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“An organization needs a road map to reach its destinations. A strategic

plan guides volunteer leaders, committees and staff to fulfill the mission,

vision and goals.”

Bob Harris, CAE
www.nonprofitcenter.com

bob@rchcae.com

2/16/2010 6:21 PM
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Strategic PlanningStrategic PlanningStrategic PlanningStrategic Planning

Description
Successful organizations plan strategically for the future. By following a few basic
principles, your organization can develop a strategic plan to give direction to your
operations.

• Processes for strategic planning.
• Strategic planning tools and techniques.
• Ways to translate the plan into action.
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Document Linkage Hierarchy of Governing Documents
1. Mission

Statement

Federal
Government

A brief statement of the purpose of an organization.  The mission statement guides the actions of the organization,
spells out its overall purpose, provides a sense of direction and guides decision making.  Mission statements often
answer three questions.  (1) Who are we, (2) whom do we serve, (3) what do we offer?   The IRS requires
submission of the statement of purpose for all exempt organizations on Form 1023 or 1024.  Thereafter, it is
submitted annually on IRS Form 990.  If the mission is vague or lost, review Form 990 to determine what was
submitted or find the original application for exemption.  The preamble to the bylaws and articles of
incorporation may identify the mission.  Enhancements to the mission may occur at the strategic planning retreat.
[Activities outside the mission statement may cause unrelated business income tax (UBIT.)]

2. Articles of

Incorp.

State
Government

A legal document filed with state government setting forth the purposes and regulations of the organization.  At
the time of founding, most exempt organizations register as a not-for-profit corporation.  States have varied
regulations.   Many states post the articles or supporting information on their official government website.
Annual filing is usually required.

3. Bylaws Board and
Members

The rules adopted to govern and regulate internal affairs.  Bylaws generally include, for instance, procedures for
meetings, committees, elections, amendments, board duties and member categories.  Most organizations require
amendments to be ratified by the membership.  The bylaws should remain broad in scope with more detailed
information adopted as policies.

4.  Policies Board and
Staff

Policies express the wisdom of the board of directors for current and future leaders to follow the preferred
methods for achieving the mission and decision making.  They must be consistent with the bylaws and articles.
All policies are adopted or amended as motions and recorded in board minutes.  At least annually, policies should
be transcribed from the board minutes into a policy manual.  Policies should distinct from the staff ‘s day-to-day
operating procedures.
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Document Linkage Hierarchy of Governing Documents
5. Strategic

Plan

Board,
Committees,
Staff and
Members

A document developed to identify long-term (often 3 to 5 years) goals, strategies and tactics.  The plan should
align objectives with resources and organizational capacity.  A strategic plan generally includes an affirmation of
the mission (and supporting statements such as vision and values), a description of long-term goals, fresh
strategies or means to achieve the goals, and may include tactics and performance indicators.   It is the guide for
successive leaders.  It should be reviewed for progress at least annually.

6. Annual

Budget

Board,
Committees
and Staff

The statement of estimated income and expenses for the year.   It is drafted annual by a budget committee, elected
treasurer and staff; and approved and monitored by the board of directors.  A chart of accounts is a supporting
document explaining the purpose and source of budget line items.

7. Business

or Action

Plan

Board,
Committees
and Staff

The break down of the strategic plan to identify current year tactics, assignments, deadlines and interim
performance measures.   Often aligned with the organization’s committees and staff members or departments.
Development of a business or action plan is a staff responsibility, often taking the form of a template or
spreadsheet to monitor progress.

Staff should be conversant with all terms in bold.  bob@rchcae.com  850/570-6000   www.nonprofitcenter.com  [© 2009 Bob Harris, CAE  - OK
to save, copy, share and post.]
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Purposes of Strategic Planning

1. Create a framework, identify priorities, and recognize

philosophies.

2. Review the achievements and direction of the organization.

3. Consistent transition from board

chair to board chair. (Succession

and sustainability.)

4. Discussion and buy-in by

volunteers, leaders and staff.

5. Goal development to set the course

for several years.

6. Allocation and best-use of

resources.

7. Consideration of members, constituents, stakeholder needs.

8. Development of momentum.

9. Translation into a business or action plan.

10. Public relations initiative resulting from the plan.

11. Integration and alignment with the committees and annual

budget.
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Board Responsibilities

1. Determine the organization's mission and vision.

2. Select the chief paid executive (not the staff.)

3. Support the chief executive and assess performance

periodically – usually measured against the strategic plan.

4. Ensure effective organizational planning.

5. Ensure adequate resources (funds, time, volunteers, staff,

technology, etc.)

6. Manage resources effectively.

7. Determine, monitor, and strengthen the organization's

programs and services.

8. Promote the organization's image.

9. Ensure legal and ethical integrity and maintain

accountability.

10. Recruit and orient new board members and assess board

performance.

(Adapted from Ten Basic Responsibilities of Nonprofit Boards

www.BoardSource.org.)
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Terminology of Planning
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Ground Rules for Planning

Reduce volunteer anxiety and improve results by setting ground rules at the
planning retreat.   Discuss this with your planning committee so that everyone
comes prepared and understands the process and protocols.

• Digital Distractions - Limit text messaging, return calls and Googling.

• Respect People and Ideas - Encourage new ideas and diverse opinions.

• Go for Altitude - Strategic thinking improves at 50,000-feet.  Soar like an
eagle, avoiding the tree branches and getting in the
weeds.

• Sacred Cows Make the Best Hamburgers - There
is little benefit to protecting an organization's sacred
cows.  Discussions should be open and honest.   A
sacred cow is a committee or person immune from
criticism for some reason.

• The Elephant in the Room - To encourage frank
discussions it may be necessary to include topics
often ignored because of embarrassment or culture.
Nobody should feel uncomfortable discussing the
tougher subjects.

• History Has a Time and Place - Recalling the good-old-days wastes times
and distracts from future oriented perspectives. History does not facilitation
future thinking.

• Games Belong on the Playground - Retreats have a bad rap from games
and group hugs.  Avoid the games and base planning on reality, capacity and
inspiration.

• Smarter than a 5th Grader? – Ask a 5th grader to read the mission statement
to see if they know what it means.

• Caffeine – Provide chocolate and coffee for a more energetic afternoon.

• Terminology - Planning terms are unique; define and agree on terminology at
the start.

• Lock-Down – Walk-ins and dropouts are distracting.  Participants should be
involved from start to finish.  “Lock-down” ensures the team works until
completion.

• Annual Review – Review the plan at least annually to gauge progress.
Anticipate a full update every three years or so.
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• Alignment - The plan impacts every aspect of the organization.  Post-retreat,
make time to adjust committees and budget.

• Dust Collector - The intent is creation of a dynamic strategic to serve as a
roadmap for several years.  Don’t let it be shelved and forgotten.

#  #  #

Bob Harris can be contacted at bob@rchcae.com and www.nonprofitcenter.com
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Analyzing the Organization

Reading the Organization – Capacity Analysis
1. Budget - Annual

• Dues to Non-Dues Income Ratio

• Largest Income Line Items – Can they be improved upon?

• Reserve Balance, Goal or Policy

2. Organizational Structure

• Subsidiaries

• Complexity, Purposes

3. Committee Structure

• Effectiveness, Standing, Task Forces (ad hoc)

• Committee Goal Setting-Charges

4. Board of Directors

• Board Size

• Meeting Minutes, Agendas

• Accountability, Governance Style

• Leadership Development

5. Member to Prospect Ratio – Potential

• Diversity - Inclusivity

6. Technology, Website Usage and Communications

7. Benefits and Services Portfolio

• ROI – Perceive Value of Benefits

• Members’ Top 3 Challenges – Solved by Assoc?

• Tangible vs. Intangibles

• Golden Handcuff Benefit

• Competitive Position – Different from other Organizations

8. Member Input, Survey Frequency

9. Risk Management

• Insurance
• Expulsion, Due Diligence, Endorsements, Finance Audit, Antitrust, Apparent Authority,

Restraint of Trade

10. Workforce, Respect, Micromanagement, Professional Development $, Relationships
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SWOT

Strengths
Weaknesses

Opportunities
Threats

Organizations have found that the SWOT method encourages input and
facilitates early discussions vital for planning.  It is separated into two
sections:

The Organization

The strengths and weaknesses of the organization internally.  For
example, there may be a shortage of staff or computers.  A strength
may be a good leadership team or established communications’
system.

The Environment

The opportunities and threats focus on external factors.  For example
an opportunity may be a new law or new technology for the industry.
A threat may be a proposed regulation or intense new competition.

Often the best use of the SWOT method is to distribute the brief survey to
shareholders of the organization and especially those who will be
participating in the strategic planning process.  This gives everyone time to
independently consider the organization and its external influences.  Then, at
the meeting the participants can discuss their findings and a group consensus
of the primary SWOT factors can be identified.

By waiting until the planning meeting to undertake the SWOT process, you
may have good discussions, but little time for individual thought.  The
advance notice of SWOT gets leaders and shareholders interested in the
planning process.
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Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats

Please give careful consideration to the influences and priorities of the organization.

• Strengths & Weaknesses refer to internal operations of association.

• Opportunities & Threats refer to external factors of association.

Your Name_________________________ Assoc. Position_______________________

List your concerns and issues relating to association.

Strengths (internal) (example:  stable membership base, good leaders, solid and dues
income).

1.                                                                                                                                             

2.                                                                                                                                             

Weaknesses (internal)  (example: lack of tangible member benefits, committees,
misunderstood mission).

1.                                                                                                                                             

2.                                                                                                                                             

List your concerns and issues outside of the association

Opportunities (external) (example: demographics, partnerships,
privatization).

1.                                                                                                                                             

2.                                                                                                                                             

Threats (external) (example: gov’t deregulation, salaries,
privatization).

1.                                                                                                                                             

2.                                                                                                                                             

Priority - Please identify what you feel should be the association’s highest priority in
the next 12 – 24 months.

________________________________________________________________________

Please return to association staff by  _______.  Thank you.
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Questions of the Leadership – Sample

We are preparing for our strategic planning.  The facilitator has asked
members of the leadership team (and senior staff) to answer three questions
prior to the planning session.

Reply directly to bob@rchcae.com or by fax at 850/297-2800.  Input will be
reported anonymously. Indicate our organization name or acronym in the e-

mail subject line or on the return fax.

1. [Please complete this sentence:]  This meeting will be a success if
we……….(what outcomes do you desire for the meeting?):

2. What should be the top three goals for organization?

3. What topic/challenge/issue is most important to discuss at the meeting?
Why?

Indicate your name/position (optional.)
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Anatomy of a Mission Statement

Strategic Plan – Member Brochure
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Alignment in the Organization
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Principles of Strategic Board Governance

What form of governance does the board utilize?   What elements of
Strategic Governance can be applied to our leadership processes?

� Clear mission
1, vision and values statements guide leaders and staff.

� The strategic plan is the driving

force for agendas, board
discussions and the focus of
successive leaders.

� The goals and strategies are
translated into a more precise
(tactical) business or action

plan by staff.

� Performance measures are the basis for gauging progress.

� The chief elected officer charges committees with work from the plan.
Committees have access to the board through a director or staff liaison if
they are chaired by other than board members.   The board of directors

does not do committee work at the board table.

� When non-strategic discussions arise, a member of the board or staff is
empowered to query the relevance of the discussion.

� Board members are responsible to each other – taking pride in their
follow-through and achievements while serving in the leadership role.

� The strategic plan is revisited annually, and updated every three to five
years.

                                                
1 Statement of purpose.
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Implementing the Plan

Sometimes the plan collects dust on a shelf.  Here are ways to use and maintain
the vitality of the work you have completed.

• Mark the plan “draft” and circulate one last time for further input,
understanding and correction (within 30 days after the planning retreat.

• Officially adopt the plan at the next meeting of the board (preferably within 30
days of the final report.)

• Announce and promote the plan’s goals by posting on website, press
release, newsletter articles and presentation to constituents at an annual
meeting (consider PowerPoint format.)

• Translate the strategic plan into a business plan for management staff to
follow.

• Adapt or revise the budget to reflect the new strategic plan.

• Sunset unnecessary committees, align committees with the major goals and
charge them with the strategies
within the goals.

• Outsource work that needs to be
delegated beyond the staff and or
volunteer capabilities.

• Appoint a plan champion from
leadership or staff to monitor and
report progress on the plan
periodically or at each board
meeting.  (Consider having a
strategic plan-report on every
board agenda.)

• Review the progress on the plan at
an annual retreat of the leadership
and staff.  Update entire plan at least every 3 years.



Strategic Planning Process – Bob Harris, CAE 20

Strategic Planning Template

1) Mission Statement - A required statement that should align with the statement of purpose in
IRS Form 990 and the bylaws; also give consideration to national, state, regional affiliate
missions.  It should answer express who we are, who we serve and what we offer; be easily
articulated and motivating.    Usually one sentence.  Compare and contrast the mission with
related and respected organizations.

2) Vision Statement  - An optional2 statement but an important element in communicating
strategic direction.    An inspiring statement describing where the organization desires to be.
The mission, vision and values help distinguish an organization from others with similar
purposes.

3) Values Statement – Another optional statement but a part of the internal and external images.
Values are the guiding principles of the board of directors and staff.  Often expressed as
bulleted key words or brief statements.  Typically 3 to 8 values.

• 

• 

• 

4) Goals – The goals are broad priorities for the organization, for example “Growth and
Expansion,” or “Economic and Workforce Development.”   Most strategic plans include 3 to 7
carefully selected goals relevant to stakeholder needs and available resources.3 Goals should

be SMART: Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Timely. Goals are not likely to
change from year to year if they are correctly identified in the strategic plan (the strategies will
change with fresh ideas and new initiatives.)

1) 

2) 

3) 

                                                
2 Together, the mission, vision and values statements make up the organization’s brand platform.
3 The mission, vision, values inform stakeholders/members of the relevance of the organization.
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4) 

5) 

6) 

7) 

5) Strategies - Within each goal are strategies, initiatives, projects and priorities that will
advance the goal.  For example, the “Growth and Expansion” goal may include
strategies that suggest creating of 3 new chapters in 24 months, hiring a staff person to
focus on expansion, and maintaining chapter stability through leadership training4.
(Report this format to create strategies for each goal.)

 a 

 b 

 c 

 d 

6) Tactics and Performance Indicators - To accomplish the goals and strategies, the
plan should include accountability and performance measures.   Identify who (i.e.
committee, volunteers, and staff) will be in charge of the tasks, how success will be
measured and the interim dates and deadlines.  Be as precise as possible to ensure that
progress is monitored and work is accomplished.  (a.k.a. KPIs – Key Performance

Indicators.)

Many organizations leave the tactics up to committees and the staff action plan, rather
than undertaking it at the strategic planning retreat. (Report this format to create tactics
for each goal.)

 i 

 ii 

 iii 

                                                
4 The most common association/chamber goals include:  membership, advocacy,
education, public relations, economic/workforce development, tourism, organizational
efficiency.



Strategic Planning Process – Bob Harris, CAE 22

 iv 

 v 

7) Duration – Determine the duration of the plan; are you planning for two, three, four or
five years?  Be realistic; national organizations usually plan 4 to 5 years; smaller

organizations are more flexible, and may plan for 2 or 3 years.

Years ____________________________________________________

8) Plan Champion – Will a member of the board be appointed to monitor and report on
the plan’s progress?  

Name of Plan Champion___________________________________________

3  Stay on Track – To stay on course, review the plan annually and undergo/repeat a full
planning session every 3 years.

Notes:
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Commitment to the Strategic Plan
After developing the strategic plan, there is a need to commit to its purpose and success.

Immediate steps after the planning retreat:

• Circulation of the final draft for review.

• At an upcoming board meeting, adoption of strategic plan as the official mission,
goals and strategies, by a motion of the board.

• Promotion of the plan to members, prospects and stakeholders.

• Monitoring and reporting on the plan by appointing a “Strategic Plan Champion”
or several “Goals Champions.”

• Review and alignment of committees, with clear and specific charges assigned to
committee chairs; each year.

• Annual evaluation of strategic plan’s progress at the board’s retreat.

• An update of the plan every three to five year.

With these steps in place, the board agrees to govern itself in a strategic manner:

1. Respect for the mission statement and set goals --- avoiding “mission drift” where
discussions and proposals simply don’t fit in the strategic plan (lack of resources,
trying to be all things to all people, etc.)

2. Reliance on the strategic plan’s goals and strategies to drive the board agendas,
discussions, delegation and the work of the board and committees.

3. Linkage between board and committees working to advance the plan; committees
having been assigned precise performance measures, targets and goals by the board.

4. Empowerment by board members and staff that if non-strategic issues arise at the
board table, it is OK to query how that is relevant to the mission and strategic
direction.

5. Accountability for the commitments made by leadership and staff to complete efforts
in a timely and high quality manner.

Signature___________________________________ Date_______________________

Strategic Plan Commitment Form 10-09
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Why Plans Fail

• Lack of member input, representation.

• Out of synch with trends and external influences.

• Lack of buy-in.

• Lack of resources. ($, volunteers, staff, committees, time.)

• Too many goals.

• No measurable goals, deadlines, accountability.

• Little delegation.

• No action steps – breakdown.

• Sits on a shelf to collect dust – exercise in futility (all about the retreat instead of the
results.)

• 
• Crisis management takes over.

• Incoming president sets new goals – ignoring existing plan developed by the board.

• 
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Sustaining the Strategic Plan
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Planning Process
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Strategic Plan Scorecard
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Implementing the Strategic Plan
Goals and Strategies Incoming

President (Yr. 1)
Next President
(Yr. 2)

Next President (Yr.
3)

Notes and Accountability
Committee Assignments
Desired Outcomes
Key Performance Indications

EXAMPLE OF GOALS AND
STRATEGIES

1) Government Affairs and
Advocacy

Ongoing priority for the organization.

a) Build the PAC to reach
$150,000 annually in

contributions.

Note:  interim goal of
$125K by July.

Start mid-year (after legislative session)
and build from current $80,000 a year
until $150,000 is the average.

b) Hire an in-house lobbyist
within 2 years.

Budget in 3rd yr. Work with retained outside lobbyist until
budget allows supplementing outside
lobbyist with in-house staff.

c) Create a customized
Grassroots Political Action
manual for chapters and
local member.

Start this spring,
complete by next
session.

Start writing this winter and have
completed by mid-year and before the
next legislative session; allow time for
printing and distributing to members.
Hire outside writer in necessary.

d) Monitor and protect the
regulations and practice
act for the industry.

Ongoing priority
every year.

Next legislative session and each year;
appoint highly effective Government
Affairs Committee and write clear
charges for the committee.

e) Pass beneficial tax
regulation after building
coalition of supportive
organizations.

2nd and 3rd year
priority.

Explore coalition building to enlist
support in 1st year.   Seek legislative
introduction in following year; pass by
the third year as a new law.

f) Pass license tag
legislation.

Pet project of 3rd year pres.. appoint
committee prior to taking office.

Implementing the Strategic Plan.doc
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Planning Template

Major Goals

Core Competencies

Strategies to Advance

Goals

Action Steps

KPI

Accountability
Deadlines,  Who?

1. 1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

2. 2.1

2.2

2.3

3. 3.1

3.2
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About Bob Harris

There are more than a million nonprofit organizations in the USA.
Bob has worked with thousands of associations and chambers of
commerce to focus on operations and board governance.

His career started in Washington, DC with Presidential Classroom.
Later he built an association management company in Tallahassee.

He is on the faculty for the US Chamber of Commerce.  He works
with the US State Dept. of develop associations in Amman, Jordan.

He has authored books on association management.  To improve

organizations he created the Association Self-Auditing Process,
which has been used by 20,000 organizations.

He has received awards and recognition for promoted association
excellence and professional development.   He has worked for
Hyatt Hotels of Florida since 1984.

For sharing tips and templates, he’s been labeled the Martha
Stewart of association management.

His website has hundreds of pages of FREE management tips and
templates at www.nonprofitcenter.com.

Bob’s career passions are demonstrated in two principles:

• Promoting the impact of nonprofit organizations.

• Sharing the tools to make associations successful.


