
Introduction 

Strategic planning helps organizations achieve two critical outcomes: clear 
decisions about purpose and strategy and commitment to those decisions. It is a process 
designed to support leaders in being intentional rather than reactive. Simply stated it 
is a management tool, and as with any management tool, it is used for one purpose 
only-to help an organization do a better job. 

We define strategic planning as a systematic process through which an organization

agrees on and builds key stakeholder commitment to priorities that are essential to its mission 

and responsive to the organizational environment. Strategic planning guides the acquisition and

allocation of resources to achieve these priorities. Several key concepts in this definition are 
expanded on below. 

1. The process is strategic because it involves choosing how best to respond to
the circumstances of a dynamic and sometimes hostile environment. Non­
profit 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. The most difficult choices often involve what
not to do. 

2. Strategic planning is systematic in that it calls for following a structured, driven
process. The process raises a sequence of questions that helps planners examine
history and performance, test assumptions, gather and incorporate new
information, anticipate the environment in which the organization will be
working, and decide how best to respond going forward.

3. The process is about building alignment and commitment. A well-crafted plan
without alignment of people, systems, and structures will not be successful.
Taking the time to engage stakeholders, including clients and the community,
in the process of identifying priorities allows disagreements to be voiced and
constructively resolved. Putting the time and effort into getting agreement and
thinking through implications pays huge dividends down the road.

4. Strategic planning guides the acquisition and allocation of resources. A sound strategic
plan helps leaders make proactive and realistic choices between competing
funding strategies and between spending for various program and administrative
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supporting budget with the strategic plan in mind ensures that your strategic 
plan passes this test. 

Summary of Key Concepts 

Strategic planning: 

• Is strategic. It intentionally responds to the current environment, including
competition.

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

• Builds alignment. It engages appropriate stakeholders.

• Guides resource acquisition and allocation.

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 math problem. There is no right answer.

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

Keys for effective planning: 

• Focus on the most important issues.

• Don't let yourself avoid the difficult or sensitive questions.

• Produce a document.

• Make sure the strategic plan is linked to annual workplans and the annual
budget.

WHAT IS STRATEGY? 

To boil it down to the most basic elements: Your mission is your purpose, and your 
strategy is "how" you will accomplish your mission. Part of the problem with the 
word strategy is that it is a very general term and is defined by different practitioners in 
a variety of ways. A simple dictionary definition is "a careful plan or method for 
achieving a particular goal." 

For our purposes, a strategic plan articulates a sound strategy when an organization 
has made clear choices about its highest-level goal-the impact the organization seeks 
to make through pursuit of its mission-and its "plan" for achieving that goal. This 
"plan" using our strategic planning framework, requires attention to five dimensions: 
the competitive environment, programs, funding, capacity, and leadership. Strategy at 
this level, for the organization as a whole, is overarching. But because there are many 
levels of goals, there are also many levels of strategy. These subordinate level strategies 












































