th
e 

Pl
an

 R
el

ev
an

t

Ph
as

e 
2

Ph
as

e 
3

Ph
as

e 
4

Ph
as

e 
5

Ph
as

e 
6

Ph
as

e 
7

Ph
as

e 
1:

 S
te

ps
1.

1.
 I

de
nt

if
y 

re
as

on
s 

fo
r

 
pl

an
ni

ng

1.
2.

 S
et

 u
p 

th
e 

pl
an

ni
ng

 
pr

oc
es

s 
fo

r s
uc

ce
ss

1.
3.

 D
ev

el
op

 a
 p

la
n

 
fo

r g
at

he
ri

ng
 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n

1.
4.

 D
es

ig
n 

a 
pl

an
ni

ng
 

pr
oc

es
s 

to
 m

ee
t t

he
 

or
ga

ni
za

tio
n’

s 
ne

ed
s

1.
5.

 D
ev

el
op

 a
 “

pl
an

 fo
r 

 
pl

an
ni

ng
” 

w
or

ks
he

et
 

 
(P

la
nn

in
g 

W
or

kp
la

n)

Ph
as

e 
2:

 S
te

ps
2.

1.
 C

re
at

e 
(o

r r
ev

is
it

)
 

a 
m

is
si

on
 s

ta
te

m
en

t

2.
2.

 D
ra

ft
 a

 v
is

io
n

 
st

at
em

en
t

2.
3.

 A
rt

ic
ul

at
e/

af
fir

m
 

th
e 

or
ga

ni
za

ti
on

’s
 

va
lu

es
, b

el
ie

fs
, a

nd
 

gu
id

in
g 

pr
in

ci
pl

es

Ph
as

e 
3:

 S
te

ps
3.

1.
 S

um
m

ar
iz

e
 

or
ga

ni
za

tio
n’

s 
hi

st
or

y
 

an
d 

ac
co

m
pl

is
hm

en
ts

3.
2.

 A
rt

ic
ul

at
e 

pr
ev

io
us

 
an

d 
cu

rr
en

t s
tr

at
eg

ie
s

3.
3.

 G
at

he
r i

nf
or

m
at

io
n

3.
4 

fr
om

 in
te

rn
al

 a
nd

 
ex

te
rn

al
 s

ta
ke

ho
ld

er
s

3.
5.

 E
va

lu
at

e 
cu

rr
en

t
 

pr
og

ra
m

s;
  c

ol
le

ct
 

ob
je

ct
iv

e 
da

ta

3.
6.

 S
um

m
ar

iz
e

 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
co

lle
ct

ed

Ph
as

e 
4:

 S
te

ps
4.

1.
 M

ak
e 

se
ns

e 
of

 th
e

 
da

ta
 c

ol
le

ct
ed

4.
2.

 B
us

in
es

s 
pl

an
ni

ng
:

 
as

se
ss

 p
ro

gr
am

 
po

rt
fo

lio
 a

nd
 a

gr
ee

 
on

 c
om

pe
ti

ti
ve

 
gr

ow
th

 s
tr

at
eg

ie
s

4.
3.

 S
um

m
ar

iz
e 

fu
tu

re
 

pr
og

ra
m

 p
or

tf
ol

io

4.
4.

 A
gr

ee
 o

n 
co

re
 fu

tu
re

 
st

ra
te

gi
es

4.
5.

 A
gr

ee
 o

n 
ad

m
in

is
tr

a-
 

ti
ve

, f
in

an
ci

al
, a

nd
 

 
go

ve
rn

an
ce

 p
ri

or
it

ie
s

Ph
as

e 
5:

 S
te

ps
5.

1.
 C

re
at

e 
go

al
s 

an
d 

 
 

ob
je

ct
iv

es

5.
2.

 D
ev

el
op

 lo
ng

-r
an

ge
 

fin
an

ci
al

 p
ro

je
ct

io
ns

5.
3.

 W
ri

te
 th

e 
st

ra
te

gi
c 

 
pl

an

5.
4.

 A
do

pt
 th

e
 

st
ra

te
gi

c 
pl

an

Ph
as

e 
6:

 S
te

ps
6.

1.
 M

an
ag

e 
th

e
 

tr
an

si
ti

on
: a

ss
es

s 
 

th
e 

ch
an

ge
s 

 
re

qu
ir

ed
 fo

r s
uc

ce
ss

6.
2.

 D
ev

el
op

 a
 d

et
ai

le
d

 
an

nu
al

 o
pe

ra
ti

ng
 

(i
m

pl
em

en
ta

ti
on

)
 

pl
an

 fo
r u

pc
om

in
g

 
ye

ar
 (1

st
 y

ea
r’

s 
go

al
s

 
an

d 
ob

je
ct

iv
es

)

Ph
as

e 
7:

 S
te

ps
7.

1.
 E

va
lu

at
e 

th
e 

pl
an

 
an

d 
th

e 
pl

an
ni

ng
 

pr
oc

es
s 

7.
2.

 M
on

it
or

 th
e 

st
ra

te
gi

c 
 

pl
an

 (a
t l

ea
st

 o
nc

e 
a 

 
ye

ar
) a

nd
 re

vi
se

 a
s 

 
ne

ed
ed

Pr
od

uc
t 

�
 P

la
nn

in
g

W
or

kp
la

n

Pr
od

uc
t 

�
 M

is
si

on
,

Vi
si

on
, a

nd
 V

al
ue

s
S

ta
te

m
en

ts
Pr

od
uc

t 
�

 D
at

a 
to

In
fo

rm
 D

ec
is

io
ns

Pr
od

uc
t 

�
 D

ec
is

io
ns

Pr
od

uc
t 

�
 S

tr
at

eg
ic

 P
la

n
Pr

od
uc

t 
�

 A
nn

ua
l

Pl
an

Pr
od

uc
t 

�
 B

es
t P

ra
ct

ic
es

fo
r F

ut
ur

e 
Pl

an
ni

ng
 a

nd
Ef

fe
ct

iv
e 

M
ec

ha
ni

sm
s 

fo
r

M
on

it
or

in
g

G
et

Re
ad

y

Ar
ti

cu
la

te
M

is
si

on
,

Vi
si

on
, a

nd
Va

lu
es

As
se

ss
Yo

ur
S

it
ua

ti
on

Ag
re

e 
on

Pr
io

ri
ti

es
W

ri
te

 th
e

Pl
an

Im
pl

em
en

t 
th

e 
Pl

an

Ev
al

ua
te

an
d 

M
on

it
or

 
th

e 
Pl

an

So
ur

ce
: ©

 C
om

pa
ss

Po
in

t N
on

pr
of

it 
S

er
vi

ce
s

15

c01.qxd(001-030)  2/10/05  6:42 PM  Page 15



ingredients of the planning process and the usual results. We encourage
planners to add their own touches to the recipe (e.g., by spicing up oppor-
tunities for interaction among participants or giving elegance to the pres-
entation, to create a plan that will not only sustain an organization but will
help it prevail).

Phase 1: Get Ready

To get ready for strategic planning, an organization must f irst assess whether
it is the right time to engage in a planning process and what that planning
process might look like. Although several issues must be addressed in assess-
ing readiness, that determination essentially comes down to whether an
organization’s leaders are truly committed to the ef fort and whether they
are able to devote the necessary attention to the big picture at the time.
If a funding crisis looms, or if the founder is about to depart, or if the envi-
ronment is so turbulent that everyone is putting out f ires, then it doesn’t
make sense to engage in strategic planning at this time.

An organization that determines it is ready to begin strategic planning
must then complete the following tasks to pave the way for an organized
process:

• Identify specif ic issues or choices that the planning process should
address.

• Decide on the basic process to use, including roles and participation
(who does what in the process,whether to use a planning committee,
whether to hire a consultant, etc.).

• Identify the information that must be collected to help make sound
decisions.

The product developed at the end of Phase 1 is a strategic planning work-
plan (plan for planning).

Phase 2: Articulate Mission, Vision, and Values

A mission statement communicates to the world what you do and why
you do it. As such, organizations need to have a succinct and well-crafted
mission statement that has both a statement of purpose—why the orga-
nization exists—and a description of what the organization does—and
for whom—to fulf ill that purpose.

16 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning
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Whereas the mission statement summarizes the who, what, and why of
an organization’s work, a vision statement presents an image in words of
what success will look like if the organization achieved its purpose:

A vision is a mental model of a future state . . . built upon reason-
able assumptions about the future . . . inf luenced by our own judg-
ments about what is possible and worthwhile. . . . A vision is a
mental model that people and organizations can bring into being
through their commitment and actions.9

Finally, most nonprof it organizations are driven by—and grounded
in—values and beliefs about why they exist and how they want to oper-
ate in support of those values. The more those values are made explicit,
the more likely it is that those values will be put into action.

With mission,vision,and values statements in hand,an organization knows
what it is doing, why it is doing it, and what it hopes to achieve. The next
phases of the process discuss how to get the job done.The products devel-
oped at the end of Phase 2 are draft statements of mission, vision, and values.

Phase 3: Assess Your Situation

Once an organization has established some clarity on why it exists, what
it does, and what it hopes to achieve, it must take a clear-eyed look at its
current situation.This step requires gathering up-to-date information about
the organization’s internal strengths and weaknesses and its external oppor-
tunities and threats (SWOT)—assessments that will ref ine and possibly
reshape the list of strategic questions the organization faces and seeks to
answer through the strategic planning process. In this phase, information
is gathered from both internal and external stakeholders about their percep-
tions and expectations of the organization and empirical data are collected
to inform the decisions made in the next phase. The product of Phase 3 is
a database of concrete information that will support planners in making
decisions about an organization’s future priorities. At times, an organi-
zation may choose to reverse Phases 2 and 3, gathering data about the
organization’s situation before having a discussion regarding mission, vision,
and values.

Phase 4: Agree on Priorities

Once an organization’s mission has been af f irmed and its critical issues
identif ied, it is time to make decisions about the future direction of the

the strategic planning process 17
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organization: the broad approaches to be taken (strategies) and the general
and specif ic results to be sought (the long-term and short-term goals and
objectives). Strategies, goals, and objectives may emerge from individual
inspiration, group discussion, or formal decision-making techniques, but
the bottom line is that, in the end, leadership agrees on its top priorities.

This phase can take considerable time. Discussions at this stage may re-
quire additional information or a reevaluation of conclusions reached dur-
ing the situation assessment. It is even possible that new insights will emerge
that change the thrust of the mission statement. In order to create the best
possible plan, it is important that planners are willing to go back in the
process to an earlier phase to use new information. The product of Phase
4 is an agreement on the organization’s priorities: the general strategies,
long-range goals, and specif ic objectives.

Phase 5: Write the Strategic Plan

The mission has been articulated, the critical issues identif ied, and the
strategies and goals agreed on. This step involves putting the pieces to-
gether into one coherent document. Usually one member of the planning
committee, the executive director, or a designated writer,will draft a f inal
plan document and then submit it for review by all key decision makers
(usually the board and management staff ).The reviewers should make sure
that the plan answers the key questions about priorities and directions in
suff icient detail to serve as a guide for the organization’s members. Revi-
sions should not be dragged out for months, but action should be taken
to answer any important questions raised at this juncture. The end result
will be a concise description of where the organization is going, how it
should get there, and why it needs to go that way—ideas that are widely
supported by the organization’s staf f and board. The product of Phase 5
is the strategic plan.

Phase 6: Implement the Strategic Plan

All of the work described so far is for naught if it doesn’t align the day-to-
day work with the strategic priorities that have been so carefully chosen.
The interface between the strategic directional thinking embodied in the
strategic plan and day-to-day work is a concise and easy-to-use operating plan.
It should coincide with the organization’s f iscal year and accommodate the

18 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning
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need for other, more detailed program-level planning related to funding
cycles or other reporting cycles.

An organization’s strategic priorities, its organizational structure, and its
previous planning process will inf luence the nature of a particular organi-
zation’s operating plan.The essence of the operating plan, though, remains
the same: a document that def ines the short-term, concrete objectives lead-
ing to achievement of strategic goals and objectives and that is easy to use
and monitor. Ironically, the level of detail is not the deciding factor in how
useful the operating plan is; the most important factors are the clarity of
guidelines for implementation and the precision of results to be monitored.

In addition, we need to be aware that confusion and resistance may sur-
face during implementation of the plan, especially regarding the changes
that need to occur. As part of ensuring successful implementation of the
plan,management needs to pay attention to managing the changes required
and supporting organization members in successfully executing those
changes. The products of Phase 6 are a detailed annual operating plan.

Phase 7: Evaluate and Monitor the Strategic Plan

The strategic planning process is never really f inished.There are cycles and
periods of more and less intense activity, but the process of responding to
a changing environment is ongoing. Each organization needs to choose
the appropriate length of time for planning and reevaluating. Many non-
prof its use a three-year planning cycle.The f irst strategic plan is completed
with a three-year time horizon and a one-year annual operating plan. At
the end of years one and two, progress toward the priorities of the strate-
gic plan are assessed and adjusted as necessary, and a new annual operat-
ing plan is developed. During year three, a renewed strategic planning
process is undertaken. Depending on the extent of change in the organi-
zation’s internal and external environment, the strategic planning work-
plan is more or less intensive. By the end of year three, a new three-year
plan, as well as a new annual operating plan, is approved and the cycle
begins again.What is important is that the planning process is ongoing and
responds to the changing environment. If the core strategies and priori-
ties agreed to for the future remain valid, which is not uncommon, then
the time frame previously outlined works well. However, if the environ-
ment changes in ways that are fundamentally dif ferent from the assump-
tions underlying the strategic plan, then it is necessary to regroup and

the strategic planning process 19
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restrategize earlier.The product of Phase 7 is a current (quarterly or annual)
assessment of the ongoing validity of the decisions made during the strate-
gic planning process and revision to the plan as needed.

Exhibit 1.2 describes the phases in detail, with all the related steps nec-
essary to complete the plan.

The Language of Strategic Planning
in the Nonprofit Sector

In professions such as accounting and law, the language is fairly well-
def ined. Every accountant knows what a debit is. Every lawyer knows
what a tort is. There is no such agreement on the def initions of planning
words used by planners, however, and there are dif fering def initions of
planning words as used by the nonprof it sector as opposed to the for-prof it
sector. Is there a difference between mission and purpose? Why distinguish
between external and internal vision? What is a strategy? What distin-
guishes goals from objectives and programs from activities? 

We believe two things are important about strategic planning terms.
The f irst is that it doesn’t really matter what you call certain concepts, as
long as everyone in your group uses the same def initions.The def initions
we use are spelled out in the next couple of pages. The second point is a
fundamental distinction between means and ends. In our view, it is critical
not to confuse means and ends—and one of the key purposes of language
clarity is to support this conceptual clarity.

A successful strategic planning process supports an organization involv-
ing its stakeholders in reaching consensus about what end results they are
trying to achieve (external vision, purpose, goals, and objectives),and the
means to accomplish those results (internal vision, core services, specif ic
programs and administrative functions, and activities).

An organization’s strategic plan is not an end,but rather a means of achiev-
ing its purpose.Tom Peters (In Search of Excellence10), John Carver (Boards
That Make a Difference11), and many others have emphasized the need for
the people implementing a strategic plan to have enough f lexibility and
authority to be creative and responsive to new developments—without
having to reconstruct an entire strategic plan. This f lexibility is required
most in adjusting means. In other words, the purpose of an organization
and the priority goals are much less likely to change than are the programs
and activities necessary to achieve them.

20 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning
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the language of strategic planning 21

exhibit 1.2 detailed pl anning activit ies 
that an organiz ation might engage
in during the pl anning process

Phase Planning Activities Key Products

Phase 1 1.1 Identify the reasons for planning Articulation of desired
outcomes

1.2 Set up your planning process for Go/No go decision
success

1.3 Develop a plan for gathering Clarity about
information from internal and information needed
external sources

1.4 Design a planning process to meet Decision about process
your organization’s needs design

1.5 Develop a planning workplan that Planning workplan
articulates the outcome(s) of the 
planning process, strategic issues
to address, roles, planning activities, 
and time frame

Phase 2 2.1 Write (or revisit) your mission  Affirmation of current
Define mission statement mission statement or
Your revision of current
Mission, mission statement

2.2 Draft a vision statement Vision statement

2.3 Articulate/affirm your values, Values statements
beliefs, and guiding principles

Phase 3 3.1 Develop your organizational profile: Board and staff are up 
Assess summarize organization history to date regarding 
Your and prepare summary information history and current
Organi- regarding programs/services scope and scale of

programs

3.2 Articulate previous and current Context for future 
strategies decisions

3.3 Collect perceptions of internal Data to inform planning
stakeholders regarding decisions
organization’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats

(continues)

Vision,
Values

zation’s
Situation

Get
Ready
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Phase Planning Activities Key Products

3.4 Collect perceptions of external Data to inform planning
stakeholders regarding decisions
organization’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats

3.5 Collect empirical data to better Data to inform planning
understand the choices to be made decisions
during the strategic planning 
process. Evaluate current programs.

3.6 Summarize findings from data Report that summarizes
gathered from internal and data and is used as
external sources: organization’s part of the discussion
strengths and weaknesses; trends below
in the environment that are or 
will impact the organization; 
organization’s competitive 
advantage, needs in the community

Phase 4 4.1 Analyze data: review progress to Shared understanding
Agree on date and update the workplan of common themes
Priorities if necessary emerging to date and

plan for completing the
planning process

4.2 Assess your program portfolio Data to inform planning
decisions

4.3 Agree on programs’ future growth Outline of future scope
strategies and develop program and scale of programs
portfolio

4.4 Confirm your future core strategies List of 3 to 5 future
core strategies

4.5 Agree on administrative, financial, Long-term goals and
and governance priorities. objectives
Summarize the revenue potential
and resources required to support
the organization’s long-term vision

exhibit 1.2 detailed pl anning activit ies that
an organiz ation might engage in 
during pl anning process (Continued)
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Phase Planning Activities Key Products

Phase 5 5.1 Create goals and objectives Goals and objectives

5.2 Understand the financial implications Information for long-
of your decisions range fundraising plan

5.3 Write the plan Written strategic plan,
• Introduction to the plan/executive approved by the board

summary of directors
• About the strategic planning

process (summary of process
used)

• Mission statement
• Vision statement
• Values statement
• Summary of SWOT (included 

in appendix of plan)
• Core future strategies
• Program goals and objectives
• Administrative goals and

objectives, revenue potential, 
and resources required

5.4 Adopt the plan Adopted plan

Phase 6 6.1 Manage the transition period Plan for managing the
Implement between the old and the new: Assess transition between the
the Plan the changes that need to happen old and the new way of

(skills, systems and structures, and doing things
organization culture) to support the 
strategic plan

6.2 Develop a detailed implementation Annual plan
plan for upcoming year (f irst year’s
goals and objectives)

Phase 7 7.1 Evaluate the strategic planning Best practices for 
Evaluate process future planning

7.2 Monitor the strategic plan (at least Effective mechanisms
once a year) and affirm, update, and for monitoring the 
revise as needed. Develop next year’s plan and ensuring that
detailed implementation plan the plan is relevant and

is implemented

Write the
Plan

and
Monitor 
the Plan
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For example, an organization decides it wants to achieve a particular
goal and sets up a program to achieve that goal. If another organization
has decided simultaneously to set up a similar program, the f irst organi-
zation may collaborate with the second organization or adjust its program
plan without changing its original goal.

Peters calls this being “tight on ends” (i.e., building strong commitment
to the purpose and goals of an organization), while allowing the people
in the organization to creatively adapt their methods to best achieve the
goals, or staying “loose on means.”12

The planning process presented in Strategic Planning for Nonprofit Orga-
nizations:A Practical Guide and Workbook is built on the important relation-
ship between ends and means. Because dif ferent individuals use dif ferent
terminology, Exhibits 1.3 and 1.4 def ine the language to help make the
thinking behind this process clear and useful.

Key terms can be def ined as follows:

• Core strategies. Broad, overall priorities or directions adopted by an
organization

• Mission statement. A succinct statement that articulates what the orga-
nization does (its programs) and why it does it (the purpose for pro-
viding those programs)

• Values and beliefs. The basic, guiding principles that guide and inspire
the board and staf f

Remember,when implementing your strategic plan, you should be “tight
on ends and loose on means.”

How Much Time and Money Does It
Take To Do Strategic Planning?

The answer is: It depends. A useful strategic plan can be sketched out in
a few hours at no cost, completed at a one- or two-day retreat for several
hundred or a few thousand dollars, or take over a year to write and cost
more than $100,000. On what does the answer depend? Many factors
inf luence the cost and time frame for an organization to do strategic plan-
ning.Taken together, these factors can be weighed and balanced to develop
an appropriate planning process.

It sounds obvious,but the thing to consider is how much time and money
is, or can be, available for planning. It pays to be realistic.There are usually

24 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning
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exhibit 1.3 the l anguage of pl anning in the
nonprofit sector — keep focusing
on ends and me ans

relatively narrow ranges for available money and time. These ranges need
to be respected and used as meaningful constraints. If a board and staf f are
heavily involved in a labor-intensive project or other immediate issues,
they will not have the time or energy to devote to an intensive planning
process. Although strategic planning is often supported through technical

how much time and money does it take? 25

Means Ends

External
Vision

Internal
Vision

MISSION STATEMENT

What the organization
does—business  
(methods)

Why the organization
does what it does—
purpose

Programs and
Internal Management 
Operations

Activities

Goals

Objectives

CORE STRATEGIES

VA
LU

ES
 A

N
D

 B
EL

IE
FS
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assistance grants, it is more appropriate for some organizations than others
to invest a lot of money in strategic planning. One 50-year-old organiza-
tion with a multimillion-dollar budget had not deeply examined its mis-
sion and program mix in decades. It received a $100,000 grant to support
a two-year planning process that also covered the cost of staff time devoted
to the planning process. A small and/or young organization may not be
comfortable spending even $3,000 for a planning process lasting a few
months when its entire operating budget is less than $100,000.

The experience level of the leaders of the planning process is another
critical factor. It generally takes more time and requires more outside 
assistance to complete this process if the organization’s leaders have little
experience with strategic planning. However, if an organization has a well-
developed annual program and budget planning routine, much of the

26 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning

Means Ends

Internal vision: A description of the External vision: A statement that
organization operating at its most describes how the world would be 
effective and efficient level improved, changed, or different if an

organization is successful in achieving
its purpose

Business: What the organization does; Purpose: Why; one sentence that
the primary method(s) used by the describes the ultimate result an
organization to achieve its purpose organization is trying to achieve; 
(sometimes called the organization’s answers the question, “why—and for 
“mission”) whom—does the organization exist?”

Programs and internal management Goals: Outcome statements that
functions: A description of the define what an organization is trying
programs that an organization offers, to accomplish both programmatically
and the internal operations that and organizationally
support the delivery of services or
products

Activities: The specific actions Objectives: Precise, measurable,
required to produce services and time-phased results that support the
products achievement of a goal

exhibit 1.4 what are the different me ans 
and ends concepts?
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information needed for strategic planning may be readily available, thus
shrinking both the time and cost of a strategic planning ef fort.

Other factors that will af fect the amount of time needed to do strate-
gic planning include:

• The degree of commitment to the current mission statement. Is there a fun-
damental agreement about the purpose, mission, and guiding princi-
ples of the organization? Is there a shared vision of the impact the
organization wants to have in the world and what the organization
would need to do to accomplish that result? If so, the mission state-
ment may only need polishing; if not, a full day or more may need
to be devoted to this task.

• The amount of new information that needs to be gathered in order to make
informed decisions. How well do planners currently understand the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats facing the organi-
zation? How current is feedback on the organization’s programs and
services from outside stakeholders: clients, funders, community leaders,
etc.? What information is needed to assess the competitive environ-
ment and the effectiveness of current programs?

• The level of agreement on priorities. How much agreement or dis-
agreement currently exists regarding overall direction and allocation
of resources? Is there agreement about which clients to serve and
which services are most important? Or are there power struggles over
competing internal resource needs for program services, facilities,
development, staf f, etc.?

• The level of trust among and between the staff and board.The level of trust
among all of the key stakeholders involved in the planning process
can signif icantly hinder, or greatly support, the discussion of dif fer-
ences and the management of conf lict.

• Involvement of key stakeholders. How much time and energy needs to
be spent involving key stakeholders in the planning process in order
to get both their input and their support for decisions made during
the planning process?

• The size of the organization. Is there only one service provided, or does
the organization provide a variety of services that need to be assessed?
Does the organization have one department or do many departments
need to be involved in the planning process?

how much time and money does it take? 27
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exhibit 1.5 le vel s of the pl anning process

What If I Have Only One or Two Days for Strategic Planning?

It is important to choose the right level of intensity for the planning ques-
tions facing your organization. An organization doesn’t need to spend 12
months doing planning in order to have it been ef fective. As illustrated in
Exhibit 1.5, an organization can engage in one of three levels of strategic
planning: an abbreviated, moderate, or extensive process.There is no wis-
dom in choosing the path of an extensive process when the organization
requires only an abbreviated or moderate process. At best, an organization
will spend more resources than it needs to in developing a plan. More
likely, the process will stall in the middle and leave some people feeling
frustrated and defeated, rather than inspired and energized; sometimes that
is worse than no planning process at all.

There are always trade-offs to be made in selecting a planning process.
Even in a 6- to 12-month process, hard choices have to be made concern-
ing which issues to explore and which to leave alone. Use Exhibit 1.5 to
help you choose; don’t be afraid to adjust the process as you go along if you
f ind that a more, or less, intensive process will serve the organization.

See Appendix B for sample workplans for each of these planning processes.

28 chapter 1 introduction to strategic planning

Who will be
involved

If the
organization is
smaller, usually
entire board and
staff

If the
organization is
larger, usually
entire board and
staff represen-
tatives (usually
only internal
stakeholders)

For smaller
organizations,
usually entire
board and staff

For larger
organizations,
usually entire
board and staff

Some external
stakeholders
provide input
(such as clients
or funders)

Large number of
people, including
extensive input
from all major
internal and
external stake-
holder groups

Level of
planning process Abbreviated Moderate Extensive

Time available One or two days One to three Six months or 
months more
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exhibit 1.5 le vels of pl anning process (Continued)
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Depth of
analysis/amount
of new
information to be
gathered

Abbreviated or no
new research
conducted

Depth of analysis
limited to time
available

Moderate amount
of new
information
gathered 

Depth of analysis
with existing and
new information
varies

Extensive 
amount of new
information
gathered: at a
minimum
includes data
from stake-
holders and
objective data
about operating
environment

Depth of analysis
is extensive

Primary
outcomes sought
from strategic
planning process

Consensus
among board and
staff on mission,
future strategies,
list of long-term
and short-term
priorities

Guidance to staff
on developing
detailed annual
operating plans

Consensus
among board and
staff on mission,
future strategies,
list of long-term
and short-term
priorities

Articulation of
program and
management/
operating goals
and objectives

Greater
understanding 
of the organi-
zation’s
environment

Guidance to staff
on developing
detailed annual
operating plans

Consensus
among board and
staff on mission,
future strategies,
list of long-term
and short-term
priorities

Articulation of
program and
management/
operating goals
and objectives

Greater
understanding of
the organi-
zation’s
environment

Guidance to staff
on developing
detailed annual
operating plans

Level of
planning process Abbreviated Moderate Extensive
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