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Introduction

We need a breakthrough in the quality of life for millions of people on our planet. A few examples:Hunger

• An estimated 12.4 million children in the United States live in food-insecure households and are at risk of experiencing hunger on a daily basis.1 
• Nearly 3 million seniors in the United States access food pantries annually to meet their emergency food needs.2 



Housing

• More than 700,000 people in the United States are homeless.3 
• More than 30 million U.S. households either pay excessively for housing, live in overcrowded conditions, or have physically inadequate housing—such as no hot water or no electricity.45 



 Education

• Up to one-third of school children in the United States begin kindergarten not fully prepared for a successful learning experience.6 
• Only about half (53 percent) of high school students in the largest U.S. cities graduate on time.7 



Health

• Cancer, heart disease, mental health, and other health issues continue to plague legions of Americans.
• HIV/AIDS continues to be a major problem in the United States; every 9 1/2 minutes someone in the United States is infected with HIV and for African-Americans and other blacks, HIV/AIDS is a leading cause of death.8 





And these are just examples from the United States. The challenges for our fellow citizens across the globe are multiplied many times over by comparison.

While nonprofit organizations cannot and should not solve all of these problems, we do play a significant role in making a difference in the quality of life for millions of people. Children, families, and adults are living in conditions that are unacceptable, and we need to make more of an impact. And we need to do better than incrementally more. We need to somehow create breakthrough improvements in these intolerable conditions.

Staff and volunteers in the nonprofit sector already work very hard. The questions this book considers are: How can we work together even more creatively and strategically? How can we invent breakthrough improvements for those we serve through our missions? The intention of this book is to provide a process that nonprofit organizations can use to create breakthrough strategies that will make very significant improvements in our collective mission impact to improve the quality of life for others.

While we do work very hard, I believe that we in the nonprofit sector still have tapped only a tiny portion of our collective creativity and that great ideas are out there—waiting to be invented—that can help us make even more of a difference than we are currently.

And, of course, the preceding examples just begin to touch the myriad of other causes and issues that nonprofit organizations serve to make a difference for others, including those serving the environment, disaster relief, cultural interests, public interest groups, religious commitments, member associations, and more.

The strategy development process that is explained in this book is based on my more than 30 years of experience in the nonprofit world as a practitioner, academic, volunteer, and consultant. My unique blend of experiences gives me a practical perspective on strategy while also applying cutting-edge concepts—such as strategic intent and systems thinking—that are used primarily in the corporate world.

Much has been written about strategic planning for nonprofits. My approach is much different, and it is unique for three key reasons:1. It shows nonprofits how to measure their mission impact and focuses the creation of strategy around increasing that impact to fulfill unmet needs, which is the organization’s mission gap.
2. It uses an aspirational mind-set to set vision and strategic stretch goals, which lead to the development of a breakthrough strategy—a strategy to close the mission gap as effectively as possible. Most strategy processes result in plans for incremental improvements.
3. It provides a clear definition of what strategy is and, more importantly, what nonprofit strategy is—a coherent, integrated explanation of how the organization is going to guide its performance toward a breakthrough in mission impact. Most strategy processes result in a collection of goals and activities that are not integrated or even connected in any way.


If your organization is committed to a breakthrough—a dramatic improvement—in the impact you are making for those you serve through your mission, then this strategy development process was designed for you. My distinct perspective on strategy derives from my unique blend of experiences with nonprofits during my career, including: • Eighteen years as CEO of two different nonprofits in which each organization experienced breakthroughs in performance
• PhD from Ohio State focused on the study of organization development, leadership, and nonprofit organization performance
• A lifelong commitment to philanthropy as a donor, volunteer, and board member for a wide variety of nonprofits
• Numerous consulting engagements with a spectrum of nonprofits across the country
• Continuing academic research on nonprofit strategy and performance
• Executive education experiences with corporations, government entities, and nonprofits through the James MacGregor Burns Academy of Leadership and the Robert H. Smith School of Business, both at the University of Maryland, College Park



The result of these experiences is a perspective that has produced a Strategy Development Process that brings together the very best ideas on strategy and performance from all sectors into an approach that addresses the distinctive circumstances that nonprofits face.

This book is written primarily for nonprofit practitioners—staff and volunteers—to empower them to design, develop, and implement breakthrough strategy to make an increased mission impact. Graduate students who are or intend to be practitioners will find it very useful. In addition, there are enough academic citations and recommendations for additional reading to satisfy the curious practitioner, serious graduate student, and practice-minded academic. As a special bonus, board members who work for corporate and/or government organizations will find that many of the ideas in the book can be applied to their sectors as well.




LAYOUT OF THE BOOK 

The book is a guide for designing and carrying out a strategy development process for a nonprofit organization. As an aid to help understand how to apply the concepts within each chapter, examples are provided through the creation of three hypothetical organizations. These organizations include a food bank, a housing services organization, and a literacy council—each with their own unique circumstances.

Chapter 1 is the conceptual setup for the book and answers the question, “What is nonprofit strategy?” Chapter 2 explains the factors an organization should consider as it designs its strategy development process. Chapters 3 through 7 explain the key steps that a strategy development group would go through in creating a strategy. These include establishing mission accomplishment measures, a mission gap, an organization vision, strategic stretch goals, completing an organization assessment, and developing an organization strategy narrative. Chapter 8 provides an overview of issues for senior management to consider as it implements strategy.

Appendix A includes a reprint of the Capacity Assessment Grid that was developed for Venture Philanthropy Partners by McKinsey & Company. I am very pleased that we were given permission to include this helpful assessment tool in the book. Appendix B includes summaries of the actions taken by the three hypothetical organizations discussed in Chapters 1 through 7.

One theme that continues throughout the book is the importance of taking the time to go through this entire process thoughtfully, rather than trying to do strategy in an afternoon or in the midst of an emergency. Crafting breakthrough strategy takes time and the involvement of key stakeholders.

Following are more details on what is included in each chapter.


Chapter 1: What Is Nonprofit Strategy? 

This chapter provides the definition of nonprofit strategy that will guide the strategy development process. Nonprofits differ from their counterparts in the for-profit world, and these differences must be made clear as they set out to create strategy. While for-profit organizations are primarily concerned with producing profits and beating their competition, nonprofits are primarily concerned with accomplishing their missions—making a difference for society. Therefore, the objective of nonprofit strategy is to guide the organization on its way to mission accomplishment.


Chapter 2: Designing the Strategy Development Process 

The design of the strategy development process can take many forms and must fit the organization’s situation. This chapter explains the factors that  an organization should consider as it is designing its process. It is important that stakeholders are meaningfully involved and that those most intimately involved have credibility and organizational wisdom—an understanding of the dynamics that can lead an organization to high performance. The organization’s board of directors and its CEO, along with other senior staff management, need to collaborate and agree upon the design of the strategy development process.


Chapter 3: Your Mission Impact 

The first action item for the strategy development group (SDG) to address is the review of the mission and its intended impact. By the conclusion of this step in the process, the SDG will make sure that the mission statement contains impact language, that mission accomplishment measures are set, and that its mission gap—an identification of unmet needs—has been articulated. In subsequent steps, a vision, strategic stretch goals, and the new strategy will all be designed to close the mission gap as effectively as possible to maximize mission impact.


Chapter 4: Vision for Your Organization 

The next step in the process is for the SDG to set a vision for the organization. With their mission gap in mind, the SDG is asked to create a future picture of what their organization would be like if it was ideally designed to fill the mission gap as effectively as possible. An inspiring, aspirational vision of the organization provides focus and momentum for strategy development.


Chapter 5: Strategic Stretch Goals 

In this step of the process the SDG sets five strategic stretch goals, which are designed to catapult the organization toward its vision. The goals sharpen the organization’s focus for the strategy development process and spur creativity. Working toward the accomplishment of the goals begins to bring the vision into reality. In this way, the goals are strategic and their completion point is at the end of the strategy time frame being used (three to five years out). They are outcome  based and SMART: specific, measurable, almost impossible, relevant, and time bound.


Chapter 6: Organization Assessment 

A clear strategic understanding of the organization’s current reality is essential in order to craft breakthrough strategy from that current reality toward the strategic stretch goals and vision. This chapter explains how the SDG can effectively identify the organization’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in the context of the organization’s commitment to achieve the strategic stretch goals, pursue the vision, and close the mission gap.


Chapter 7: Strategy Development and Management 

Chapter 7 integrates all of the prior steps into the process to create the strategy. Strategy development is a creative process that results in a statement of the general themes, a strategy narrative, which will guide the organization’s performance for the coming three to five years. The strategy narrative generally explains how the organization will leverage its strengths, fortify its weaknesses, seize its opportunities, and block its threats as it pursues its strategic stretch goals, vision, and mission accomplishment.


Chapter 8: Strategy Implementation and Management 

Now that the organization has developed a breakthrough strategy, it is time for implementation. This begins by making sure that all aspects of the organization, especially the culture, are aligned with the strategy. The strategic stretch goals are then integrated into the annual planning process, while the strategy guides the development of the action plans. The organization and external environment are continually monitored for changes—and the organization prepares itself to engage those changes. Implementing and managing the strategy requires comprehensive effort from everyone within the organization. Concepts and tools to help support the implementation are provided at the end of this chapter including ideas on quality management, the balanced scorecard, and strengths-based management.




FOR MORE INFORMATION 

I have developed a Strategy Development Workbook as a complement to this book, which organizations can use to follow the strategy development process. The Workbook is available at no cost and can be found on my web site www.SheehanNonprofitConsulting.com in the Resources section. You may make as many copies as you would like for your planning and strategy development purposes.

Also on the web site, you will find additional strategy examples from more hypothetical organizations to complement what is already in the book. These include organizations representing cultural missions, member associations, public interest groups, and more.

Some people will read this book and say that I have made strategy too simplistic. I have, indeed, intended to make a complex concept as practical as possible. Having said that, if, as you read along there is anything in the book that is unclear to you, please email me at BreakthroughImpact@gmail.com. I will create an FAQ section on my web site for the book as questions come in, so please check there first. But if you have other questions, please let me know so I can build out more FAQs.

Thank you for your commitment to the nonprofit world and for taking the time to learn how your organization can make even more of an impact for those you serve. I am committed to philanthropy—as a volunteer, donor, consultant, and researcher—and I believe that our collective philanthropic efforts play an important role in creating a more just, equitable, and thriving society for all.

 

Rob Sheehan 
College Park, Maryland 
July 2009
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 CHAPTER 1

What Is Nonprofit Strategy?

Nonprofits differ from their counterparts in the for-profit world, and these differences must be made clear as they set out to create strategy. While for-profit organizations are primarily concerned with producing profits and beating their competition, nonprofits are primarily concerned with accomplishing their missions—making a difference for society. Therefore the objective of nonprofit strategy is to guide the organization on the way to mission accomplishment.




WHAT IS STRATEGY? 

The concept of strategy is often misunderstood in all sectors—corporate, government, and nonprofit. Hence the plethora of strategy consultants and books (here’s another) abound. So let’s begin by simplifying.

Strategy is an integrated and coherent explanation of how an organization is going to guide its performance in the future. It explains how its essential operations will interact with one another, and within the organization’s environment, to produce effective performance.

We’ll now look at the different parts of this definition.


An Integrated Explanation of Performance 

Many authors point out that the historic roots of strategy come from the military. For example, “The term strategic is derived from the Greek strategos, meaning ‘a general set of maneuvers carried out to overcome an enemy  during combat”’ (Nutt & Backoff, 1992, p. 56). Using the same military mind-set, Hambrick & Fredrickson (2005) call strategy “the art of the general” and explain that “Great generals think about the whole. They have a strategy; it has pieces, or elements, but they form a coherent whole. Business generals . . . must also have a strategy—a central, integrated, externally oriented concept of how the business will achieve its objectives” (p. 52). Others build on this militaristic concept to describe strategy more generally for organizations as “determining what an organization intends to be in the future and how it will get there” (Barry, 1986, p. 10).

When many organizations discuss their strategy, they end up listing pieces or elements without an explanation of how these are integrated into a whole. For example, organizations will list goals, initiatives, and/or plans without an explanation of how these are connected to one another. In fact, any connection between these various elements is often unclear. It’s not that goals and initiatives and plans are bad, it is just that without an explanation of how they fit and interact together to move the organization forward, they do not constitute a strategy.

Explaining a strategy is like telling a story that has a beginning, middle, and end. As we think back to the example of generals, we can imagine them talking with their troops to explain what they are about to do: “First, we are going to . . . then some of you will . . . which will then allow others of us to . . . and that will give us the opening to . . . which will lead us on to victory.” Note how the actions in this simple example are connected with one another. Many people refer to strategy as a cause-and-effect story that describes the journey from the present to the desired future. Certain actions create certain effects, which then allow new actions to be taken, and so on. The strategy story becomes the guiding narrative for the organization’s future activities.

In order for a strategy to work well, the various strategic actions taken need to have positive interactions. They need to produce a positive reinforcing cyclical effect upon one another so that the collective result of the actions propels the organization into the future. We know that organizations can find themselves in vicious downward spirals. Good strategy creates a virtuous positive spiral toward high performance (Senge, 1990).

The importance of these positive interactions is central to the concept of systems thinking. Systems thinking seeks to understand an organization as a whole. It looks at how the different parts of the organization interact and  affect one another. Rather than analyzing each part of the organization separately, the parts are looked at synthetically. Russell L. Ackoff, one of the leaders of the systems thinking approach, describes one of the tenets of this approach: “A system’s performance is the product of the interactions of its parts” (1999, p. 33) rather than the sum of the performance of the parts or “how they act taken separately” (1999, p. 9).

Crafting strategy, this cause-and-effect story, is a creative act, not an analytical function. It is a process of considering the organization’s current situation, such as its SWOTs (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats), looking at the organization’s desired future, and designing a set of actions which will catapult it forward. Typically, an organization will want to leverage strengths, seize opportunities, fortify weaknesses, and block threats. These orchestrated actions all make up the cause-and-effect story. In this sense, there is no such thing as a right or wrong strategy and a strategy cannot be figured out. It needs to be generated from the strategist’s understanding of the current situation and commitment to pursuing the organization’s future intentions. This is what Henry Mintzberg refers to as “strategic thinking” as he compares it to the analytical function of “strategic planning”: “Strategic thinking, in contrast, is about synthesis. It involves intuition and creativity. The outcome of strategic thinking is an integrated perspective of the enterprise, a not-too-precisely articulated vision of direction . . . ” (1994, p. 108).

While a strategy may not necessarily be right or wrong, it can be sufficient or deficient. If the strategy does not coherently explain how the various strategic actions it is going to take are integrated with one another and/ or does not explain how these actions will work together to create a virtuous cycle of performance, then it will serve as little future guidance to the organization.

In order to further understand the essential elements of the strategy story, it is helpful first to understand the essential elements of the means of organization performance.


Essential Elements of Performance 

Many different aspects of an organization need to work together well in order for it to achieve high performance. This is true regardless of the type of organization it is—for-profit, government, or nonprofit. The strategy  definition we are working from states that strategy explains how its essential operations will interact with one another, and within the organization’s environment, to produce effective performance. The “essential operations” of an organization are its primary means of performance.

In his book Make Success Measurable! (1999), organization expert Doug Smith outlines the essential elements of an organization’s operations, which it needs to integrate in order to be successful. These activities are essential for organizations from all three sectors. The categories of activities can be thought of as financing, staffing, and provision of products/services/ programs of value.

These categories of activities will make intuitive sense to most people who are familiar with running an organization. The categories cover essential questions:1. What products/services/programs of value are we going to provide and to whom?
2. Who do we need to hire to provide the products/services/ programs?
3. How do we finance all of this activity?


The specific ways the activities are carried out will vary within different sectors, but answering these questions is essential to each. Smith explains that organizations must create a “reinforcing cycle” of actions that connects the three categories of activity so that they build upon one another to create a “cycle of sustainable performance.”

For the for-profit entity, the cycle includes shareholders who provide opportunities and rewards to people of the enterprise and their partners who provide value to customers who generate returns to shareholders . . . and the cycle continues (see Figure 1.1). Each of the three parts of the cycle benefits from the other two and contributes to them as well. Smith then changes the terminology slightly to demonstrate how the same logic works for government and nonprofit organizations. In government, shareholders are taxpayers, while in nonprofits they are funders. In each case, though, the function is about financing the operation. Customers become citizens in the government model and beneficiaries in the nonprofit model. In this case, it is all about providing products/services/programs of value regardless of the sector (see Figures 1.2 and 1.3).

FIGURE 1.1 Cycle of Sustainable Performance (a)

Source: Douglas Smith, Make Success Measurable! (1999). Reprinted with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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FIGURE 1.2 Cycle of Sustainable Performance (b)

Source: Douglas Smith, Make Success Measurable! (1999). Reprinted with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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FIGURE 1.3 Cycle of Sustainable Performance (c)

Source: Douglas Smith, Make Success Measurable! (1999). Reprinted with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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For each sector, the same cause-and-effect logic applies to the explanation of how strategic actions in one area of the organization’s operations will impact the others. Smith calls this logic a “performance story,” and he points out the “cyclical interdependence” that each area has on the others.

Consider some examples of this cyclical interdependence in the nonprofit world:• If not properly financed, then a nonprofit will not be able to retain the quality or quantity of staff it needs. Therefore, it needs to figure out how to be well financed.
• If the appropriate quantity and quality of staff (and/or volunteers) are not attracted and retained, then it will not be able to provide programs and services well. Therefore, it needs to figure out how to attract and retain staff and/or volunteers.
• If programs and services are not provided well, then funders (which can include those paying fees for service) will not renew their support. Therefore, it needs to figure out how to provide programs and services well.



Without all three of these areas of activities working well and positively feeding off of one another, the cyclical interdependence breaks down and performance is not optimized.

So as organizations answer the three questions posed at the outset of this section, they need to be sure that their plans in each category positively interact with their plans in the other categories. Since the answers to these questions are essential to the organization’s performance, they are also essential to the organization’s strategy and need to be included in the organization’s strategy story.

The three essential elements of staffing, financing, and products/ services/programs are the “means” of performance, and they need to be addressed by organizations in all three sectors. However, an important way that the for-profit, government, and nonprofit sectors differ is by their core purpose—why they exist. Therefore, while they have similar categories of means of production and performance, their ends are quite different—and this will impact how they craft strategy.




STRATEGY GUIDES PERFORMANCE 

The purpose of having a strategy is to guide the organization toward its desired future. In other words, the strategy guides the organization’s performance. With this in mind, we can examine the different ways in which for-profit and nonprofit organizations think about performance and then look at implications for strategy.

For a number of decades, consultants and authors have taken the general idea of strategy—built upon its militaristic past—to design methods for corporate organizations to craft and implement strategy. In more recent years, nonprofit organizations have begun seeing the value of strategic planning. They have attempted to take methodologies used in the for-profit world and apply them to nonprofits.

The results of these efforts have been mixed. The difficulty in translating for-profit methods of strategy development into the nonprofit world was one of the motivating forces behind a research forum sponsored at Harvard in 1998. From their work with nonprofit practitioners, the conveners stated, “The feedback from these practitioners was that strategy models developed for for-profit organizations were relevant for their purposes, but these models required significant modification  or adjustment to work in nonprofit settings” (Backman, Grossman, & Rangan, 2000, p. 2).

While numerous books and articles on nonprofit strategy have been produced since this conference was held more than 10 years ago, nonprofit executives still find difficulty in applying for-profit methods to their unique situations. The development of modifications and adjustments that need to be made in for-profit methodologies of strategy development, in order for them to work for nonprofits, begins by examining the key differences between the two types of organizations—their reasons for being and their notions of performance.


For-Profit Performance 

For-profit organizations typically judge their performance by various perspectives on how much profit they make. They have investors who expect a return on that investment. Many companies will also monitor metrics such as customer and/or employee satisfaction, but most do this as a means to the important end of making profit. Some companies may take a shorter-term view of profits (e.g., most companies listed on the New York Stock Exchange) while some may focus on the longer term (e.g., Berkshire Hathaway). Some may look at different permutations of profit, such as price of traded shares or return on invested capital. But, essentially, the idea is to make a profit.

Certainly, many for-profit entities are also concerned about the “social value” they produce for society and they are increasingly concerned about their impact on other various stakeholders. However, for most, these are secondary to their interest in making a profit and returning value to shareholders. A statement from the Business Roundtable, an association of CEOs of leading U.S. companies, reinforces this in its 2005 version of its Principles of Corporate Governance:

Corporations are often said to have obligations to shareholders and other constituencies, including employees, the communities in which they do business and government, but these obligations are best viewed as part of the paramount duty to optimize long-term shareholder value. (2005, p. 31)



This statement is not as blunt as renowned economist Milton Friedman’s famous article “The Social Responsibility of the Corporation is to Increase its Profits” (1970), but it makes the same point.

The definition we are working from states that strategy explains how its essential operations will interact with one another, and within the organization’s environment, to produce effective performance. We see that effective performance means making profit for the for-profit organization (aptly named). But it is also important here to comment on the environment in which for-profit organizations operate.

A key challenge that for-profit organizations face is that they exist within a highly competitive environment where other organizations also exist to make a profit. Once they start making a good profit on a particular product or service, then other organizations will enter their market to make a profit by selling a similar service or product to the same types of customers. Therefore, the for-profit world is understandably preoccupied with the problems of competition. A leading expert on corporate strategy is Michael Porter, whose Competitive Strategy (1980) is perhaps the most widely read book on the subject. In Porter’s view, “Strategy is making trade-offs in competing” (1996, p. 70). This is why the military roots of strategy apply so nicely to the for-profit world. A military general may want to take territory, while a business general may want to take market share. They are both very much concerned with the others in their competitive space and take their actions accordingly.

It is understandable, then, that people refer to the “competitive paradigm that is one of the drivers of the business world” (Kearns, 2000, pp. xiv-xv). Since making profit is its purpose and competition is an important aspect of the environment in which it operates, a for-profit organization needs to address these issues in its strategy story. Next, we look at how the purpose and environment for nonprofits differ.


Nonprofit Performance 

While for-profit organizations are accurately labeled according to purpose, using the term nonprofit does not describe the purpose of these organizations. People have tried to promote other labels, such as charitable or philanthropic organizations, but none of these have caught on,  and we seem to be stuck with the nonprofit term for at least a while longer.

Nonprofit organizations are formed for different purposes than for-profit organizations. By definition and by charter, they are given permission by the federal government to exist as organizations that do not pay taxes on their net revenues because their purpose is to make a difference in society. Some nonprofits may also accept contributions, for which donors may receive a federal tax deduction. Nonprofit organizations need to be financially viable, but they do not judge their success by how much their revenue exceeds their expenses. In the absence, though, of profit as a performance criterion, we find that notions of nonprofit performance can become much more complex.

Much has been written and researched regarding nonprofit performance (or in other words, effectiveness) to try to clear up this complexity (Forbes, 1998). Yet, after many years of research and writings by many people, the concept remains elusive. Recently, two of the most notable contributors to the nonprofit effectiveness research literature stated, “Nonprofit organization effectiveness remains a complicated and challenging construct for researchers and practitioners alike” (Herman & Renz, 2008, p. 412).

The view on this issue that I have long advocated—and used as a nonprofit CEO and consultant—is the “Mission Accomplishment as Nonprofit Organization Effectiveness” approach (Sheehan, 1994, 1999, 2005, 2009). Essentially, this approach says that the core purpose of a nonprofit is to carry out its mission—to make a difference for society. The extent to which it is accomplishing its mission is its level of performance. Therefore, the focus of its strategy should be to maximize mission accomplishment.

A number of scholars and authors support this idea:• James Phills, in Integrating Mission and Strategy for Nonprofit Organizations, suggests “For a for-profit organization, performance is typically defined in terms of profitability or economic returns to its owners. For the nonprofit (as well as for some for-profits), performance is defined more broadly, typically in terms of achieving the mission” (2005, p. 17).
• In their review of a collection of articles on nonprofit strategy, Backman et al. conclude that “The most important and perhaps most obvious theme that emerges from these articles is that mission and  values, rather than industry structure or internal capacities, are the starting points for strategy development in the nonprofit sector” (2000, p. 6).
• Paul Light, in his survey of 250 executive directors of nonprofits identified as “high performing,” found that “three in five equated effectiveness with being focused on or accomplishing a mission or goals” (2002, p. 39).
• Mark Moore, in “Managing for Value: Organizational Strategy in For Profit, Nonprofit, and Governmental Organizations,” states that “Just as financial performance becomes the touchstone for gauging past and planning future performance in the for-profit sector, so mission performance becomes the touchstone for gauging past and planning future performance in the nonprofit sector” (2000, p. 194). He suggests that the key calculation for public-sector strategy should be to “find better ways to achieve mission” (p. 189).
• Numerous other researchers have suggested effectiveness approaches consistent with the mission accomplishment approach (e.g., Stauber, 2001; Sawhill & Williamson, 2001a, 2001b; Singh, 2005).



While the mission accomplishment approach seems very straightforward to numerous practitioners, consultants, and researchers, there are those who promote other approaches. Three other popular perspectives are the goal approach, the internal process approach, and the social construction approach. Each of these provides interesting viewpoints.

The goal approach was preferred as a method of assessing effectiveness of all types of organizations for many years (e.g., Price, 1968). This approach considered an organization effective to the extent that it met its goals. But problems persisted with this approach. First, organization goals are often not clear, and this makes it difficult to tell if they have been met. Next, even when they are clear, conflicting goals often exist within the same organization, and it is difficult to tell which ones are more important. And finally, goals may or may not be relevant to the organization’s core purpose. Goals can play a vital role in the development and implementation of an organization’s strategy—as we will see in forthcoming chapters. However, on their own, they may or may not provide a reliable indication that an organization is fulfilling its purpose.

The internal process approach has been used by researchers who want to study the internal operations of an organization to determine if some optimal set of internal processes may end up predicting effectiveness (e.g., Etzioni, 1964). A great deal of research, for example, has focused on organizational decision-making processes (e.g., March & Simon, 1958). Again, knowledge gained from these approaches can be helpful in the implementation of strategy, but these approaches are more concerned with the means of performance than the ends. If an organization has efficient internal operations, for example, we still cannot determine the extent to which it is fulfilling its purpose.

A more recent development is the social construction approach developed by Herman & Renz (1997, 1998, 1999, 2004, 2008). Their research demonstrates that various stakeholders of organizations have different perspectives on whether an organization is effective and/or the extent to which it is effective. They have recently concluded that “Nonprofit leaders need to recognize that NPO effectiveness is socially constructed, that it is not a stable construct, and that different stakeholders will judge it differently” (2008, p. 410). This is very good advice, and it makes sense that various stakeholders with their own set of values and perspectives would judge performance differently.

Contrasting the mission accomplishment approach with the social construction approach, we see that even when an organization chooses to judge its own performance by the extent to which it accomplishes its mission, it cannot control how various stakeholders will judge that performance. Stakeholders may (and some surely will) have their own criteria that differs from what the organization’s board and senior management team chooses. Therefore, when an organization sets out to craft strategy toward accomplishing its mission, it must keep in mind that its performance will be judged differently by various stakeholders. This will be particularly important to remember in Chapter 3 as we look at operationalizing the mission accomplishment approach. In this way, the social construction approach provides a valuable perspective to judging performance and crafting strategy.

While the goal, internal process, and social construction approaches provide helpful perspectives on performance, the mission accomplishment approach is the most appropriate perspective to use as the organization sets out to develop strategy. The mission accomplishment approach captures  the core purpose of the nonprofit organization—to make a difference for society. To think of this in the same terms as the Conference Board’s earlier commentary on the paramount importance of shareholder value, we could say that “While goals, internal processes, and stakeholders are all important, they are best viewed as part of the paramount duty of the nonprofit to optimize mission accomplishment.”

And what about the environment in which nonprofit organizations operate? The strategic opportunities and threats in a nonprofit’s environment are even more complex than that of a for-profit. This has been pointed out by many researchers, including Jim Collins in his “social sector” supplement to Good to Great (2001). Nonprofits must carefully consider all of their complex environmental factors when they develop strategy—including the possibility of competitive issues.

Depending on the nonprofit, issues of competition may or may not be vital environmental factors to consider. For example, nonprofits that rely heavily on fees for service in environments where other service providers are active will certainly need to consider competition when crafting strategy. Importantly, though, they will consider the competition within their broader commitment to accomplish their mission—not to make a profit. With this in mind, we can imagine the strategic move of two nonprofit competitors to collaborate in order to maximize mission accomplishment for the good of a community. This type of cooperation would be less likely in the for-profit world and may even be deemed as collusion—subject to the violation of law. Therefore, while competition may be something for a nonprofit to consider in its environment, beating its competition is not its overriding concern. It is concerned with making a difference for society.




NONPROFIT STRATEGY 

With the preceding discussion in mind, following is the definition of nonprofit strategy, which will be used in the rest of this book:

Nonprofit strategy is an integrated and coherent explanation of how a nonprofit organization is going to accomplish its mission of making a difference for society in the future. It explains how its essential operations (funding, paid & unpaid staffing, programs/services for beneficiaries) will  interact with one another, and within the organization’s environment, to accomplish its mission. (Sheehan, 2009)


This compares to the more general definition provided at the outset of this chapter.

Strategy is an integrated and coherent explanation of how an organization is going to guide its performance in the future. It explains how its essential operations will interact with one another, and within the organization’s environment, to produce effective performance.


The nonprofit definition adds specific language that tailors it for these organizations. The first change is that it replaces the term performance in both sentences with language that acknowledges that performance for a nonprofit means accomplishing the mission.

Next, it adds specific language to amplify essential operations. This language is connected to the examples provided by Doug Smith earlier in the chapter. The financial category of the operation is referred to as “funding” and may include fees for service, donations, grants, and/or other income. The people of the enterprise category are more specifically named “paid & unpaid staffing” to acknowledge the important role of volunteers in the operation of a nonprofit. Finally, in the customers or beneficiaries category, the term has been somewhat expanded to “programs/services for beneficiaries.” This sharpens the role of the activities generated from this category.

Using this definition and these new terms, the strategy story that a nonprofit will tell will include an explanation of how it will arrange for funding to retain paid and unpaid staff and make a difference for beneficiaries through programs/services that will accomplish the mission. It will explain how those different essential parts of the operation will positively interact with one another—and their environment—in a way that creates a virtuous positive cycle of performance toward mission accomplishment.

We will look at more specifics of how this strategy story is crafted together in later chapters. With this understanding of what nonprofit strategy is, the rest of the book will explain how a nonprofit organization can design and carry out a process to create a strategy. The next chapter will discuss how to design a process to fit the needs of an organization. This will be followed by chapters that explain steps that an organization’s strategy development group can go through in preparation for developing the strategy: setting mission impact, creating a vision, establishing strategic stretch goals,  and completing an organization assessment. The final two chapters, then, cover strategy development and strategy implementation. As the strategy development process is explained, examples of how the process can be applied in different organizations will be provided.




HYPOTHETICAL EXAMPLE ORGANIZATIONS 

Throughout the rest of the book, examples of the strategy development activities discussed will be provided by referring to three hypothetical nonprofit organizations. These organizations do not exist, but are a composite of various organizations like them. Following are general descriptions of the organizations.


Large City Metro Food Bank 

Location: LCMFB is located in a metropolitan area of more than one million residents. It has a main administration office, which is co-located with its food distribution center. The population of the area is 47 percent White, 29 percent African-American, 18 percent Hispanic, and 6 percent other. Median family income is $47,391.

Mission: The mission statement of LCMFB is: “To obtain and distribute food through a network of providers.”

Staff: The total staff includes 47 people. The senior staff consists of a chief executive officer and three vice presidents: Development, Finance, Human Resources. The CEO is 55 years of age and is starting his third year in that position. He came to LCMFB from a similar organization in another city where he had served as the vice president of Marketing & Development. The VPs of Finance and Human Resources are in their 60s, while the VP of Development is in his 40s. Beyond the senior staff, other program director positions exist. By board policy, staff compensation and benefits are at the 80th percentile for the U.S. nonprofit sector. Volunteers are used extensively.

Board: The board of directors has 18 people, mostly professionals: three attorneys, two CPAs, two MDs, a clergyperson, a university professor, and nine senior business executives. Board members serve a maximum of three three-year terms. There is an executive committee made up of five board  members. The executive committee meets monthly, and the board meets every two months.

Programs/Services: LCMFB collects food from a wide variety of sources and then distributes it to community partners, including food pantries, soup kitchens, shelters, after-school programs, and senior housing sites.

Funding: $55 million annual budget, with a $250,000 net surplus for the most recent fiscal year. Revenue is 80 percent in contributed food, 10 percent from contributions and grants, and 10 percent other. The organization has $8 million in net assets.


Big River Regional Housing Services 

Location: BRRHS serves a five-county region that is mostly rural. It has its main administrative offices in the largest city in the area, with satellite offices in two of the other counties. The region includes 500,000 residents, and the population is 80 percent White, 9 percent African-American, 7 percent Hispanic, and 4 percent other. Median family income is $41,940.

Mission: The mission statement of BRRHS is: “To enhance the quality of life of our communities by providing housing services.”

Staff: The total staff includes 38 people. This currently includes an interim CEO, Pat, who was brought in to serve temporarily until a new permanent CEO is hired. The most recent CEO, Jeff, accepted a position on the domestic policy team of the Obama White House. There is a chief operating officer, a director of finance, a director of operations, and a number of other program directors and line staff. The chief operating officer and director of operations are both in their early 60s, and the director of finance is in her 50s. Compensation and benefits are generally at the 40th percentile for the U.S. nonprofit sector, although the former CEO was paid at the 65th percentile level. Volunteers are used sporadically for programs.

Board: The board of directors has seven people, including a bank vice president, two residents of the organization’s housing units, an attorney, a retired county government worker, a social worker, and a realtor. Board members serve three-year terms with no limits.

Programs/Services: Develop and construct affordable housing units, which are then either sold or managed by the organization. Currently 360 units, mostly multifamily, are managed and three to four units per year  are built and sold. They also conduct other neighborhood revitalization programs.

Funding: $6 million annual budget that includes 15 percent in government funding and most of the rest from fees for service. The most recent fiscal year ended with a $93,000 surplus. The organization has $1.2 million in net assets.


Merrill County Literacy Council 

Location: MCLC is located in a county of 125,000 residents. It has a main administration office in the largest city in the county. The population is 68 percent White, 18 percent African-American, 9 percent Hispanic, and 5 percent other. Median family income is $52,628.

Mission: The mission statement of MCLC is: “To provide literacy educational services to citizens in Merrill County.”

Staff: The total staff consists of five people—a CEO, a now vacant director of programs position, a part-time director of finance, and three program staff. The CEO is 33 years old. When the previous CEO moved out of state during the past year, she was promoted from her post as director of programs. Compensation and benefits for staff are at the 30th percentile for the U.S. nonprofit sector. Volunteers are used extensively as teachers, child care providers, and tutors.

Board: The board of directors currently has five members, but could have as many as eleven. Members include the founding chair of the organization, who is a retired elementary school principal, a clergy-person, an assistant superintendent of one of the county school districts, an attorney, and one of the organization’s volunteer tutors who is a homemaker.

Programs/Services: Classes for adults in reading and mathematics literacy, as well as tutoring for adults in the classes. Child care services are also provided for adults who need to bring children to classes.

Funding: $195,000 annual budget and the most recent year ended with a $3,000 deficit. Funding includes 10 percent from individual contributions, and the rest in grants from United Way, local corporations, school districts, and various government entities. The organization has $40,000 in net assets.




CHAPTER 2

Designing the Strategy  Development Process

The rest of this book will explain how an organization can design and implement a strategy development process that will guide its performance for its near-term future—three to five years. Outputs of the process include mission accomplishment measures, a mission gap, a vision for the organization, strategic stretch goals, an organization assessment, and an organization strategy narrative. As a part of strategy implementation, the organization then develops more specific plans to accomplish the strategic stretch goals, pursue the vision, and close the mission gap as effectively as possible.

The design of the strategy development process can take many forms and must fit the organization’s situation. It is important that stakeholders are meaningfully involved in the process and that those most intimately involved have credibility and organizational wisdom—an understanding of the dynamics that can lead an organization to high performance.

The organization’s board of directors and its CEO, along with other senior staff management, need to collaborate and agree upon the design of the strategy development process.




ARE YOU READY? 

This chapter assumes that your organization is about to undertake a complete strategy development process, which I suggest organizations implement at least every five years. Choosing the right time to implement the  process and making sure that the organization—especially the board—is ready for the process is an important first step.


The Right Time 

When is the right time to develop a new strategy? Here are some signs that it is time to start thinking about implementing a new strategy development process:• You think that your mission or your vision needs to be revisited.
• Your situation has changed very significantly—this includes your external environment and/or changes within the organization itself.
• You read Chapter 1 and realize you don’t really have a clear strategy (don’t worry, you are not alone).
• You feel that your organization is adrift; for example, goals are fuzzy or nonexistent, the annual planning process is clumsy.
• It has been at least five years since you did your last formal strategy development process.



 

Mission and Vision Mission is your organizational touchstone, which articulates the difference you intend to make. Vision is your ideal picture of how your organization would exist so that it can carry out that mission most effectively. More about both of these issues will be discussed in subsequent chapters. However, if you have concerns that your current mission or vision may not be relevant—or that different interpretations of either exist within the board or staff—then it is definitely time to begin organizing a new strategy development process. Without agreement on why your organization is here and where you are heading, you will be unable to operate the organization effectively.

 

Your Organization’s Situation If you did a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis the last time you did a strategy development process, then check to see if they are still accurate or have changed significantly. If you don’t have anything formal to review, then think about what your external environment was like the last time you created your strategy and consider how much has changed from then until the current time. Then consider your organization itself and think about how it has changed. Have there been changes in senior staff, funding, types or levels  of services and programs? If you find that there have been considerable changes either externally or internally, then—at minimum—you want to review the vision, goals, and strategy you had developed earlier to see if they still fit your current situation. If they do not, then it is time to organize a new strategy development process.

 

Your Current Strategy As mentioned in the previous chapter, many organizations—for-profit and nonprofit—do not have a well-articulated strategy. If, based on your reading of the previous chapter, you don’t think that you have a well-articulated strategy, then you are going to need to keep reading for a while to know whether you should actually go through an entirely new strategy development process. If, as you read, you discover that you feel good about your mission, vision, goals, and so forth, then you may just need to sharpen the articulation of your strategy. Alternatively, if you think that a number of these important aspects of your organization need to be reviewed or rethought, then implementing a completely new process may be the thing you need to do.

 

Your Organization Seems Adrift If your organization’s goals seem unclear, are nonexistent, or change frequently, then you may need a new strategy process to revisit mission, create a new vision, set specific goals, and craft a new strategy. Other symptoms may include the observation that the organization seems whipsawed by changing circumstances—changing directions erratically—or that the annual planning process is clumsy and includes few performance metrics of any type.

 

It’s Been Five Years If it has been at least five years since you last did a formal strategy development process, then it is definitely time to begin designing the next iteration of your strategy. Too many things change in five years—opportunities and challenges within the environment, staffing, board membership, stakeholders, and so on.

 

If any of these factors are true for your organization, then it may be time for a new strategy. Of course, this all assumes that the organization is prepared to put in the time and resources necessary to do the work thoroughly. Strategy development does not have to be a laborious, drawn-out process, but it also can’t be done properly in an afternoon without any preparation. It needs to be done thoughtfully in order to effectively guide the organization into the future.

If you are reading this book because, as a staff or board member, you have been assigned to design the strategy development process for your organization, then your first step should be to assure that there is strong commitment from the CEO and from the board of directors to undertake the process. The CEO and board will need to allocate time and other resources to the process. Gaining this commitment is an essential first step. If this commitment does not exist, then it is definitely not the right time to do strategy development.

Organizations that find themselves in the midst of staff leadership transitions, particularly if it is the CEO, often wonder if they should recruit a new CEO before starting a new strategy development process or do the strategy work first, then search and hire. More and more organizations will find themselves in this situation in coming years as Baby Boomers reach traditional retirement age. While opinions on strategy first or hiring first may vary, I contend it is actually ideal to do the strategy work first. If at all possible, the organization should hire an external person to serve as the interim CEO or, if that is not feasible, identify an internal staff person to take on the role temporarily.

The reason for waiting to hire until the strategy process is complete is that the new strategy may suggest opportunities that the organization can more effectively seize if the new CEO has a certain skill set and/or if the entire senior staff team requires a particular collective skill set. So long as regular operations can continue in an uninterrupted fashion, then allowing an interim to take over while the strategy process is completed will allow the organization to go about making a hire most strategically. Of course, organizations that find themselves in a CEO transitional situation may end up deciding to complete their strategy development work more quickly than those who are fully staffed. This will be another factor in deciding what the overall process will look like. Organizations should also be aware that some funders, sympathetic to this perspective, have been known to provide grants to support interim staffing as well as the overall strategy development process.


Board Readiness 

Boards have important roles regarding strategy because not only are they expected to work with senior management to develop strategy, as they are  with for profit organizations, but they also play a key role in the implementation of the strategy. They are important as linchpins to the external environment where opportunities often exist. These opportunities could include raising funds, raising community awareness, developing collaborative partnerships, and more. Therefore, making sure that the board is ready for and engaged in the process is of importance.

 

Board Membership What does the ideal board look like for your organization, and how closely does your current board match that ideal? If this is not a question that your board has addressed recently, then now—before the strategy development process begins—is the time to do it. Admittedly, in some ways this is a classic chicken or the egg question. After all, how do you know what kind of board you need until you know what your strategy is going to be? This is a fair question, and it is not unusual for a board to identify specific changes it wants to make to its membership as a result of creating a new strategy. The questions to ask at this stage—before strategy development begins—are: Are these the people that can likely lead us into the future? Are we lacking in some key areas of skill, talent, or knowledge? Are we lacking some important stakeholder representatives? Do we have people on the board who have access to the resources that we will likely need to implement our strategy?

Again, the answers to these will be clearer at the end of the strategy process, but thinking through obvious potential changes to membership at this stage can be very helpful. If one or two new members who fill obvious needs can be recruited and added to the board without delaying the strategy process too long, then it will be helpful to have them as a part of creating the new strategy that they will be expected to help implement.

If some obvious needs are identified, but there is simply not the time to add new people to the board (or there are no currently available positions) then another approach would be to add potential board members to the strategy development group as at-large volunteers. They can be involved in the strategy process and then added to the board later as time permits.

Adding one or more board members prior to the beginning of the strategy development process can be especially helpful if the organization identifies the need to recruit more people who have access to funding sources. Strategizing ways to bring in more funding with  people on the board who actually have access to funds is usually far more effective!

 

Board Development Boards exist at various developmental stages. In their book Governance as Leadership (2005), Chait, Ryan, and Taylor distinguish three different modes or types of nonprofit boards:• Type 1: Fiduciary: “stewardship of tangible assets” (p. 6)
• Type 2: Strategic: “creating a strategic partnership with management” (p. 7)
• Type 3: Generative: “providing a less recognized but critical source of leadership for the organization” (p. 7)



Chait, Ryan, and Taylor suggest that boards that reach the generative level will provide the most value to their organizations, as they will carry out the generative function as well as the fiduciary and strategic functions. While the first two types of boards may seem rather self-explanatory, the generative type requires some additional discussion.

According to the authors, some of the hallmarks of the generative thinking that these types of boards have are: noticing cues and clues to understand the deeper meaning of data, reframing problems and issues from various perspectives, and thinking retrospectively—providing an understanding of the past in a way that sheds light on possibilities for the future.

A board that employs this type of generative thinking would provide great value to an organization. Insights gained from this type of thinking would be of especial value during strategy development. In some ways, generative thinking is an advanced type of strategic thinking. It would be ideal for any board that is about to become involved in strategy development to have reached the generative developmental stage, and boards should work together to achieve this developmental level.

While a strategy development process cannot be put on hold until a board reaches the generative level, there are steps it can take prior to doing the strategy work that can help move its development along. For example, copies of the Governance as Leadership book can be purchased for board members and time at meetings can be set aside to discuss implications for the board.

In addition, a tool often used to promote board development is a self-assessment. Board self-assessment involves board members reflecting on  their behaviors and then comparing them to an ideal of how a board should act. Comparing the perceived actual behaviors to the ideal then gives the board data to consider as it makes plans for improvement. While numerous self-assessment tools exist, the one that is probably most widely used was created by BoardSource, a national nonprofit organization founded in 1988 to provide resources for improving nonprofit board performance. For a reasonable fee, boards can access this tool through BoardSource (www.BoardSource.org), take the self-assessment confidentially, and allow the board to review the collective results while maintaining the anonymity of individual respondents. Often, boards employ an outside facilitator to review the results and work with them to make specific plans for improvement.

It is generally a good idea for boards to do a self-assessment every two years or so to gauge how well members are working together and to identify areas for improvement. This is even more important to implement prior to a strategy development process if the board has not gone through a self-assessment in the prior two years. It helps ensure that the board is operating as effectively as possible prior to taking on the important strategy work.

In addition to having board members read the Governance as Leadership book and do a self-assessment, they may also want to consider learning more about systems thinking. Generative thinking and systems thinking have a great deal in common. Systems thinking pioneer Russell Ackoff describes an attribute of systems thinking as the ability to think synthetically rather than just analytically. Synthetic thinking encourages asking more why questions than the what questions of analytical thinking. Ackoff ’s book Re-Creating the Corporation (1999) is a good place to start for those interested in this.

All of these board developmental activities will create better board members, better strategists, and—most likely—more effective employees back in their full-time jobs.


Using Consultants 

One of the purposes of this book is to empower staff and board leaders with knowledge about designing and implementing the strategy development process. Far too often, organizations leave too much of the strategy  process up to consultants which can result in a feeling of “it’s the consultant’s strategy.” This is a result that is not helpful to anyone.

It is ideal for an organization to retain a consultant if at all financially feasible. The organization and consultant should be partners in designing and implementing the process. Consultants can provide significant value to the process, including some or all of the following:• Assist with designing the strategy development process.
• Conduct stakeholder interviews, town hall meetings, focus groups, and/or implement survey research.
• Serve as source of knowledge on strategy, nonprofit performance, and specific domain areas of importance such as fundraising, management, finance, marketing, and board development.
• Facilitate sessions of the strategy development group.
• Help ensure accountability on tasks leading up to and following the strategy development process.



It is possible that one consultant or consulting firm can provide all of these services in an integrated fashion. It is also not unusual for individuals or firms with more expertise in one area or another to be retained to work with the organization on the overall process. For example, a firm with more experience in marketing may be better suited for work on stakeholder focus groups and surveys, while a firm more focused in strategy may provide those consulting services.

Consulting fees can be costly, and organizations will want to balance the costs and benefits of these services. At minimum, though, it is especially helpful to have a knowledgeable outside consultant help with the design of the process and to facilitate the strategy development group sessions.




STAKEHOLDER IDENTIFICATION AND INVOLVEMENT 


Types of Stakeholders 

A stakeholder of an organization is literally defined as any person or organization that has a stake in the organization’s performance and activities. For most organizations, stakeholders will include: • Recipients of services and programs
• Volunteers
• Board members
• Staff
• Individual donors
• Funders
• Potential funders
• Elected officials
• Community leaders
• Collaborators and/or potential collaborators
• General citizenry



It will be important for the organization to create a list of all potential stakeholders as they consider how to involve them. It is far better to ask people to be involved who may have a limited interest than to ignore a person or group that ends up having more interest than imagined.


Methods of Involvement 

It is important for the organization to design specific activities for the involvement of stakeholders in the strategy development process. But even more important than these activities, it is important for the organization to commit to creating a culture of meaningful stakeholder involvement that is continuous, not episodic. If the organization has not developed a pattern of meaningful involvement for stakeholders in the past, then this will not happen overnight. The strategy development process can provide a beginning point for that kind of involvement. However, the organization should realize that some stakeholders may be suspicious of being asked to participate in the process. They may ask, for example: “Why are they asking me my opinion now, and what are they up to?” People will need to feel that they are being asked to be authentically engaged in the process, rather than feel that they are being co-opted, for example.

Meaningful involvement can energize stakeholders. They can serve as sources of valuable data for the strategy development process, provide creative ideas for the strategy, and/or be supporters of the strategy once it is  formulated. Of course, meaningful involvement takes time. Ideally, the organization will design ways to involve stakeholders before, during, and after the strategy development process is initiated.

The most direct way to involve stakeholders is to invite them to participate as a member of the strategy development group (SDG). However, as will be discussed in an upcoming section, the SDG cannot be too large. Therefore, specific stakeholders who are not asked to participate in the SDG will want to know that their views are being considered. This can be accomplished by having representatives of various stakeholder groups on the SDG or assuring that stakeholder views and opinions are communicated to and listened to by the SDG.

It may be helpful to schedule individual meetings with some of the most important stakeholders when the strategy development process is being designed to gain their input and support. This could include major donors/ funders, elected officials, community leaders, and key staff.

Where geographically feasible, many organizations begin to involve stakeholders even as the entire strategy development process is being designed through the use of town hall meetings. These can be general sessions that are open to all stakeholders or can target specific groups, for example, staff at a particular location, clients of specific services, or residents of a particular community.

Two other common methods of involving stakeholders are focus groups and surveys. This book is not intended to be a resource on research methods and organizations should select consultants or other resources to learn more specifics. However, following are a few general guidelines.

Focus groups and surveys can complement one another. For example, if an organization is unclear on the types of issues that may be of importance to stakeholders, then it may want to start with focus groups to probe for these issues. Once the focus groups are completed, survey questions can be designed (sent either by mail, phone, or increasingly via the Internet) to find out how widespread some of the opinions are that were expressed in the focus groups. Thus, using the focus groups first can make the surveys more effective. Time available and budget will be key considerations for an organization to address as it determines which of these methods to use and for which stakeholder groups. You don’t want to spend the entire strategy timeline and budget on collecting stakeholder data. It is a matter of finding the right balance for each  particular organization as you design meaningful ways to involve stakeholders.

What type of information is typically collected from stakeholders? This can run the spectrum of topics that will be addressed during the strategy development process, as will be discussed in upcoming chapters. These could include the following types of questions, which would be formed more specifically for surveys or more generally for interviews, town halls, and focus groups:• Does our current mission statement properly reflect our purpose and activities? Should it be changed or improved in any ways?
• We are going to explore various methods for assessing our effectiveness. Do you have any suggested criteria that we should keep in mind?
• We are going to create a vision for what our organization would look like ideally, so we are situated to accomplish our mission most effectively. What would you want to include in that kind of vision for the future?
• What ideas do you have for how we could accomplish our mission more effectively?
• What do you think are our organization’s strengths and weaknesses? What opportunities do you think we should be aware of in the coming years? What threats or challenges may we want to keep in mind during the coming years?
• What thoughts do you have on what our most important goals should be for the next three to five years?
• What ideas do you have on how we can most effectively go about achieving those goals?



This is a simple sampling of questions that may be asked of stakeholders. Organizations will want to change or add to these questions depending on what they really want to know from their stakeholders.

Stakeholders should also be updated on the timeline for the strategy development process and, if possible, updated as the process progresses. Many organizations leverage technology to provide updates via email or on web sites. Of course, many stakeholders may not have access to the  Internet and it may be best to provide updates via town hall meetings and/or mailings.




LENGTH AND SCOPE 

How long should it take to complete a strategy development process, and how many meetings should the SDG expect to have? It all depends.

First, it depends on whether the board is ready. As discussed earlier in this section, if the organization needs to add board members and/or conduct a self-assessment, then these steps should be completed before the strategy process begins.

The next factor to consider is the status of the organization’s mission and whether or not it has already adopted mission accomplishment measures as a way to evaluate performance. The meaning of this is discussed in detail in the next chapter. However, if an organization thinks that it needs to take extensive time to review its current mission and/or it thinks that the development of its mission accomplishment measures will be a complex process, then it may want to appoint a special task force to complete this part of the process prior to the actual SDG being appointed. However, if a clear mission and mission accomplishment measures are already in place—or if it will be fairly easy for an SDG to update—then it can be included as part of the SDG’s responsibilities.

Once these considerations are addressed and an SDG is appointed, then how long should the strategy development process take?


Too Short 

A new strategy should not be developed under urgent circumstances, and shortcuts in the process should not be taken. If an organization faces an emergency situation, then it should take tactical action that will allow it to maintain its operations so it can then take the time to thoughtfully craft a new strategy.

In his book First Things First (1994), Stephen Covey discusses the poor decision making that can take place under urgent conditions. He suggests that highly effective people spend their time on matters that are important, without the pressures that urgency can bring. The same is true for organizations.

In the best of all circumstances, where board membership is solid, a board assessment has recently been completed, a minimal number of stakeholders exist, mission accomplishment measures are already established, and up-to-date data on the external environment has already been collected, an SDG should plan to take at least two full days of deliberation before completing the process as described in this book. But the preparations to get the SDG ready for those two days usually takes many weeks of planning. The SDG has to be chosen, meetings have to be scheduled, information has to be collected, the overall process has to be designed, and time lines need to be set. Strategy is not something that should be rushed.


Too Long 

While the strategy process should not be rushed, neither should it drag on and on. The entire process can be completed by the SDG in no more than four to six full-day meetings. Only if extensive stakeholder input and external data need to be processed should additional meeting sessions be required. These sessions may be held close together or spread out over a period of months. As mentioned above, if significant work needs to be done on the mission phase, then this should be completed prior to the engagement of the SDG.

Data collection on the external environment and check-in meetings with stakeholders between SDG sessions can lengthen the strategy development process. However, once board readiness is assured and mission work is complete, even a national organization with complex data to collect and multiple stakeholder groups located across the country should be able to complete their strategy process within a year.


Just Right 

Developing a new strategy should be an energizing experience with positive momentum, even though it is hard work. The pace of meetings should be upbeat. Even though the organization may face difficulties and its mission may be a challenging one, it has a noble cause and is working hard to bring its best efforts forward to make a positive difference in society. The pacing of meetings, communications, and all activities should reflect a positive attitude and not feel tedious for members of the SDG.




THE STRATEGY DEVELOPMENT GROUP 

Once the considerations of board membership, board self-assessment, and mission readiness are addressed, the strategy development process is formally initiated when the board of directors appoints the SDG.

One important decision that the board needs to make before moving on to the next step is deciding on the future time frame during which the new strategy will guide the organization. It is recommended here that organizations use a five-year time horizon for planning into the future. Given the amount of time and resources that goes into the process, it is helpful to let the strategy guide the organization for this period of time. Of course, if circumstances change significantly, then the organization can always shorten the time frame later and create a new strategy. Even though five years is recommended here, an organization may choose a four- or even three-year time frame. Usually, no shorter than a three-year time frame is used.


Responsibilities 

The SDG is charged by the board of directors to work together and bring back to the board recommendations, including:• A report on a review of the mission and mission accomplishment measures with possible suggested revisions
• A statement of the organization’s mission gap
• A vision of what the organization would be like if it was ideally designed to close its mission gap as effectively as possible
• Strategic stretch goals the organization will commit to accomplishing in the next five years (or three to four years if a shorter time frame is selected)
• A statement of the organization’s key strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
• A recommended strategy narrative to guide the organization’s performance during the next five years (or three to four years)



If there are other specific expectations that the board has for the SDG, then these should also be listed at the time the group is officially charged.

The board should also appoint a chair for the SDG—usually a senior board member—and perhaps one or two assistant chairs. One of the assistant chairs could be the CEO, for example, and another could represent another key stakeholder group (e.g., a major funder, a client, etc.).


Membership 

Ideally, the SDG should be no more than 15 people, but in no circumstances more than 20. This is a nonscientific recommendation based on experience. Even with 15 members, a good facilitator will be challenged to keep a group on task. Much of the work done by the group will be more efficiently done in breakout sessions with three groups of five people each working together, and then coming back to report to the entire SDG.

In selecting members, it is important to remember that the recommendations of the SDG will need to be approved by the board of directors. Therefore, a significant number of board members—especially those with great credibility with the rest of the board—should be selected for the SDG. The process would be a major failure if a report is brought back to the board and not approved. Most organizations will make sure that a majority of their board members serve on an SDG to eliminate this scenario. If a board is too large to have a majority of members on the SDG, then it should make sure to have members on the SDG whose recommendations they intend to accept.

While the board has to approve the recommendations of the SDG, the staff and volunteers (including the board) will be tasked with implementing it. Donors and other funders will be asked to fund the strategy and clients will need to find it compelling—especially if they are fee-for-service paying clients. Therefore, these stakeholder groups and others important to the organization will want to know that their voice is being heard during the SDG meetings. This may be accomplished by selecting SDG members whom stakeholders find credible and legitimately empathetic of their views as well as by providing methods for them to have input into the process as discussed earlier in this section.

In addition to SDG members having credibility and legitimacy with various stakeholders, it is ideal if they have a good working knowledge of what it takes to operate a successful organization—especially a nonprofit  organization that is committed to a breakthrough in performance. This attribute is sometimes referred to as organizational wisdom.


Preparing the Strategy Development Group 

Prior to the first meeting of the SDG, a collection of materials should be provided to each member. This should include:• A memo thanking the group for their participation in the process, which outlines their responsibilities and lists meeting dates, times, and locations
• List of SDG members and contact information
• General organizational materials, such as a brief history of the organization, the most recent audit, past year’s board of directors reports and minutes, and so on
• All organization assessment data collected



Additional detail on the types of organization assessment data that may be collected is reviewed in Chapter 6. This information is typically sent to the SDG prior to their first meeting and then reviewed with them at that initial meeting.


SDG Team Charter 

At the first meeting of the SDG, one of its first tasks should be to establish its team charter. A team charter is an agreement between team members that states its purpose, responsibilities, expectations, authority, and norms of behavior. Putting the charter together has also been referred to as a team launch exercise (Hackman, 2002). The board will have already outlined the responsibilities for the SDG and established meeting dates, as well as any other expectations. The main item missing will be establishing group norms. This is a task that can be guided by a facilitator or the chair of the SDG.

A simple way to begin the process of setting the norms is to ask the group to brainstorm a list of answers to the question, “What behaviors should we agree to exhibit so that we can do our work together most effectively?”

Responses can be listed on a flip chart, and the group can decide which behaviors it agrees to follow. Examples to encourage the group to consider would include:• Meeting norms. Arrive and start on time, have cell phones turned off, be prepared, treat one another with respect, participate, don’t interrupt one another
• Communication norms. Return calls and emails promptly between meetings, guidelines on confidentiality
• Decision-making norms. While consensus may be ideal, what process will be used if consensus cannot be reached? Facilitators or board chairs may want to make themselves knowledgeable on the use of nominal group techniques that can help groups reach agreement quickly without traditional voting. Strategic Management for Third Sector Organizations, (Nutt & Backoff, 1992), is an excellent resource for these techniques.



Coming to agreement on norms does not need to take a long time and can create a much more efficient meeting. Many boards of directors create these team charters to help guide behaviors during their meetings and find it very helpful.




APPLICATION TO HYPOTHETICAL ORGANIZATIONS 

Following are examples of how different organizations can effectively design a strategy development process. Each organization has very different circumstances and varied degrees of freedom on how they can design their process.


Large City Metro Food Bank 

The Right Time When Tim was interviewing for the post as CEO of Large City Metro Food Bank, he learned that the organization was two years into its five-year strategic plan. He thought the plan was fine and did not see a reason to set about creating a new one right away. He had  developed an appreciation of the importance of timing during his extensive career as a nonprofit executive.

During his first year, Tim did recommend that the board complete a self-assessment exercise. As a result of this, the board realized that they did not have good metrics to determine their overall performance. They also realized they needed more board members who had fundraising experience and were well connected within the community. They soon added two new board members meeting this profile.

A task force of staff, volunteers, and subject matter experts worked on a mission performance project over the period of a number of months and recommended a set of mission accomplishment measures to the board as the overarching performance metrics the organization should use to judge its effectiveness on a regular basis. The board approved the work and the metrics were adopted.

Once the task force finished its work, Tim thought that the organization was now ready to direct its attention to developing a new strategy. He felt he understood the community well enough and that the organization needed to accelerate its performance. The board of directors approved his request to retain a consultant and prepare a recommended plan for the process. The chair-elect of the board, Bob, was appointed to serve as chair of the SDG, and Tim would serve as assistant chair.

 

Stakeholders LCMFB has a huge number of stakeholders, which include:• Large City Community Foundation
• City of Large City Leaders
• Board members
• County government leaders
• Numerous corporate and other funding entities
• Individual donors
• Clients of all services
• Food pantries, emergency shelters, senior centers
• Staff
• Volunteers



Length and Scope • Week 1: Tim appoints a staff member as project manager to coordinate the process.
• Week 1: Requests for Proposals (RFPs) to consultants sent out.
• Week 2: Make lists of stakeholders and discuss ways in which they may be involved in process; discuss potential members of SDG.
• Week 3: Work with staff chief information officer to determine current availability of external data that SDG may want to review. Plan for collection of additional data.
• Week 4: Bob and Tim review RFPs and schedule interviews with consultants.
• Week 6: Meet with consultants to design overall process.
• Week 7: Board appoints SDG; provides schedule of activities and meetings.
• Week 7: Tim sends strategy process plan update to all staff, explaining the process and how they will be involved.
• Week 8: Consultants begin interviewing key stakeholders in individual meetings; also begin scheduling focus groups with staff, volunteers, clients, and individual donors.
• Week 10: Orientation breakfast meeting held with SDG. Consultants are introduced and detail of process is discussed.
• Weeks 10-12: Focus groups held; begin drafting survey instruments.
• Week 12: Tim holds town hall meeting for staff with update on strategy process and encourages participation in surveys.
• Week 13: Update to SDG on preliminary analysis from focus groups and individual interviews.
• Week 13: Online surveys sent to staff, volunteers, previous individual donors.
• Week 14: Staff report on external data collected sent to SDG.
• Weeks 15-16: Results of surveys tabulated; final report prep.
• Week 17: Report from consultants sent to SDG with synthesis on individual interviews, focus groups, survey results. 
• Week 18: Day 1 SDG session: Report from consultants on findings, report from staff on external data collection, report from leaders of mission task force and update on mission accomplishment measures, review mission gap data.
• Week 20: Day 2 SDG session: Create draft vision for the future LCMFB and strategic stretch goals.
• Week 21: SDG surveyed for SWOTs.
• Weeks 21-23: Individual meetings and/or focus groups held with other board members, staff, and other selected stakeholders regarding draft vision and strategic stretch goals.
• Week 23: SDG SWOT results sent to SDG.
• Week 24: Days 3-4 SDG sessions, weekend retreat at State Park: Report on feedback from stakeholders on vision and strategic stretch goals, finalize vision and strategic stretch goals, complete SWOT analysis, create strategy narrative. Hold picnic with families at the end of retreat.
• Week 25: SDG presents final report to board of directors.



Strategy Development Group The SDG appointed by the board included:• All five executive committee members (Bob, Al, Stan, Andy, Doug) and two additional board members (Christine, Hugh)
• Four staff: Tim, the Vice President of Development (Brian), two program directors (Merilyn & Bev)
• Kevin, the president of the Large City Community Foundation
• Richard, a County Commissioner
• Steve, Director of Large City Human Services
• Randy, an individual major donor
• Evin, director of one of the food pantries served by LCMFB
• Jeff, director of one of the homeless shelters served by LCFMB



Analysis of LCMFB Process Design Tim was wise to wait two years into his tenure to initiate this process. He was able to complete a board self-assessment early on that led to the addition of new board members  and improvements in mission performance metrics. His patience allowed him to set the organization up nicely for the new strategy development. All too often, new CEOs want to march in and put their stamp on an organization by creating a new strategy right away when that is not necessary.

The RFP process in this situation gives LCMFB some flexibility. Depending on how they write the RFP, they could retain one consulting firm for all the work or end up hiring one firm for the marketing aspects—interviews, focus groups, surveys—and another for the overall strategy design and facilitation. Sometimes organizations will write an RFP in such a way that it gives them this flexibility.

There will be those who think that this LCMFB process drags on, but there are certainly organizations which take much longer to complete their strategy. Members of the SDG are appointed in week 7 and have an orientation breakfast in week 10. Sitting at that breakfast, they understand that they have agreed to four full days of meetings during the next 15 weeks, and that their work will be completed with a final report to the board of directors by that time. It is a big commitment, but the work is spaced out in a way that the process can maintain a positive momentum while making sure that the work done is thorough. The picnic for families at the end of the retreat is a nice symbol of appreciation for the work of the SDG as well as a good community-building activity.

This process spends a significant amount of time making sure to gain input and feedback from stakeholders. This should serve the organization particularly well when it comes to the support of stakeholders when the final report is presented. The organization is large enough to have data collection experts on the staff who can provide and collect the information needed by the SGD. Tim was also fortunate to have a staff person available whom he could appoint as project manager for the process. For an organization this large, and with the number of activities involved, the process is very complex to coordinate.

The SDG includes 7 of the 18 board members. While it is not a majority of the board, it does include the entire executive committee, and one would think the rest of the board would be inclined to support the report the SDG proposes. Still, Tim and the board members on the SDG will be wise to keep the others informed as the process unfolds. By forgoing the temptation to have more board members on the SDG, the organization is  able to keep the group to 15 members and still have representation from the staff, volunteers, clients, and the community.

In sum, this process balances the needs to move the process along at a reasonable pace with the importance of involving stakeholders through interviews, focus groups, a staff town hall, and surveys. It even builds in a check-in point with some stakeholders once the vision and strategic stretch goals are set. This helps give the SDG some feedback to fine-tune their work on the vision and goals. However, if this process had stretched out much longer, one can imagine that members of the SDG could begin getting burned out with the process or disengaged.


Big River Regional Housing Services 

The Right Time Shortly before Jeff was appointed to his position in the Obama White House and had to leave his CEO post at Big River Regional Housing Services, he had the board complete a self-assessment process. Having done this, the board was working very well together and handled his sudden departure quite effectively. They quickly decided to hire an interim CEO rather than do a search, so that they could develop a new strategy for the organization that would inform their hiring.

The board retained a consulting firm that would provide them with an interim CEO, provide a consultant to assist them with the strategy development process, and work with the board to do the search for their new CEO once they were ready.

Pat, an experienced nonprofit executive and former CEO of two other nonprofits, had decided to devote the rest of his career to serving organizations as an interim CEO. He had served as the interim CEO of a number of nonprofits during the past eight years and appreciated the difference he could make in helping organizations prepare for new, permanent leadership.

One of Pat’s primary mandates from the board was to help design a strategy development process. It was helpful that the organization had a strong COO, so Pat could devote energy to this effort. The board chair, Kendra, would serve as chair of the SDG and would work closely with Pat as assistant chair on the process. Working with their strategy consultant, Pat and Kendra determined that their mission and performance metrics were in  good enough condition that they would not require a lengthy review. This was something that could be included in the work of the SDG.

 

 Stakeholders • Housing residents
• Volunteers
• Board members
• Staff
• Individual donors
• National association funder
• Elected officials from regional cities and counties
• Community leaders
• Big River Regional Community Bank
• Other corporate donors



Length and Scope • Week 1: Pat serves as coordinator of the process; Pat, a consultant from his firm, Tom, and Kendra begin designing overall process.
• Week 2: Make lists of stakeholders and discuss ways in which they may be involved in process; discuss potential members of SDG.
• Week 3: Begin identification of external data that SDG may want to review. Plan for collection of data.
• Week 3: Board appoints SDG; provides schedule of activities and meetings.
• Week 4: Staff town hall meeting to announce the process, time line, and how they will be involved.
• Weeks 5-6: Consultants begin interviewing key stakeholders in individual meetings; also begin scheduling focus groups with staff and residents, and individual donors.
• Weeks 5-6: Housing residents town halls.
• Week 6: Staff and board surveyed by consultants using assessment tool. 
• Weeks 6-8: Focus groups held.
• Week 9: Staff report on external data collected sent to SDG.
• Week 10: Consultant report with synthesis on individual interviews, focus groups, and assessment tool results sent to SDG.
• Week 12: Day 1 and 2 SDG sessions, weekend retreat: Report from consultant on findings, report from staff on external data collection, review mission, set mission accomplishment measures and mission gap, draft vision, draft strategic stretch goals, draft SWOTs.
• Weeks 13-14: SDG members check in with constituents regarding draft vision and strategic stretch goals.
• Week 15: Day 3 SDG session: Finalize vision, strategic stretch goals, and SWOTs; create strategy narrative.



Strategy Development Group The SDG appointed by the board included:• Pat, the interim CEO; Troy, the COO; Erin, the director of operations
• Kendra, the board chair; Elaine, the vice-chair of the board and the five other board members (Amber, Lauren, Samantha, Gale, and Don)
• Two residents of BRRHS housing, Dale and Joyce
• Representatives from the housing offices of two of the largest cities in the five county area, Allison and Cynthia
• Scott, vice president of Big River Regional Community Bank



Analysis of BRRHS Process Design The only way that BRRHS is able to get as much done on its strategy this quickly and thoroughly is because they were able to retain one consulting firm to provide them with an interim and fulfill all of their consulting needs. Even with that, it is a very aggressive schedule. If Pat did not have a strong COO to run operations while the strategy process was going on, then there certainly would have been numerous operational breakdowns while the strategy process was implemented.

This process does not allow for widespread input from stakeholder groups via surveying of any kind. It will be difficult for the SDG to be sure  how pervasive any of the comments from the interviews and focus groups are. But they saved money and time in not doing this.

One trade-off that this design makes is including all seven board members on the SDG. This is understandable, as with a board that size nobody wants to feel left out. However, it is not always advisable or necessary. By taking seven slots on the SDG, this only left eight spots for others—assuming that the organization wanted to keep the group to the size of 15. This limits the number of staff and clients that can participate. Perhaps more importantly, other community stakeholders are left with little representation. While having all seven members on the SDG guarantees approval of the plan, the same would be true for four or five members serving on the SDG.

The three full days of strategy sessions is enough for them to complete all of the steps, but they will be fast-paced days to get everything done well. They built in an opportunity to have some check-in time with stakeholders between the second and third day. This will give them an opportunity to check some of their assumptions and ideas with others.


Merrill County Literacy Council 

The Right Time Colleen had aspired to be a nonprofit CEO and felt it was a calling. While she loved the direct contact with clients and volunteers, she found herself musing about new and better ways the organization could be operated. She was a natural strategist.

With the board’s support, Colleen took two swift actions in her first 30 days as CEO. First, she announced that they would not now fill the open director of programs position. The organization had run a deficit in the prior year and needed to stop the bleeding. They would all have to pitch in extra to support their programs.

Next, Colleen recommended an additional member to the board who was then approved. Colleen had met Donta’ at Rotary when he was transferred to the community just weeks before she was appointed as CEO. He was the new president of the regional office of a major bank located in the community. A young, energetic African-American, he was being quickly promoted through the ranks of the bank since completing his Executive MBA at the Robert H. Smith School of Business at the University of Maryland.

Colleen knew that the organization needed a new strategy badly, but she also knew that the board was not functioning well. She had learned about the value of board self-assessment at a program sponsored by the local chapter of the Association of Fundraising Professionals. As she related her thoughts about the need for a self-assessment to Donta’, he quickly offered for his bank to fund the project. Still in her honeymoon period, the board easily agreed to do the self-assessment. It was an eye-opening experience for the board as they realized they had not been carrying out many of their key responsibilities for years—including strategic planning.

Colleen and the founding board chair, Ellen, went to one of their long-time funders, the Merrill County Community Foundation, to tell their program officer of their recent insights and to ask for strategic planning funding. Impressed with the new spark she was seeing in an organization with an important mission, she agreed to a small grant to fund the strategy process and to serve as a member of the SDG. She provided a couple of names of potential facilitators for the process.

While Colleen knew that the organization was also deficient in the area of performance metrics, she felt this could be addressed during the strategy development process. The board appointed Ellen as chair of the SDG, along with Colleen and Donta’ as assistant chairs. They set about selecting a facilitator and designing their strategy process.

 

Stakeholders • Alumni, students, and potential students of MCLC programs
• Volunteer teachers, tutors, and child care providers
• Board members
• Staff
• Individual donors
• United Way of Merrill County
• Merrill County Community Foundation
• Corporate and governmental funders
• County and city government officials
• Merrill County Community College 
• Merrill County School Districts
• Merrill County employers



Length and Scope • Week 1: Ellen, Colleen, and Donta’ contact two facilitators suggested by Community Foundation and choose one.
• Week 1: Colleen serves as coordinator of the process.
• Week 1: Ellen, Colleen, and Donta’ design overall strategy development process.
• Week 1: Make lists of stakeholders and discuss ways in which they may be involved in process; discuss potential members of SDG.
• Week 2: Board appoints SDG; provides schedule of activities and meetings.
• Week 2: Staff meets to discuss process, time line, and how they will be involved.
• Weeks 2-4: Identify and collect external data that SDG may want to review, such as benchmarking programs of other literacy councils across nation.
• Weeks 2-4: Ellen, Colleen, and Donta’ conduct individual interviews with key stakeholders: funders, company officers and HR managers, community leaders, individual donors.
• Week 3: Colleen surveys staff and board for SWOTs.
• Week 4: Town hall for program alumni and current students (child care provided).
• Week 5: Reports sent to SDG from Colleen, Ellen, Donta’ on external data collected, SWOTs, synthesis on individual interviews, and town hall.
• Week 6: Day 1 and 2 SDG sessions, Friday and Saturday with no overnight stay: Report review on external data, individual interviews, town hall; review mission, set mission accomplishment measures and mission gap, set vision, set strategic stretch goals, select SWOTs, create strategy narrative.
• Week 7: SDG presents final report to board of directors.



Strategy Development Group The SDG appointed by the board included:• Colleen and Kristen, the longest serving of the program staffers
• Ellen, Donta’, John, the assistant superintendent of schools; and Pam, volunteer tutor
• Paul, vice chair of board of United Way of Merrill County
• Mike, vice president of the Merrill County Chamber of Commerce
• Alice, director of human resources for Merrill County General Hospital
• Two volunteers, Janelle and Anne
• Two graduates, Kiersten and Roger
• Suzanne, program officer, Merrill County Community Foundation
• Keith, Vice President of Academic Affairs, Merrill County Community College



Analysis of MCLC Process Design Approaching Donta’ to join the board when he was just a new arrival in the community was a bold and strategic move on Colleen’s part. She may or may not have been able to convince the rest of the board to do the self-assessment process without his support and funding. And the board may not have self-discovered the need to do a new strategy if they had not done the self-assessment. Had Colleen waited too long to approach Donta’ he might have been scooped up by other nonprofit boards. Her move set in motion the right timing for the organization to address strategy.

The schedule that Ellen, Colleen, and Donta’ created completes a strategy development process that is ready for presentation to a board in six weeks. If it seems rushed, that’s because it is! But MCLC is operating under a number of constraints including a small staff and limited funding. During the six-week period, Colleen and other staff are spending so much time on the strategy process that operations may surely suffer. Perhaps some classes will have to be postponed or other activities put on hold. These six weeks will consume nearly all of Colleen’s time—and require a significant investment of time from Ellen and Donta’.

Still, they do—at least minimally—work through each of the steps of the strategy development process, though they are sure to feel rushed at certain  points. Their facilitator will have to assertively move the process along during their two-day session.

One downside of this process design is that the organization only had enough funding to retain a facilitator to come in for the two days of planning sessions, rather than have them involved in designing the overall process and overseeing it. This means that process design had to be done by Colleen, Ellen, and Donta’. We’ll hope they got their hands on a good book on nonprofit strategy.

Another downside of this design is that Colleen did the collection of the SWOT analysis. This is not ideal, as respondents may not feel comfortable being totally candid if they cannot be assured that their responses are confidential. It may have been better for them to have spent a little additional money to hire someone outside the organization to collect and summarize the results.

It also would have been ideal if the SDG could have gotten away together for the weekend somewhere to focus on the strategy development process, rather than having to go home and come back the next morning. Again, funding was the issue here, but the quality of the discussions and decisions may have suffered without the ability to get away, immerse the SDG in the process, and focus together.

The SDG includes four of the six organization board members, so passage of the final recommendations created should be assured. By not including all six board members on the SDG this allowed some open spots to include other stakeholders while keeping the group to 15 members.

A positive sign for the future of this organization is the appointment of Donta’ as the assistant chair for the SDG. The fact that the board was willing to embrace this young newcomer and that he agreed to take on the post will send a positive message to the community. It probably helped them recruit some leaders to the SDG who seem well positioned to help the organization move forward.




End of sample
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