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Strategic Planning serves as a cornerstone
for helping nonprofit organizations thrive.
In fact, it’s as essential to them as steering is
to a ship, keeping the vessel on track until it
reaches a desired destination.
What association and nonprofit executives
don’t know about strategic planning can
severely hinder their organizations’ missions
and end results. Here’s a primer on strategic
planning specifically designed to help executive directors identify effective strategic planning processes and those to avoid.

•
•
•

Carefully crafted strategic planning produces
a host of problem-solving benefits. In fact, in
its most productive form, strategic planning
will:

•

•

•

•
•
•

Offer a framework for board
governance effectiveness,
performance and
evaluation.
Execute a process for developing an
attainable, growth-oriented future
vision.
Introduce valuable knowledge about
member bases, best member targets
and their real needs.
Evaluate organizations’ current
product and/or service offerings.
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•
•

Prioritize and develop action plans for
introducing new programs, products
or services.
Create plans for new funding strategies
and resource
allocation.
Develop an
Implementation
Action Plan and
Calendar with clear
directions on how
to attain future
visions.
Build group
consensus and buy-in
into the planning
process.
Involve staff in supporting a future
vision and attaining set goals and
objectives to get there.
Monitor setbacks and successes
during implementation and
respond accordingly.
Anticipate and meet the challenges
of ongoing organizational, regional
and global change.

planning for planning that involves developing specific programs or services that meet
community needs, or for which funding exists
(i.e., the state is implementing a business calling program and our organization needs to do
it also). In other instances, organization write

“It’s as essential to them as

steering is to a ship, keeping the
vessel on track until it reaches
a desired destination.”

Note that the hallmark of effective strategic
planning is its visionary aspect. Too often,
association executives mistake strategic

plans to outline how they will implement programs for which funding is currently available
(they follow the money, in other words).
Taken as a whole, these examples of typical
planning (often referred to as “strategic”) lack
strategy and visionary exercises that look to
the future and identify what nonprofit organizations need to do differently to fulfill their
missions and better serve members. These
types of plans also lack implementation systems that explain how goals and objective are
to be accomplished with accountability and
timeframes.
(continued on page 2)

Five Phases of Organizational Strategic Planning
Well-designed strategic planning initiatives encompass a five-phase
process, including:
1. Board governance evaluation (a critical “preliminary” phase)—
assesses the management function of the board in order to gain an
accurate picture of its governance strengths and gaps. The end goal is to
make changes where necessary to maximize board effectiveness.
2. Needs assessment—action items include developing a vision and
mission; analyzing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and treats;
determining if members have a genuine need for currents products
and/or services; identifying current resources, community needs, debt
capacity, government/policy changes and other top priorities for mission
fulfillment.
3. Outcomes—action items include developing goals, objectives and new
program possibilities.
4. Implementation—addresses organizational strategies for how to achieve
established visionary goals. This phase also covers the development of
funding strategies, delegated objectives and defined action plans.
5. Review—includes measures; reward and recognition strategies; and a
process for systematic (and ongoing) outcome tracking. Identifying
Effective Strategic Planning.

Identifying Effective Strategic Planning
Keep in mind that many strategic plans are designed to be a point-in-time
endeavor; and hey often fail to take advantage of member research. In its best
form, strategic planning is an ongoing process of listening to members and
building an organization’s capacity to meet not only current but also
changing member needs. Continual monitoring of member needs and
wants sets a firm foundation for successful strategic planning.
Also, as a good rule of thumb, strategic plans should never have more than
five goals. Five (or even fewer) goals are much easier to remember,
communicate and reinforce in the long term.
In today’s economic environment, smart (and visionary) executive
directors recognize that they have to think about how their organizations
need to change to better respond to the changing, and more challenging,
needs of their customer bases. They also need to understand how global
and industry trends are and will affect their organizations and members.
Efficient strategic planning meets these needs and more.
Debra Thompson is founder and president of Strategy Solutions, Inc.,
a business development firm that provides strategic planning, market
research and support services to communities and organizations.
She can be reached at 1373 West 6th Street, Erie, PA 16505;
814-480-8000; or through her website at getstrategy.com.
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Founded in 1998,

Strategy Solutions is dedicated to
facilitating creative solutions to ensure
the sustainability of public, private, and
non-profit organizations and create
healthy communities. Our unique
process of combining analytical
research capabilities, group rocess
techniques, and planning tools blended
with enthusiasm, energy, and total
dedication to each client’s success has
resulted in hundreds of clients who
have achieved remarkable outcomes.
Our projects and clients have been
recognized as best practices by the PA
Departments of Health, Education and
Welfare, the US Department of Health
& Human Services, PA Partners, and the
International Economic Development
Council. We are certified as a Women’s
Business Enterprise in PA, WV, VA, GA,
and FL.

