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Strategic Planning Process: An Introduction 
 

 
 
Organizations utilize Strategic Planning as a Roadmap or Game Plan to help maintain focus 
and highlight a path towards achieving their Vision while balancing cultural change, 
changing environmental factors and internal development and growth. In short, a Strategic 
Plan (& the Planning Process) is a tool towards the intentional achievement of a defined 
future (Vision Statement).  A Strategic plan and planning process should support and assist 
the organization, not hinder or constrict its work.  
 

Strategic Planning Defined 
A Strategic Plan establishes a common vision, direction, and priorities for an organization 
and guides and communicates that vision, direction and priorities; it helps focus energy 
and resources, strengthens operations, and ensures that the Board, management, 
employees, and stakeholders are working towards common goals. Additionally, a strategic 
plan establishes agreement on intended outcomes and assesses and adjusts the 
organization’s direction in response to the changing environment in which the organization 
operates. Effective strategic planning articulates not only where an organization is going 
and the actions needed, but also how the organization will know if it is making progress 
and if it is successful in achieving those goals.  
 
A Strategic Plan should be specific enough to help determine resource allocation and 
agency direction, as well as progress measurement, but not so restrictive that organization 
staff cannot effectively respond to the organization’s changing environment.  A strategic 
plan should be a common guide and tool for the Board of Directors, organization 
Leadership and Employees, and community stakeholders; the plan and planning process 
should support and assist the organization, not hinder or constrict its work.  
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The Role of the Board of Directors 
Members of the Board of Directors and Leadership, especially in the non-profit sector, 
need to be aware of where each role draws the line between managing strategy and 
managing the organization. The Board of Directors is ultimately responsible for strategic 
planning, though this is typically conducted in collaboration with Leadership.  The very 
nature of a Board’s relationship to its organization and the modern “corporate” 
environment itself dictates the factors that define a board’s role in strategic planning: 

• Long-term focus. The Leadership Team, by necessity, lives in a day-to-day world, 
among varying priorities and pressures. Boards, typically, on the other hand, exist 
apart from the daily challenges of the company. The Board has the 
luxury/responsibility to look to the future and mitigate some of the negative impacts 
of short-term thinking. It is from this vantage point that strategy is perhaps best 
contemplated. 

• Board (and broad) connections. Board members typically have a wide range of 
connections and contacts in a community, which can provide a window to important 
insights (and connections, opportunities, and funding). Again, countering the 
necessary single focus of the Leadership Team, Boards can and should leverage this 
connectedness to recognize and respond to emerging threats or opportunities. 

• Expanded knowledge. Detailed, daily and hands-on, sector-specific knowledge only 
carries an organization so far. Board members can bring business experience, 
advanced professional knowledge and opportunities to bear and fill gaps in 
Leadership’s skills or knowledge. 

• Regular and specific pushback. A board’s natural governance role translates into 
strategy oversight. Rapidity of change and more complex challenges place a 
premium on effective oversight. Boards thus find themselves uniquely situated to 
test Leadership’s strategic effectiveness in a variety of ways, including regularly 
challenging key underlying assumptions and ensuring the effective execution of the 
strategy. 

 
 



 
 

                                                                                           4364 Bonita Road, #323 · Bonita, CA 91902  
2397 NW Kings Blvd., #108, Corvallis, OR 97330 

Tel: 866.239.7620   

3 

The Role of Leadership 
While the role of strategic planning lies with the Board of Directors, in consultation and 
collaboration with an organization’s Leadership Team, the Leadership Team’s role is then 
the strategy management or implementation of the strategic plan. While strategy 
management can be broken down into a number of different functional models, there are 
four basic functions through which Leadership manages strategy implementation.  

• Honest Analysis.  Before an organization makes a plan about where the organization 
will go within the next year or two, understand where the organization sits right 
now. Be honest about the strengths and weaknesses of the organization from 
financial, operational and staffing perspectives. Describe current and potential 
services and support functions. Consider the community, technological, political, 
economic and environmental issues affecting operations. All organizations have 
both weak and strong points – Leadership’s job is to identify them so opportunities 
for growth and improvement become clear. 

• Planning.  Following the analysis stage, Leadership’s next responsibility is planning. 
Chances are that you already have a vision or mission statement, but these are 
usually too general to guide the specifics of operations for a year. Craft a short, 
meaningful statement about your organization’s strategic goals. Next, get specific 
about how you will reach your objectives.  

• Assigning Responsibility and Implementation.  The reason why many strategic plans 
die in the Boardroom is that no one has the responsibility of turning ideas into 
reality. If an organization wants the strategic plan to be more than a brainstorming 
exercise, the plan needs to be specific about who will do what. Assign deadlines 
and get feedback from the people involved. With small organizations most tasks 
might fall to one person or a small group, still being specific about roles, 
responsibilities and implementation management helps maintain clear 
communication pathways and ensures “balls are not dropped”.  

• Communication.  Everyone needs to be on the same page, and communication 
shouldn't stop after assigning staff’s (and volunteers and interns) responsibilities and 
tasks for implementation. Ask for regular progress reports (even if informally).  
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Hold meetings to discuss what people are doing well and where the team is falling 
short of targets (even if this is with your volunteer corps). If an unexpected variable, 
means your strategy has to change, re-evaluate and keep staff in the loop. 
Communication also extends to the Board, as the Board of Directors relies on the 
Leadership’s hands-on, day-to-day, on-the-ground knowledge and experience to 
help inform the Board when a strategic direction is not working, when unexpected 
elements might necessitate a change in strategy management. Unfortunately (or 
fortunately) people are not mind readers, keep others informed honestly and 
openly. 
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The Process 
The Strategic Planning Process is often implemented in five distinct phases, the depth and 
breadth of which may vary greatly depending on the type, nature, size and history of the 
organization and the reason the organization is conducting a Strategic Planning Process. 
Each of the five phases of the planning process poses a series of critical questions that will 
be addressed through the proposed activities within that phase.   
 
Typically, this process, and the phases, are a collaborative process between a Facilitator 
and the Strategic Planning Committee (typically members of the Board of Directors, 
organization Leadership, and select others as desired). The Committee typically includes 
members of the Board of Directors, the Management/Leadership Team and other 
volunteers, as is constructive to the process. 
 
Strategic Planning, just like the final Strategic Plan documents themselves, while include 
some fairly streamline and typical steps, must be customized to best fit your non-profit.  
The steps and questions below provide a generic starting point for understanding the 
process but are by no means a prescribed manual for YOUR non-profit. 
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Phase 1: Planning the Plan  
Questions 

• Does the organization have a Vision, Mission, Values statements?  
o Do these statements need to be reviewed/refreshed? 

• What is the purpose of engaging in a strategic planning process? 
• What period of time will the strategic plan support? 1 yrs? 2 yrs? 3 yrs? 5 yrs? 
• Who should be involved in the planning process? Who are your stakeholders 

(anyone who is responsible for, affected by or has a vested interest in the outcome 
of your decisions) 

• What process and methodology will be used? 
• How will you provide opportunity for stakeholder input? How can we make the 

process inclusive of clients, partners and vendors to ensure full stakeholder 
engagement and a more accurate, objective and well-rounded plan? (better odds of 
success!) 

• What leadership structure will be used to plan, facilitate and implement? 
 
Activities 
Clarify the needs, scope and desired outcomes of the strategic planning process and 
discuss key elements of process and methodology.  
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Phase 2: Information Gathering & Strategic Analysis  
Questions 

• What is the current fiscal, social and political context for your organization? 
• What are the internal strengths and challenges of your organization? 
• What are the external opportunities and barriers for your organization? 
• What is important to the people you serve? 
• How can this input inform your strategic thinking? 

 
Activities 
Information Gathering and Strategic Analysis, is vital, these are your inputs to make sure 
that the rest of the plan rests on. 
 
Services and supports provided by and referred by non-profits typically involve a web of 
stakeholders; it is only in and through partnerships with all of these organizations that 
people can be supported in the community in the way the organization envisions. In 
designing the Strategic Planning Process, these stakeholders must be incorporated. 
 
Typically, this phase may include: 

• One-on-One Leadership Interviews (Internal, External) 
• Vision, Mission, Values Survey(s) 
• Strategic Thinking Survey(s) 
• SWOT 
• Environmental Scan 
• Industry/organization Metrics 
• Unmet Needs Analysis 
• Performance Measures 
• Stakeholder/Partner Input 
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Phase 3: Setting Strategic Priorities  
Questions 

• What are the critical focus areas/priorities for the next 1-2-3-5 years? 
• How will you know when you have been successful in these five areas?  
• How will you measure progress? 

 
Activities 
If the organization needs to create or review/revisit and refine their Vision, Mission, Values 
Statements, this activity would be first in Phase 3 and is informed by work conducted in 
Phase 2.  In today’s quickly changing environment, non-profits should review their Vision, 
Mission, Values statement every 4-6 years to ensure they are current and reflect the 
realities and direction of the communities it serves and the environment in which it 
operates. 
 
All of the information gathered in the first two phases is presented to and reviewed by 
Board of Directors and Leadership. Participants will consider input from surveys, SWOT/C 
analysis, environmental scans, interviews, and other inputs as they consider emerging areas 
of critical focus. Consensus building methodologies will be used to identify criteria for 
selecting focus areas. Some criteria for determining critical focus areas may include: 

1) unmet needs of persons served by the organization,  
2) strategic issues with partners and community,  
3) external factors, timing and resource constraints; and  
3) strategies to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of internal operations.  

 
With focus areas selected, we will create defining statements for each focus area, including 
a definition, key strategic issues that serve as justification for the focus area and a desired 
outcome that describes what will be achieved when successful.  
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Phase 4: Developing Strategic Actions  
Questions 

• What measurable goals are needed to move you toward your desired future state? 
• What operational steps will be documented in an action plan (who will do what, by 

when?) 
• What annual milestones will be observed along the way to let you know if you are 

on track? 
• Are you confident that your plan is realistic and achievable? It should be a stretch 

but not impossible. 
 

Activities 
Goals, objectives, strategies and tactics are the cornerstone of every strategic plan. They 
are the roadmap for where the organization is going. They define what will be 
accomplished, by whom and by when. By having focused goals, objectives, strategies and 
tactics — coupled with a strong accountability system — an organization's likelihood of 
success is enhanced. 
 
A key consideration in the execution of a strategic plan is the thoughtful selection of 
measures of success. It is critical that those with knowledge of data collection resources 
within the organization be part of determining the milestones and measurements. A 
balance of quantitative and qualitative measures should be agreed to before finalizing the 
strategic actions to be implemented.  (Measurements may also include simple check-boxes 
of actions or goals achieved and documenting the details of that achievement.) 
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Phase 5: Communicating, Managing and Evaluating the Plan 
Questions 

• How will you ensure that the Strategic Plan is a user-friendly working document? 
• How will the Strategic Plan be transparent and visible to the community you serve? 
• How will progress be evaluated and reported? How will you redirect if needed? 
• How will the Strategic Plan be embedded in the work of the Board and Staff? (ex: 

job descriptions, performance evaluations, board development topics, etc.) 
• How willing are you to engage in a 3-5 year cycle to update/renew your Strategic 

Plan? 
 
Activities 
Once the organization has formally adopted a Strategic Plan (typically by Board of Director 
vote), it is important to communicate that plan with stakeholders in order to further the 
shared vision and garner support for focus areas.  
 
Further, metrics in the report should be updated by Leadership and reported to the Board 
of Directors (and community?) annually. 
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In the end, your non-profit should have addressed, through the Strategic Planning Process: 

ü Do we have a Vision, Mission, Values Statement? (A real, meaningful one!) 
ü Does our Vision, Mission, Values accurately reflect who we are? 
ü Where are we today? (Strengths, Successes, Weaknesses, Flops, Unmet Needs, On 

Target, Ahead, Behind) 
ü Where do we want to be in 20XX? How do we move towards our vision? 
ü What do we want to achieve?  What if we fail to achieve? 
ü What factors or opportunities will help us get where we want to go? 
ü What factors or challenges are going to inhibit our efforts? 
ü How can we achieve our goals?  
ü If we accomplished our stated goals, would it match with our intent? Would it have 

stayed true to the vision of the organization? 
ü Are these steps taking us in the direction of our stated vision/mission?  
ü Are these solid, realistic, incremental, do-able X-year goals?  
ü If our leadership completely changed tomorrow, would the new team still be 

guided towards our desired goals/vision by the Strategic Plan? 
ü Does this plan help our agency to thrive? 
ü Did we consider the history and momentum of the organization?  
ü Does our plan engage those responsible for executing/implementing?  
ü Are we utilizing the strengths of our collaborative partners? 
ü Does our plan access all of our available opportunities? 
ü Does our plan over/under promise what we can do? 
ü Are outlined actions the same things we’ve tried before? (Succeeded? Failed?) 
ü Are there others that have succeeded in these areas? Promising Practices? 
ü What did we miss? Drawbacks? Gains? 

 

 

The Strategic Plan should: 

Ø Be inclusive, forward-looking and honest.  

Ø Meet the needs of the organization while challenging the organization to do better.  

Ø Be flexible enough to provide movement during significant events (i.e. COVID-19) 
but not too flexible that you drift off track 
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Strategic Planning Process: Definitions and Clarifications… 

 

Strategic Planning  - the process of examining, documenting and establishing a direction 
for your organization. The process assesses where the organization is (internal/external 
factors) and where the Board of Directors wants the organization to go. The Strategic Plan 
records the Purpose, Vision, Mission, and Values Statements, as well as organizational 
long-term goals, action plans to achieve those goals and outcomes by which to assess the 
success/achievement of those goals. 

 

Purpose Statement – provides the reason or reasons the organization exists – the why. 
Some organizations combined this why into their Mission Statement.  

 

Vision Statement – provides a picture of what you want the future to look like, a statement 
that describes the effect of the difference you hope to enact for the organization or the 
community/world/environment/customers, etc. if the organization achieves its goals.  

 

Mission Statement – defines what you do and for whom. 

 

Values Statement -  a list of core values/ethics and principles to which the organization 
adheres to and that make the organization unique; serves as a guide to behaviors for the 
organization. Most Value Statements have traditionally addressed internal behaviors (i.e. 
employee to employee), though some organizations choose to use principles/ethics that 
guide the organization’s behavior towards external customers, and some organizations’ 
Value Statements cover both internal and external.  


