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Introduction 

Strategic planning sounds simple enough at first. An organization steps back, thinks about the future, sets some priorities, and 
makes a plan. In practice, it is rarely that neat. 

Once people begin the process, the questions multiply quickly. What exactly are we planning for? Who should be involved? What 
information do we actually need? How specific should the plan be? How ambitious should it be? And how do we make a plan that 
shapes real decisions instead of becoming a document people politely approve and then ignore? 

This book starts from a basic idea: strategic planning can be useful, but only if it is tied to real choices. 

A strategic plan has to do more than collect good intentions in one place. It should help an organization decide what matters 
most, what challenges need attention, what opportunities are worth pursuing, and how work should be organized over time. At its 
best, it brings some discipline to the way an organization thinks about direction, priorities, and action. 

That matters especially in public and nonprofit organizations. These organizations rarely operate under simple conditions. They 
deal with shifting politics, limited resources, changing community needs, multiple stakeholders, and constant pressure to show 
results. They are asked to do important work, often without full control over the money, rules, or expectations that shape that work. 
Under those conditions, it is easy to become reactive. Immediate demands take over. Older programs continue mostly because 
they already exist. The loudest issue gets attention, while the most important one may wait. 

Strategic planning creates a chance to interrupt that pattern. 

It gives organizations a way to step back and ask harder questions. What are we here to do? What kind of future are we trying to 
help create? Who do we serve? What is changing around us? Where are we strong? Where are we weak? What deserves priority? 
What needs to change? How will we know whether progress is actually happening? 

Those questions are not just technical. They are about judgment. 

This book is meant to be a practical guide to that kind of judgment. It explains the major parts of strategic planning in a way 
that is intended to be clear, useful, and grounded in how organizations actually work. It does not assume that there is a perfect 
formula for planning or that any plan can remove uncertainty. No organization can predict the future cleanly. The point is not to 
produce certainty. The point is to help organizations think more clearly, act more intentionally, and adapt with more purpose. 

Along the way, this book keeps returning to distinctions that weak plans often blur. Mission is not the same as vision. Goals 
are not the same as objectives. Strategies are not the same as tactics. Activity is not the same as progress. And a long list of 
appealing ideas is not the same thing as a strategy. Those distinctions matter because many organizations do not fail for lack of 
effort. They fail because effort is scattered, unclear, or disconnected from larger priorities. 

So this book takes strategic planning seriously as both an analytical and a practical process. It looks at the ideas behind good 
planning, but it also pays attention to what planning looks like when people actually try to do it. That includes stakeholder analysis, 
committee formation, internal and external assessment, writing goals and objectives, building implementation plans, choosing 
measures, and thinking carefully about monitoring and evaluation. It also means being honest about tradeoffs. Organizations 
cannot do everything. Strategy requires choice. 

This book also includes a workbook component. The workbook is there to help readers use the material rather than just read about 
it. It includes activities, guided exercises, and a step-by-step “Build a Strategic Plan” process that can be used over a semester 
or over the course of a larger planning project. Readers choose an organization and gradually build pieces of a strategic plan, 
moving from background and stakeholder analysis to mission, assessment, goals, strategies, implementation, and evaluation. The 
workbook is not separate from the book’s purpose. It is one way of carrying that purpose out. 

That matters because strategic planning is learned most effectively through use. People can memorize definitions without 
becoming any better at planning. They can learn what SWOT stands for and still not know how to interpret one. They can talk 
about implementation in the abstract and still miss how quickly a plan falls apart when no one knows who is responsible, what the 
timeline is, or how success will be measured. Planning becomes more real when readers have to test ideas, draft language, revise 
weak statements, and connect the pieces into something coherent. 
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At the same time, this book does not pretend that every strategic plan will be elegant or complete. Real organizations are messy. 
Leadership changes. Funding changes. Political conditions change. Needs change. Crises interrupt the best of intentions. New 
information can make old assumptions look weak. A useful approach to strategic planning has to leave room for that reality. The 
goal is not to produce a perfect blueprint. It is to produce a plan that is thoughtful enough to guide action and flexible enough to 
remain useful when conditions shift. 

That is one reason strategic planning is also a form of organizational learning. The process forces people to gather information, 
compare perspectives, confront assumptions, and make choices they might otherwise avoid. It can reveal gaps between what an 
organization says and what it actually does. It can show where priorities do not line up. It can make tensions more visible. Even 
when the final plan changes later, the work of developing it can still matter because it sharpens understanding. 

The chapters that follow are organized to walk through that process in a logical way. They move from foundational ideas to the 
practical work of building a plan, then to implementation, monitoring, evaluation, and alignment. The workbook material is there 
to help readers put those ideas into practice as they go. 

The larger purpose of the book is simple. It is meant to help readers understand strategic planning well enough to do it with more 
clarity and more usefulness. This is not a book about producing polished planning language for its own sake. It is a book about 
helping organizations think carefully about where they are, where they want to go, and how they will move in that direction. 

This page titled Introduction is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jayme Renfro via source 
content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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1: Before the Strategic Plan- Understanding the Groundwork 

Introduction: Why This Part Matters 

When people first hear the phrase strategic planning, they often imagine a group of people sitting around a table deciding on 
goals. That is part of it, but it is not the beginning. 

The real beginning of strategic planning happens earlier. Before an organization can decide what it wants to accomplish, it 
has to understand how planning will work, who should be involved, what information matters, and what larger environment the 
organization is operating in. If those questions are ignored, even a well-written plan can fall apart once people try to use it. 

Think about it this way: writing the strategic plan is a little like writing the final draft of a paper. You cannot do it well if you have 
not first figured out the topic, gathered evidence, thought through your argument, and understood your audience. A strategic plan 
works the same way. The final document is only as good as the preparation behind it. 

This chapter focuses on that preparation. 

It is especially important for students and others new to planning because this stage of planning is often invisible from 
the outside. When you look at a finished strategic plan, you usually see polished goals, attractive formatting, and confident 
language. What you do not see as easily is the earlier work that shaped it: the meetings about process, decisions about who 
would participate, review of existing documents, conversations with stakeholders, analysis of data, and debates about what the 
organization could realistically accomplish. That work may seem less exciting than writing the goals, but it often determines 
whether the plan will actually be useful. 

In public and nonprofit organizations, this early stage is even more significant because these organizations rarely operate in 
simple environments. They often face budget constraints, political pressures, legal requirements, multiple stakeholder groups, 
and competing expectations. A private company might judge success mostly in terms of profit. A public or nonprofit organization 
is usually asked to do much more than that. It may be expected to serve the public, meet legal obligations, demonstrate fairness, 
respond to community needs, and maintain trust, all while operating with limited resources. That complexity means that planning 
has to begin carefully and with clear intentions. 

So before we talk about goals, objectives, and implementation, we need to start with a more basic question: what has to happen 
before a strategic plan can even begin to make sense? 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Process 

• Strategy 

• Written charge 

• Key performance indicators 

• Alignment 

When Process Takes Over 

One of the easiest mistakes in strategic planning is to confuse doing planning activities with thinking strategically. 

Imagine that a city needs to repave a public parking lot. On the surface, this sounds like a simple operational problem. The city 
needs to decide what kind of pavement to use, how much money to spend, when to close the lot, and whether any design changes 
are necessary. Because public money is involved and people will be affected, a committee is formed to help think it through. 
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So far, this sounds reasonable. 

But then the planning process starts to take over. People begin debating who should be on the committee. Should it include city 
staff? Nearby business owners? Elected officials? Residents? Should one group have more representation than another? Once 
the committee is finally formed, the early meetings focus on rules, procedures, norms, and whether more public input is needed 
before any actual options are considered. By the time the group gets around to the real issue, people have spent more time 
discussing the process than the actual problem. 

Then something else happens: the outside world intrudes. A decision that seemed practical becomes controversial. People 
interpret it politically. Complaints appear. Leaders are forced to respond to reactions they never anticipated because the 
committee was so focused on its own internal discussions that it neglected the broader context. 

This is a useful example because it illustrates a common planning failure. Organizations can become so absorbed in process that 
they lose sight of strategy. They can produce meetings, agendas, minutes, surveys, and draft language without ever asking the 
deeper questions that give the process meaning. 

This is a valuable lesson. Planning is not just a matter of completing steps. Strategic planning is not good simply because it 
looks organized. A planning process only becomes strategic when it helps an organization understand its situation, make better 
choices, and prepare for implementation. 

In other words, a planning process can be busy and still be shallow, and we don’t want that. The groundwork helps ensure that the 
process is doing more than performing seriousness. 

Organizing for Planning 

One of the first things an organization has to decide is how it will organize the planning effort itself. 

Some organizations treat strategic planning as a project. They gather a small group, hold a retreat or a few meetings, produce 
a final document, and move on. That approach is understandable. People are busy, and many organizations want to complete 
the process quickly. But there is a problem with this model in that it treats planning as a one-time event rather than an ongoing 
organizational responsibility. 

A better approach is to think of planning as an ongoing process that needs structure. 

This does not mean every organization must create the exact same kind of committee. Some may form a standing planning 
committee. Others may use a temporary steering group that continues to meet during implementation. Still others may assign 
planning oversight to an existing leadership group. The structure can vary. What matters is that someone is responsible not only 
for helping create the plan, but also for maintaining continuity after the document is finished. 

There are several reasons for this. First, strategic planning requires a kind of thinking that many people are not used to doing. 
A person may be excellent at running a program, managing a budget, supervising staff, or serving clients, but strategic thinking 
asks a different set of questions. It requires people to step back and think about the organization as a whole: its mission, its 
environment, its opportunities, its limits, and the relationship between present actions and future outcomes. That is not always 
easy. People often need time and practice to develop that way of thinking. 

Second, a strategic plan does not matter much if no one pays attention to it after it is written. Someone has to keep asking 
whether the plan is still relevant, whether goals are actually moving forward, and whether the organization needs to adjust because 
conditions have changed. If the planning group disappears the moment the draft is approved, a lot of the knowledge developed 
during the process disappears too. 

Third, planning can strengthen organizational learning. When people from different parts of an organization work together on 
planning, they can gain a better understanding of how the whole organization functions. They see how different units connect, why 
some tradeoffs are difficult, and why the final plan may not include everything everyone wanted. This kind of shared understanding 
can make the organization stronger in the long run. 

The takeaway here is that planning is not just about making a document. It is also about building the organizational capacity to 
think and act strategically over time. 
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The Committee’s Charge 

Once an organization has decided to form a planning group, the next question is simple but critical: what, exactly, is this group 
supposed to do? 

This is where a written charge becomes useful. 

A committee charge is a document that explains the committee’s purpose, responsibilities, structure, and expectations. It is 
essentially the committee’s official assignment. Without it, people may come into the process with very different assumptions. 
One member may think the group is advisory only. Another may think it has decision-making authority. One may think the 
committee exists only to write a draft. Another may assume it will also oversee implementation. Those differences can create 
confusion and conflict very quickly. 

A written charge helps prevent that. 

It is useful to think of the charge as answering five basic questions. 

Why does this group exist? 

What is its role in the planning process? Is it supposed to gather input, review data, draft goals, monitor progress, or some 
combination of those things? 

Who is on it? 

Why were these people selected, and what perspectives are they expected to contribute? 

How long will they serve? 

Is this a temporary group, or will it continue after the plan is finished? If members rotate off, how will continuity be preserved? 

What authority does the group have? 

Can it make decisions, or only recommendations? What issues must be approved elsewhere? 

What does meaningful participation require? 

Are members simply expected to attend meetings, or are they also expected to read materials, gather feedback, and help 
communicate with stakeholders? 

This might sound overly formal at first, but in practice it is extremely helpful. A clear charge gives the committee direction and 
legitimacy. It tells members that this is not just another vague organizational meeting, but a structured effort with a defined 
purpose. 

This is also a good place to learn a relevant lesson about public and nonprofit organizations: clarity is often a form of leadership. 
Ambiguity can feel flexible in the short run, but it often creates frustration later. A written charge is one way organizations reduce 
avoidable confusion before the real work begins. 

Committee Development: Who Should Be at the Table? 

If a planning committee matters, then committee membership matters too. 

This part of the process deserves more attention than it often receives. Organizations sometimes fill committees in routine ways. 
They invite people based on title, hierarchy, convenience, or habit. But good strategic planning requires more intentional thinking 
than that. 
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A better question is this: what kinds of knowledge and perspective does the organization need in order to plan well? 

Leadership is necessary. Executive directors, department heads, agency leaders, or other senior administrators often understand 
the organization’s broader responsibilities, political constraints, and resource limitations. Their participation also signals that the 
process is being taken seriously. 

But leadership alone is not enough.People who understand the organization’s daily operations are also essential. Front-line staff, 
program managers, and operations personnel can often identify practical barriers that senior leaders may miss. They know where 
procedures break down, where clients struggle, and where ambitious ideas may run into real-world constraints. 

Financial and administrative knowledge also matters. An organization cannot create a realistic plan if no one at the table 
understands budgets, staffing, compliance requirements, technology systems, or fundraising limits. A strategic plan that ignores 
capacity is likely to be unrealistic no matter how inspiring it sounds. 

In nonprofits, board members may also bring useful perspectives, especially when it comes to governance, sustainability, and 
external relationships. In public organizations, similar roles may be played by advisory boards or oversight bodies.Depending on 
the organization, it may also make sense to include community partners, volunteers, members, or external stakeholders. These 
people can provide perspectives that insiders may not see. 

Most importantly, organizations should think seriously about whether the people most affected by the organization’s work have 
any real voice in the planning process. If an organization serves residents, clients, students, patients, or community members, 
it should at least ask whether those groups are represented meaningfully. It is easy to write plans about people without actually 
involving them. 

At the same time, we should be careful not to treat representation as a magic solution. A committee can include many types 
of people and still fail to hear them equally. Who gets interrupted? Whose ideas are taken seriously? Who feels comfortable 
speaking? These questions matter too. Inclusion is not just about who is invited. It is also about how the process is designed. 

Consultants: Help or Hazard? 

People are often surprised to learn how often organizations hire outside consultants to help with strategic planning. This can be 
useful, but it can also create problems. 

A consultant may be helpful when an organization lacks internal expertise in facilitation, data gathering, stakeholder engagement, 
or planning. Some organizations do not have staff who know how to structure a planning process, lead difficult conversations, or 
synthesize a large amount of input into something usable. In those cases, a consultant can add real value. 

A good consultant usually contributes process expertise. They may know how to move a group from scattered concerns to focused 
priorities. They may be skilled at asking difficult questions, organizing stakeholder input, and designing meetings that produce 
real decisions rather than endless discussion. They can also make it easier for internal leaders to participate rather than spending 
the entire time trying to manage the room. 

But there are limits to how a consultant can be helpful. A consultant should not become the author of the organization’s identity 
or the substitute for its leadership. The consultant does not have to live with the consequences of the plan. The organization does. 
That means the consultant can help structure the process, but the substance of the plan should still belong to the organization 
and its stakeholders. 

This is an important distinction. Consultants can support strategic planning, but they should not replace internal judgment. If an 
organization hires a consultant because it wants someone else to solve internal disagreement or tell everyone what to do, the 
process may look smoother in the short term but become weaker in the long term. 

So the key question is not simply, “Should we hire a consultant?” The better question is, “What role should the consultant play?” 
Used wisely, a consultant supports organizational thinking. Used poorly, a consultant becomes a substitute for it. 

Information Gathering: You Cannot Plan from Guesswork 

Many people want to move quickly from forming a committee to writing goals. Goals feel concrete. They sound impressive. They 
make it seem like progress is happening. But in strategic planning, goals that come too early are often based more on assumption 
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than understanding. Before an organization can decide where it wants to go, it needs to understand where it currently stands. 
That means gathering information. 

This is critical: strategic planning is not just a creative exercise. It is also an evidence-based one. 

Organizations need to gather several kinds of information. 

They need to examine formal documents such as laws, mandates, prior plans, contracts, board directives, mission statements, and 
performance requirements. These documents help define what the organization is already expected to do and what constraints it 
faces. 

They also need to look inward. What is the organization doing well? Where is it struggling? Are demands increasing? Is staff 
capacity weakening? Are certain programs underperforming? Are there patterns of dissatisfaction or inequity? A planning process 
that skips these questions will not be grounded in reality. 

At the same time, organizations must look outward. Strategic planning is not only about improving internal operations. It is also 
about understanding the environment. Public opinion, funding conditions, demographic change, political conflict, labor shortages, 
new technology, and actions by partner organizations can all influence what is possible. 

Understand that information gathering is not just about numbers. Quantitative data matter, but qualitative information matters 
too. Surveys, interviews, focus groups, listening sessions, and informal conversations can reveal things that spreadsheets do not. 
Numbers can show a pattern. People can often explain why the pattern exists. 

This stage may not feel exciting, but it is where planning begins to become serious. Without it, the plan risks becoming a list of 
opinions with nice formatting. 
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In Real Life: Why External Factors Matter 

A county public health department began developing a strategic plan centered on expanding in-person wellness 
programming. Committee members liked the idea because it was visible, positive, and aligned with their general mission. 
They discussed adding more nutrition workshops, exercise classes, and community health events across the county. 

The problem was that the committee focused mostly on internal preferences and not enough on the outside environment. 

If the group had looked more carefully at external factors, it would have seen several warning signs. The county’s population 
was aging, making transportation a growing barrier. A nearby hospital system was already offering similar in-person programs. 
State funding priorities were shifting toward telehealth and partnership-based delivery models. Many rural residents were 
asking for mobile screenings and easier access to services, not more on-site classes. 

Because the committee did not examine these external conditions early enough, it spent time building goals around a 
strategy that was poorly matched to community needs and funding realities. 

The takeaway is straightforward: organizations should not plan based only on what sounds appealing internally. Strategic 
planning requires an understanding of the external environment, including demographics, policy changes, funding trends, 
community demand, and the actions of partner or competing organizations. 

Discussion Questions 

• What external factors did the department fail to consider before building its draft plan? 

• Which of those factors do you think would have been most important, and why? 

• How might community input have changed the planning process earlier? 

• What information should the committee have gathered before deciding on its strategic priorities? 

• How did the department confuse a good internal idea with a good strategy?If you were advising this organization, what 
would you tell the committee to do next? 

Key Performance Indicators: What Should an Organization Measure? 

At some point in this process, planners usually encounter the term KPI, or Key Performance Indicator. This phrase can sound 
technical or intimidating, but the basic idea is simple: A KPI is a piece of information that helps an organization judge whether it 
is doing what it is supposed to do and whether it is doing it effectively. 

The challenge is not just collecting data. Most organizations already collect more information than they actually use. The harder 
task is identifying which indicators are most useful for thinking strategically. 

For public and nonprofit organizations, KPIs often fall into several broad categories. 

• One category focuses on activity. What is the organization doing, how often, and for whom? This might include number of 
clients served, response times, participation rates, or number of programs delivered. 

• A second category focuses on quality and outcomes. Serving many people does not automatically mean the organization is 
succeeding. Useful indicators might include completion rates, client outcomes, satisfaction measures, compliance rates, or 
evidence of improvement over time. 

• A third category focuses on equity and access. Who is being served? Who is not? Are there disparities across groups or 
communities? Are some people facing barriers that others are not? 

• A fourth category focuses on capacity. What is the organization able to sustain? This may involve staff turnover, vacancy 
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rates, training levels, budget reserves, volunteer retention, or technology limitations. 

• A fifth category focuses on trust and relationships. Public and nonprofit organizations depend heavily on legitimacy. 
Indicators such as donor retention, public participation, stakeholder satisfaction, or community partnerships can reveal how 
strong or weak those relationships are. 

The exact indicators should depend on the organization’s mission. A public health department, an arts nonprofit, and a parks 
agency will not use the same measures because they are trying to achieve different things. 

A good KPI is not just a number that looks nice in a report. It is a number that helps the organization think more honestly and 
more clearly. 

Aligning with the Larger Plan 

People new to the planning process sometimes assume that strategic planning begins with writing goals of their own. In practice, 
one of the first steps is usually much simpler: figuring out what larger plans, priorities, and expectations already exist. Many 
strategic plans are created at the unit, department, program, or division level, which means they are rarely written from scratch. 
Instead, they are developed within a broader organizational context and are expected to align with larger institutional goals. 

This can be a frustrating place to begin because broader organizational plans are often written in very general terms. They may 
emphasize ideas like innovation, service, equity, sustainability, or community impact without giving much guidance about what 
those ideas should look like in a specific office, program, or department. Even so, becoming familiar with those larger priorities 
is an essential part of preparing to plan. 

Why? Because smaller units do not plan in a vacuum. If they begin developing strategy without first understanding the larger 
goals they are supposed to support, they may create priorities that conflict with organizational expectations, duplicate efforts 
already underway elsewhere, or make it harder to justify resources and support. Before a planning group starts generating its own 
ideas, it needs to know the broader framework it is working within. 

At the same time, one should not misunderstand what alignment requires. Preparing for alignment does not mean copying phrases 
from the larger organizational plan and dropping them into a smaller one. That usually produces language that sounds polished 
but provides very little direction. The real preparation involves interpretation: learning what those broad priorities mean and 
thinking carefully about how they might apply in a specific context. 

If the larger organization emphasizes equity, for example, a planning team should ask what equity might mean in this particular 
program or unit. Does it suggest changes to outreach, service delivery, eligibility rules, hiring practices, or data collection? If 
innovation is a larger priority, what kind of innovation makes sense here? Better use of technology? More responsive service? 
New ways of partnering with the community? If community engagement is emphasized, what would meaningful engagement look 
like in this setting? 

This is one of the most significant early steps in strategic planning: getting familiar with the larger mission, goals, and 
expectations that will shape the plan before you start writing one of your own. 
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In Real Life: Planning Begins with Knowing the Larger Framework 

A youth services nonprofit decided it was time for its mentoring program to create a strategic plan. The program team was 
eager to get started and quickly began brainstorming new goals. They wanted to expand into more schools, create a 
leadership program for older teens, and launch a new social media campaign to attract volunteers. 

All of these ideas sounded promising. The problem was that the team had not yet reviewed the nonprofit’s larger 
organizational strategic plan, recent grant commitments, or board priorities. 

Once they did, they realized several important things. The organization’s larger plan emphasized serving rural communities 
that had been historically under-reached, but the mentoring team’s first ideas focused mostly on schools already located in 
the city. The organization had also made a commitment to improve outcome tracking for all programs, yet the team’s draft 
goals said little about assessment. On top of that, a major funder had recently signaled that future grants would prioritize 
collaborative community partnerships rather than stand-alone expansion. What the program team initially saw as a strong 
draft now looked incomplete and somewhat misaligned. 

This did not mean their ideas were bad. It meant they were trying to plan before fully understanding the larger framework they 
needed to work within. 

After reviewing the broader strategic plan and related expectations, the team revised its approach. Instead of focusing only 
on expansion, it began asking different questions: How can this program support the organization’s rural outreach goals? 
What partnerships would strengthen the program and fit funder expectations? How should assessment be built into the plan 
from the start? The planning process became much more focused once the team understood what it needed to align with. 

The lesson is simple: before writing a strategic plan, a unit needs to know the larger mission, priorities, and commitments 
already shaping its work. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What mistake did the mentoring program team make at the beginning of the planning process? 

2. What larger documents, priorities, or expectations should the team have reviewed before drafting goals? 

3. Were the team’s original ideas bad ideas, or were they simply incomplete? Explain your answer. 

4. How did the larger organizational plan change the way the team thought about its own strategy? 

5. Why is alignment important before a unit begins setting priorities of its own? 

6. What kinds of problems can happen when a program plans in isolation from the larger organization? 

Why the Early Stage Matters So Much 

At first glance, this preparatory stage can seem less weighty than the later parts of strategic planning. There are no final goals 
yet. No fancy graphics. No implementation chart. No launch event. Instead, the work involves structuring committees, clarifying 
authority, gathering information, choosing participants, and reviewing documents. That can feel slow. But this stage matters 
because it shapes everything else. 

A weak strategic plan often fails long before the final document is written. It fails because the wrong people were involved, or 
because the right people were not actually heard, or because no one understood the scope of the committee’s authority, or 
because the organization skipped serious information gathering, or because the plan was built on hopes and vibes rather than 
evidence. 

By contrast, strong planning processes often look less dramatic at first precisely because they are doing the harder work of 
preparation. They are building legitimacy. They are clarifying expectations. They are grounding the conversation in evidence. They 
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are helping the organization become ready to make real choices. This is a big lesson in both planning and leadership. The most 
valuable work is not always the most visible work. In strategic planning, preparation is not a detour from the “real” process. It is 
the real process. 

Conclusion 

Strategic planning does not begin with a list of lofty goals. It begins with groundwork. 

Before an organization can identify priorities, it has to decide how the planning effort will be organized, who will participate, what 
authority they have, what information matters, and how the organization’s larger environment will shape its choices. It has to think 
carefully about continuity, legitimacy, evidence, and fit. 

For people learning this material for the first time, that may be the biggest takeaway from this chapter: strategic planning is not 
simply about deciding what sounds good. It is about building the conditions under which an organization can make thoughtful, 
realistic, and publicly defensible choices about its future. 

That is especially true in public and nonprofit settings, where organizations often work under constraints that are political, 
financial, ethical, and social all at once. Planning in those contexts requires more than ambition. It requires preparation. 

In the chapters that follow, the organization can begin to define priorities, frame goals, and think about implementation. But none 
of that work will mean very much unless this earlier stage has been taken seriously. 

This page titled 1: Before the Strategic Plan- Understanding the Groundwork is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Jayme Renfro via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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2: Identity, Purpose, and Public Value- Clarifying What the 
Organization Stands For 

Introduction: The Next Step After Groundwork 

In the last chapter, we focused on what needs to happen before an organization starts writing a strategic plan. We looked at the 
importance of structure, leadership, stakeholder involvement, information gathering, and understanding the broader environment. 
Those are the groundwork pieces. They help an organization get ready to plan. 

But once that groundwork is in place, a new question comes into focus: what exactly is this organization trying to be and do? 

An organization cannot write meaningful goals if it is unclear about its identity. It cannot decide what to prioritize if it has not 
thought carefully about its purpose. It cannot explain why one direction makes more sense than another if it has never defined 
the values or future vision that should guide its choices. In other words, once the organization has prepared to plan, it has to 
begin thinking more deeply about who it is. This is where we often start to see that strategic planning is not just a technical 
process. It is not only about timelines, action steps, and performance measures, but it is also about meaning. Organizations need 
to understand what they stand for, what kind of future they want to help create, and what makes their contribution distinct. 

In public and nonprofit settings, this matters even more because these organizations are not usually judged only by efficiency or 
profit. They are expected to create public value. They are supposed to meet needs, solve problems, serve communities, and act 
in ways that build legitimacy and trust. If they cannot explain who they are and why they exist, strategic planning becomes much 
harder. 

This chapter focuses on that next layer of work: identity and purpose. It introduces the role of purpose, vision, mission, and 
values in strategic planning and explains why these ideas are not just decorative statements at the front of a plan. When done 
thoughtfully, they help organizations make better choices about priorities, communicate more clearly with stakeholders, and build 
plans that actually fit who they are. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Vision 

• Mission 

• Values 

• Branding 

• Identity 

Why Identity Comes After Groundwork 

At first, one might think that vision, mission, and values should come before everything else because they sound so foundational. 
In one sense, that is true. These ideas are foundational. But in practice, organizations often understand them better after they 
have done some of the groundwork we discussed in the previous chapter. 

Why? Because identity is easier to clarify when the organization has already taken time to understand its environment, review 
key documents, consider stakeholders, and think carefully about structure and alignment. By that point, the planning group has 
usually learned something important: the organization does not operate in a vacuum. It works within constraints, serves particular 
groups, answers to particular expectations, and occupies a distinct place within a larger system. 

That context helps make identity work more realistic and more useful. Without that earlier preparation, organizations sometimes 
write identity statements that sound attractive but float above reality. They produce mission statements full of polished language, 
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values lists that could belong to anyone, and visions so broad that they offer almost no guidance. The groundwork chapter was 
meant to prevent that kind of emptiness. It was about building enough context and evidence that the next stage of planning could 
be rooted in something real. 

Now that the organization has started to understand its environment and obligations, it can ask more focused questions: 

• What larger public purpose are we here to serve? 

• What need are we uniquely positioned to address? 

• What future are we trying to help create? 

• What principles should guide our decisions along the way? 

These are identity questions, and they are strategic questions. 

Starting with Purpose: Why Does the Organization Exist? 

Before you worry too much about the differences between vision, mission, and values, it helps to start with a more basic idea: 
purpose. 

Purpose is the organization’s reason for being. It answers the question, Why does this organization exist at all? 

That is different from simply listing activities. Many organizations can describe what they do in operational terms. They offer 
services, run programs, manage budgets, enforce rules, build partnerships, or provide information. But those activities do not 
automatically tell us why the organization matters. Purpose goes deeper. It identifies the larger contribution the organization is 
trying to make. 

A community health clinic, for example, does not exist to schedule appointments and deliver treatments. Its purpose may be to 
improve access to care, reduce preventable illness, and strengthen community wellbeing. A housing nonprofit does not exist only 
to manage buildings or process applications. Its purpose may be to provide stability, dignity, and safety for people who would 
otherwise struggle to find secure housing. A city planning office does not exist only to review zoning requests. Its purpose may 
include shaping safer, more equitable, and more sustainable community development. 

Take note of something significant here: purpose connects the organization’s daily work to public value. It answers the question, 
What broader good is this organization here to create, protect, or support? 

This is an absolutely essential step in strategic planning because organizations that are unclear about purpose often become 
scattered. They chase too many priorities, adopt fashionable language without much reflection, or say yes to opportunities that 
do not really fit. A clearer sense of purpose helps them decide what belongs inside the plan and what does not. 

One useful way to think about purpose is through a few guiding questions: 

• What problem or need would remain if this organization disappeared? 

• Why should stakeholders care that this organization exists? 

• What contribution does this organization make that others do not make in the same way? 

• What larger public good is connected to the organization’s work? 

For people learning strategic planning, purpose is one of the first reminders that planning is not just about management–it is 
also about interpretation. Organizations have to interpret their own reason for being before they can make strong decisions about 
their future. 

Vision, Mission, and Values: Three Tools for Three Purposes 

Once the organization begins to understand its purpose, it can translate that understanding into three related but distinct 
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elements: vision, mission, and values. People often blur these together at first, which is understandable. In everyday language, the 
terms are sometimes used loosely. But in strategic planning, it helps to separate them. 

A vision statement describes the future the organization hopes to help create. It is aspirational and forward-looking. 

A mission statement explains what the organization does, for whom, and to what end. It is more grounded in the present. 

A values statement identifies the principles that should guide the organization’s behavior and decision-making. 

One simple way to remember the difference is this: 

• Vision asks, Where are we trying to go? 

• Mission asks, What do we do, and for whom? 

• Values ask, How do we want to behave while doing the work? 

These tools are connected, but they are not interchangeable. A strong strategic plan usually needs all three, because each one 
contributes something different. 

A vision without a mission may be inspiring but unclear. A mission without values may explain the work but say little about how it 
should be carried out. A values statement without either of the others may feel disconnected from the organization’s actual role. 

This is a good moment to see how strategic planning combines different kinds of thinking. It involves practical planning, but it 
also involves conceptual clarity. Organizations need language that helps people understand both what the organization is doing 
now and what future it is trying to shape. 

Vision Statements: Naming the Future 

A vision statement describes the future the organization wants to help bring about. 

In public and nonprofit organizations, this future should usually extend beyond the organization itself. A vision statement is not 
just about becoming larger, more efficient, or more respected, though those things may matter. A stronger vision focuses on the 
broader conditions the organization hopes to influence. 

For example, a youth development organization might envision a future in which young people have ample opportunity, support, 
and civic belonging. A public transit system might envision a community that is more connected, accessible, and sustainable. A 
neighborhood development corporation might envision safer, more stable, and more equitable communities. 

The best vision statements help people imagine what success would look like over time. We can understand them as direction-
setting tools. These are not the same as goals, and are not a list of tasks. Instead, they offer a picture of the future that can help 
people make sense of why strategic choices matter. 

A strong vision statement is usually: 

• Clear. It should be understandable to people outside the organization. 

• Ambitious. It should describe a future worth striving toward. 

• Credible. It should stretch people without sounding detached from reality. 

• Broad enough to last. It should not be tied to short-term projects or easily outdated priorities. 

• Specific enough to matter. If the statement could belong to almost any organization, it is probably too generic. 

Writing a good vision statement often requires discipline. Organizations are often tempted to include everything they care about, 
but that actually makes the statement weaker. A vision statement works best when it creates a recognizable picture of the future 
rather than a pile of admirable words. 
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Vision statements are often harder to write than they first appear. Many organizations know they want the future to be “better,” 
but turning that idea into a strong statement takes practice. 

Too generic: We envision a future of excellence, innovation, and opportunity for all. 

This sounds positive, but it is so broad that it could belong to almost any organization. It does not give the reader a clear picture 
of the future the organization is trying to help create. Words like excellence, innovation, and opportunity may sound appealing, 
but they are too vague on their own to be very useful. 

Better, but still broad:We envision a community where all young people have the support and resources they need to succeed. 

This version is an improvement because it gives us a better sense of who the organization cares about and what kind of future 
it wants. We now know the vision centers on young people and their success. But it still leaves some big questions unanswered. 
What kind of support? Succeed in what way? What makes this future distinctive? 

Better and more vivid:We envision a community where every young person, regardless of background, has a real pathway to 
educational success, civic belonging, and meaningful opportunity. 

This version is stronger because it creates a clearer picture of the future. It tells us more specifically what the organization hopes 
will be different: young people will have access not just to vague “support,” but to educational success, civic belonging, and 
meaningful opportunity. It also introduces a stronger equity dimension by emphasizing “regardless of background.” 

One good test is to ask: if someone unfamiliar with the organization read this statement, would they come away with a real sense 
of the future the organization wants to help create? Or would they only see a string of positive but blurry terms? 
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In Real Life: Vision Statement Exercise 

A vision statement is meant to describe the future an organization hopes to help create. This short exercise is designed to 
help you move from vague ideas to a clearer picture of that future. 

Step 1: Start with the future. 
Choose a public or nonprofit organization you know well, or imagine one you would like to lead. Then answer this question in 
2–3 sentences: If this organization were highly successful ten years from now, what would be different for the people or 
community it serves? 

Step 2: Identify the big ideas. 
Look back at your answer and underline or list 4–6 important words or phrases. These might include ideas such as access, 
trust, safety, health, equity, opportunity, belonging, sustainability, or civic engagement. 

Step 3: Focus the picture. 
Now narrow your list by asking: 

• Which of these ideas feels most central to the organization’s future? 

• Which ideas are specific enough to mean something? 

• Which ideas sound nice but could apply to almost any organization? 

Choose the 2–3 ideas that matter most. 

Step 4: Draft a vision statement. 
Using those key ideas, write a 1–2 sentence vision statement. Try to describe the future clearly rather than listing abstract 
buzzwords. 

Step 5: Test it. 
Ask yourself the following: 

• Does this describe a future rather than a task? 

• Is it ambitious but still believable? 

• Could an average person understand it? 

• Does it sound like it belongs to this organization, or could it belong to almost anyone? 

Reflection Question 

What was hardest: imagining the future, choosing the most important ideas, or writing the statement clearly? Why? 

Mission Statements: Explaining the Organization’s Role 

If the vision statement is about the future, the mission statement is about the organization’s role right now. A vision statement 
tells us what kind of world or community the organization hopes to help create over time. A mission statement, by contrast, 
explains the organization’s present purpose and function. It tells us what the organization is here to do on a day-to-day basis and 
why that work matters. 

A mission statement should explain what the organization does, who it serves, and why that work is necessary. It is one of 
the clearest ways an organization defines itself for both internal and external audiences. Internally, it can help staff, board 
members, and volunteers stay focused on the organization’s core role. Externally, it helps clients, funders, partners, and the public 
understand what the organization is actually about. 
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It helps to think of a mission statement as answering three core questions: 

• Who are we? 

• What do we do? 

• Who do we do it for? 

Sometimes a mission statement also hints at a fourth question: Why does this work matter? 

This may sound simple, but mission statements often go wrong in predictable ways. Some become so broad that they say 
almost nothing. Others rely on jargon or abstract language that sounds weighty or impressive but does not actually explain the 
organization’s role. Still others describe work so generically that the statement could fit dozens of other organizations. When that 
happens, the mission statement stops being useful as a guide for strategy. 

A strong mission statement avoids those problems by being understandable, specific, and grounded in the organization’s actual 
role. For example, a mission statement should not simply tell us that an organization is “committed to excellence in service.” 
It should explain what kind of service, for whom, and toward what larger public purpose. In other words, it should make the 
organization understandable. 

That matters because distinctiveness is strategy. Mission statements help organizations define what makes them unique and 
necessary. Public and nonprofit organizations often operate in crowded environments where many groups are doing worthwhile 
work. A mission statement helps explain what this organization contributes, why it exists in this form, and what role it plays that 
others do not play in quite the same way. 

That distinctiveness matters for strategic planning because organizations constantly face choices about priorities, partnerships, 
funding opportunities, and new initiatives. A clearer mission makes it easier to decide which opportunities fit the organization’s 
purpose and which ones, even if attractive, might pull it off course. 

One of the easiest ways to understand mission statements is to compare different versions. 

Too vague:We are committed to excellence, innovation, and service in order to make a positive difference in our community. 

At first glance, this sounds fine. The problem is that it could describe almost any organization. It does not tell us who “we” are, 
what kind of work is being done, who is being served, or why this organization is necessary in particular. Words like excellence, 
innovation, and positive difference sound impressive, but they do not provide much clarity. 

Better, but still broad:Our nonprofit provides educational programs and community support services to help local residents 
improve their quality of life. 

This version is stronger because it begins to answer some of the core mission questions. We now know that the organization is 
a nonprofit, that it offers educational programs and support services, and that it serves local residents. But it is still pretty darn 
broad. Many organizations could say the same thing, and “improve their quality of life” is still quite general. 

Better and more distinctive:Our nonprofit helps first-generation college students and their families navigate the college 
application and financial aid process through advising, workshops, and community partnerships. 

This version is much more useful. It tells us who the organization serves, what it does, and how it does it. It also gives the reader 
a clearer sense of why the organization exists and what makes its work distinctive. This is the kind of mission statement that can 
actually help guide strategy, because it makes the organization’s role easier to understand. 

What changed?The strongest version became more effective because it moved away from general praise words and toward 
specific explanation. It answered the basic questions more clearly: 

• Who are we? A nonprofit organization 

• What do we do? Provide advising, workshops, and partnerships 

• Who do we do it for? First-generation college students and their families 
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• Why does it matter? It helps them navigate a process that can otherwise be difficult and exclusionary 

In Real Life: Mission Statement Exercise 

Choose a public or nonprofit organization you know well, or imagine one you would like to lead. 

Step 1: Answer the core questions. 
Write a short response to each of the following: 

• Who are we? 

• What do we do? 

• Who do we do it for? 

• Why does this work matter? 

Step 2: Combine your answers. 
Using your responses, draft a 1–2 sentence mission statement. 

Step 3: Test the draft. 
Ask yourself: 

• Is the statement clear, or does it rely on jargon or buzzwords? 

• Does it explain what the organization actually does? 

• Could this statement apply to almost any organization, or does it feel distinctive? 

• Would an outside reader understand who the organization serves and why it exists? 

Step 4: Revise for clarity. 
Edit the statement so that it is specific, readable, and grounded in the organization’s real role. 

Reflection Question 

What was hardest: explaining what the organization does, identifying who it serves, or making the statement feel distinctive? 
Why? 

Values Statements: The Principles Behind Decisions 

If mission statements explain the organization’s role and vision statements describe the future it hopes to help create, values 
statements focus on how the organization intends to behave while doing its work. 

Values statements often generate skepticism, and probably for good reasons. Many organizations list values such as integrity, 
respect, excellence, transparency, and inclusion, then fail to act in ways that reflect them. That gap between language and 
behavior can make values statements seem hollow or performative. 

But values still matter. 

Whether organizations write them down or not, they operate according to some set of values. The real question is whether those 
values are clear, honest, and useful. In other words, do the stated values actually guide behavior, or are they just decorative 
language at the front of a strategic plan? 

A values statement identifies the principles that should shape how the organization behaves, makes decisions, and treats people. 
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These principles matter because public and nonprofit organizations regularly face choices that are not purely technical. They 
have to decide how to balance competing needs, how to treat stakeholders fairly, how to respond to pressure, and what standards 
should guide decisions when the “right” answer is not obvious. Values help with those choices. 

For example, an organization that values equity may pay close attention to whether access and outcomes differ across groups. An 
organization that values transparency may emphasize clear communication and public explanation of decisions. An organization 
that values responsiveness may focus on listening carefully and adapting to stakeholder needs. An organization that values 
consistency may place a higher priority on applying rules in stable and predictable ways. 

The key is this: values only matter if they shape behavior. A value that never influences a decision is not doing much work. 

That means organizations should not choose values simply because they sound admirable. They should choose values that are 
important enough to guide action and specific enough to be recognized in practice. If a value is real, people should be able to 
point to decisions, behaviors, and norms that reflect it. 

A useful values discussion often begins with questions like these: 

• What principles are non-negotiable for how this organization should operate? 

• What behaviors do we want to encourage consistently? 

• What values should help us navigate difficult decisions? 

• What values are already visible in the strongest parts of our culture? 

• What values need to be strengthened because the organization is not living up to them consistently? 

Planners should also understand that values can lead reasonable organizations to handle similar situations differently. A group 
that strongly emphasizes flexibility may respond to a problem differently than one that strongly emphasizes consistency or 
procedural fairness. Values do not eliminate judgment. Instead, they help explain the logic behind decisions and make that logic 
more visible. 

Values statements are most helpful when they move beyond a list of pleasant-sounding words and actually tell us something about 
how the organization intends to behave. 

Too vague:We value integrity, excellence, respect, and innovation. 

This is not exactly wrong. These are all admirable qualities. The problem is that the statement tells us very little. Nearly any 
organization could say this. It does not explain what these values mean in practice or how they would shape decisions. As a result, 
the statement feels generic. 

Better, but still limited:We value integrity in our work, respect for others, innovation in solving problems, and excellence in serving 
our community. 

This version is a step forward because it begins to connect the values to organizational behavior. We now have a little more 
context. But the values are still broad, and the statement still leaves a reader wondering what these ideas would actually look like 
in practice. 

Better and more useful:We value transparency, equity, and responsiveness. We communicate decisions clearly, pay attention 
to whether services are reaching different groups fairly, and listen carefully to community needs so we can adapt when 
circumstances change. 

This version is much stronger because it does more than name values. It begins to define them. A reader can now imagine how 
these principles might influence the organization’s behavior. The values are specific enough to guide action and concrete enough 
to recognize in practice. 

The last version is the strongest because it moved from admired words to usable principles. It gave clearer meaning to the values 
and connected them to behavior. 
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In Real Life: Values Statement Exercise 

Choose a public or nonprofit organization you know well, or imagine one you would like to lead. 

Step 1: Brainstorm possible values. 
Write down 5–7 words that you think might describe the principles that should guide this organization. These might include 
ideas such as equity, transparency, responsiveness, consistency, inclusion, stewardship, collaboration, dignity, accountability, 
or innovation. 

Step 2: Narrow the list. 
Now ask yourself: 

• Which of these values are truly central to how this organization should operate? 

• Which ones are major enough that we would want them to shape difficult decisions? 

• Which ones sound nice but are too vague or generic to be useful? 

Choose the 3–4 values that seem most important. 

Step 3: Define them in plain language. 
For each value, write 1–2 sentences explaining what it would actually mean in practice. 

For example: 

• Transparency might mean explaining decisions clearly to staff, clients, and the public. 

• Equity might mean paying attention to whether some groups face greater barriers than others. 

Step 4: Draft a short values statement. 
Write a brief paragraph or list that names the organization’s core values and explains how they should guide behavior. 

Step 5: Test the draft. 
Ask yourself: 

• Are these values specific enough to guide action? 

• Could staff or stakeholders recognize these values in practice? 

• Do these values reflect the organization as it really is, or only as it wishes to appear? 

• Would these values help resolve a difficult decision? 

Reflection Question 

Which was harder: choosing the values, defining them clearly, or imagining how they would shape decisions? Why? 

Identity and Branding in Public and Nonprofit Organizations and Why 
This Matters for Strategic Planning 

The term branding can feel a little commercial in a public administration or nonprofit classroom, but the underlying idea is still 
useful. Branding, in a broad sense, is about making the organization understandable and distinctive. 

A public or nonprofit organization needs stakeholders to know what it stands for, what role it plays, and why that role matters. 
That does not mean branding is about logos, slogans, or marketing campaigns. At a deeper level, it is about identity. 
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Vision, mission, and values all contribute to that identity. 

The vision tells people what kind of future the organization is trying to help create. 

The mission explains what the organization actually does. 

The values show what standards are supposed to guide behavior along the way. 

Together, these statements help the organization communicate who it is. 

That clarity matters strategically. It can help attract staff, volunteers, funders, partners, and community support. It can also help 
the organization make a more persuasive case for resources and legitimacy. Most saliently, it can help internal audiences stay 
focused on what makes the organization distinctive instead of drifting into vagueness. 

Organizational identity is not just a public relations concern. It is part of strategic decision-making. When an organization 
understands itself more clearly, it is usually better able to plan more coherently. 

There may be a temptation to treat identity work as the softer side of strategic planning, something less concrete than goals, 
timelines, or performance measures. But that would miss its strategic importance. 

Identity matters because it shapes what comes next. 

If an organization is unclear about purpose, it may choose priorities that do not really fit. 

If its vision is vague, the plan may lack direction. 

If its mission is generic, the strategy may fail to reflect what makes the organization distinctive. 

If its values are purely decorative, the organization’s decisions may feel inconsistent or untrustworthy. 

In other words, identity work is not separate from strategy. It provides a foundation for it. 

This chapter also builds directly on the previous one. The groundwork chapter emphasized preparation: understanding the 
planning context, identifying who should be involved, gathering information, and getting familiar with the larger framework the 
organization must align with. This chapter takes the next step by asking what the organization should do with that preparation. 
Once the planning team understands the environment and expectations, it can begin defining the organization’s identity more 
clearly. 

That identity then becomes a guide for the later stages of planning. It helps the organization decide what to prioritize, how to 
explain its choices, and how to judge whether a proposed goal actually fits who it is and what it stands for. 
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In Real Life: Same Service Area, Different Identity 

Two nonprofit organizations in the same city both work on youth issues. On paper, their service areas overlap. Both serve 
teenagers, both partner with local schools, and both rely on grants and community support. 

But when each organization begins strategic planning, they realize they are not actually trying to do the same thing. 

The first organization defines its purpose around academic access and college preparation. Its vision focuses on a future 
where more young people, especially first-generation students, are able to enter and succeed in higher education. Its mission 
centers on tutoring, mentoring, and college readiness programming. Its values include opportunity, persistence, and equity. 

The second organization defines its purpose around youth leadership and civic belonging. Its vision focuses on a future where 
young people are recognized as active contributors to community life. Its mission centers on leadership development, public 
speaking, service learning, and local civic engagement. Its values include voice, inclusion, responsibility, and collaboration. 

Both organizations work with youth. Both do valuable work. But their identities are different, and that difference should shape 
their strategic plans. If they ignored those differences and wrote vague, interchangeable plans about “empowering young 
people,” their strategy would become less clear. By understanding identity more precisely, each organization is better able to 
set priorities that actually fit its purpose. 

The lesson here is that strategic planning should not flatten organizational identity. It should clarify it. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why is it helpful to place identity and purpose work after the groundwork stage of planning rather than before it? 

2. What is the difference between an organization’s activities and its purpose? 

3. How would you explain the difference between a vision statement and a mission statement to someone new to strategic 
planning? 

4. Why do values statements sometimes feel meaningless to stakeholders? 

5. What makes a values statement useful rather than decorative? 

6. How can a clearer sense of identity improve later stages of strategic planning? 

7. In the mini case example, how did each nonprofit’s identity shape the kind of strategic plan it should write? 

Conclusion 

Once an organization has done the early work of preparing to plan, it needs to decide what the planning process will be anchored 
in. That is the role of identity and purpose. 

Public and nonprofit organizations need to understand why they exist, what future they are trying to help create, what role they play 
in that future, and what values should guide them along the way. Vision, mission, and values statements are tools for expressing 
those ideas clearly. 

For people learning strategic planning for the first time, the most valuable lesson may be this: strategic planning is not just about 
deciding what to do next. It is also about deciding what kind of organization you are and what public value you are trying to create. 

The groundwork chapter showed that good planning requires preparation. This chapter shows that good planning also requires 
self-understanding. 

Before an organization can choose strong goals, it has to know what those goals are supposed to serve. 
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3: Stakeholders, Buy-In, and Participation- Whose Voices 
Shape the Plan? 

Introduction: The Next Question After Identity 

In the last two chapters, we worked through two early stages of strategic planning. First, we looked at groundwork: how 
organizations prepare to plan by building structure, gathering information, and understanding the larger environment they must 
work within. Then we turned to identity and purpose: how organizations clarify who they are, what they are trying to accomplish, 
and what values should guide their choices. 

Once those pieces are in place, the next question becomes unavoidable: 

Who needs to be part of this process? 

That question brings us to stakeholders. 

Strategic planning is not something that happens in a vacuum, and it is rarely something that should be done by only one person 
or one small group acting alone. Public and nonprofit organizations exist in relationship to many different people: clients, staff, 
community members, elected officials, volunteers, funders, partner organizations, board members, and others. Some of these 
groups are directly affected by what the organization does. Others have the power to help or block its work. Still others may not 
hold formal power, but their perspectives still matter because the organization exists to serve them or because they help define 
whether the organization is seen as legitimate and trustworthy. 

Beginners in this field sometimes assume stakeholder engagement is about being nice, checking a box, or making sure people 
feel included. It can include those things, but it is also much more than that. Stakeholder engagement is strategic. It helps 
organizations gather better information, identify blind spots, anticipate resistance, build support, and create plans that are more 
likely to survive implementation. 

At the same time, stakeholder engagement is often complicated. Not all stakeholders want the same things. Not all of them hold 
the same amount of power. Some may support the organization’s direction, while others may be skeptical or openly opposed. 
Some may care deeply but have little influence. Others may have enormous influence and very little interest until something 
changes. Part of learning strategic planning is learning how to recognize these differences. 

This chapter introduces three connected ideas: 

• who stakeholders are 

• how organizations can analyze different stakeholder groups 

• how stakeholder engagement can improve both the quality and legitimacy of a strategic plan 

The chapter also asks readers to think carefully about buy-in. In strategic planning, buy-in does not mean everyone gets exactly 
what they want. It means people understand the process, believe their perspectives were taken seriously, and are more willing to 
support or at least live with the final direction. 

In other words, once an organization understands how to plan and what it stands for, it has to think about who needs to be heard. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Stakeholders 

• Engagement 

• Buy-in 
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• Impact 

• Influence 

• Interest 

• Tokenism 

What Is a Stakeholder? 

A stakeholder is a person or group that can affect an organization’s work, be affected by it, or hold a meaningful interest in it. That 
definition is broad on purpose. People sometimes assume stakeholders are only those who receive services or only the people 
with formal power. In reality, stakeholders can (and usually should) include both. 

For example, if a nonprofit changes how it delivers services, the most obvious stakeholders may be clients, staff, and funders. But 
the change may also affect volunteers, partner agencies, community leaders, local government officials, family members of clients, 
and neighborhood organizations. A public agency considering a new policy may need to think not only about administrators and 
elected officials, but also about the residents who will experience the policy’s effects, advocacy groups who may respond publicly, 
and front-line employees who will have to carry it out. 

The key idea is this: stakeholders are connected to the organization through impact, influence, or interest. 

Some stakeholders are deeply affected by an organization’s decisions but have relatively little power over them. Others may have 
substantial power even if they are only indirectly affected. Still others may not be central to the decision itself, but their support 
or resistance can shape how smoothly the organization moves forward. 

This is one reason stakeholder thinking matters so much in public and nonprofit organizations. These organizations often operate 
in environments where legitimacy, trust, and participation are just as influential as technical efficiency. A decision that looks 
sensible internally may still create problems if the organization has overlooked the people most affected by it or underestimated 
the influence of those who oppose it. 

Types of Stakeholders 

One useful way to begin understanding stakeholders is to sort them into broad categories. These categories are not perfect, and 
they sometimes overlap, but they give us a starting point for analysis. 

Primary Stakeholders 

Primary stakeholders are the people or groups most directly affected by the organization’s actions. In public and nonprofit 
settings, these are often the people the organization exists to serve, along with the people whose daily work is most directly tied 
to the organization’s mission. 

Depending on the organization, primary stakeholders might include: 

• clients or service recipients 

• program participants 

• residents affected by a public decision 

• staff who implement the work 

• volunteers working directly in programs 

For example, in a housing nonprofit, primary stakeholders might include tenants, people seeking housing support, and staff 
members working in intake or case management. In a parks department, they might include residents who use parks, recreation 
staff, and community members living near affected spaces. 
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A useful point is that primary stakeholders are not always all on the same side. One organizational decision can benefit some 
primary stakeholders while creating burdens for others. That is part of what makes strategic planning difficult. 

Secondary Stakeholders 

Secondary stakeholders are less directly affected, but they are still connected in meaningful ways. They may support primary 
stakeholders, experience indirect consequences, or interact with the organization from a step removed. 

Examples might include: 

• family members of clients or participants 

• partner organizations 

• local businesses 

• advisory groups 

• nearby residents 

• support staff who are not directly tied to the initiative but are still affected by it 

Secondary stakeholders can be easy to overlook because they are not always the most visible people in the process. But they 
often bring useful perspectives on broader community effects, operational challenges, and unintended consequences. 

Key Stakeholders 

Key stakeholders are those with significant influence over the success, failure, or direction of the initiative. They may be primary 
stakeholders, secondary stakeholders, or neither. What makes them “key” is not just their relationship to the organization, but 
their ability to shape outcomes. 

Examples might include: 

• executive leadership 

• board members 

• major funders 

• elected officials 

• regulatory agencies 

• influential community leaders 

• department heads or program managers 

• media voices 

• major partner organizations 

This category stands out because it reminds us that not all stakeholders matter in exactly the same way. Some groups matter 
because they are directly affected. Others matter because they can mobilize support, create resistance, allocate resources, or 
shape public opinion. 

In practice, the most important stakeholders in a planning process are often those who are both significantly affected and capable 
of influencing the outcome. 
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Why Stakeholders Matter in Strategic Planning 

You might be wondering why organizations cannot simply let leadership write the plan and then communicate it afterward. That 
may seem more efficient, and sometimes leadership does play the dominant role. But there are several reasons stakeholder 
engagement usually strengthens strategic planning. 

First, stakeholders often bring information the organizational leadership does not already have. Front-line staff may see 
implementation problems that senior leaders miss. Clients and community members may understand barriers that are not visible 
from inside the organization. External partners may spot policy shifts, unmet needs, or opportunities that have not yet appeared 
on leadership’s radar. In this sense, stakeholder engagement improves the organization’s knowledge base. 

Second, stakeholders help organizations test their assumptions. Even when leaders are informed and well intentioned, they can 
still become trapped in internal ways of thinking. A plan developed entirely by insiders may reflect what the organization believes 
about itself rather than how it is actually experienced by others. Stakeholder input helps challenge that inward-looking perspective 
by asking whether the organization’s understanding of the problem, the environment, or its own priorities is actually accurate. 

Third, stakeholder engagement can strengthen both legitimacy and buy-in. People are more likely to accept a plan when they 
believe the process took their perspectives seriously, even if they did not get everything they wanted. This matters especially in 
public and nonprofit organizations, where trust, credibility, and perceived fairness are essential. Buy-in does not mean universal 
enthusiasm. It means that people understand the rationale for the plan, feel some sense of ownership or respect within the 
process, and are more likely to support implementation rather than resist it. 

Finally, stakeholder engagement can improve implementation. A strategic plan only matters if people act on it. If the people 
expected to carry out the work were never meaningfully involved, the plan may remain disconnected from daily reality and much 
harder to put into practice. 

In short, stakeholder engagement is not only about participation for its own sake. It is about creating a plan that is better 
informed, more realistic, more legitimate, and more likely to succeed. 

Stakeholder Analysis: Mapping Power and Interest 

Once we understand that different stakeholders matter in different ways, the next step is learning how organizations sort through 
that complexity. One common tool is stakeholder analysis, sometimes called stakeholder mapping. 

The basic idea is simple: organizations try to understand who the stakeholders are, how much influence they have, and how much 
interest they have in the issue or initiative. 

A common model uses a grid with two dimensions: 

• interest: how much the stakeholder cares about or is affected by the issue 

• influence: how much power the stakeholder has to affect the outcome 

This creates four broad categories, and each one usually calls for a different approach. 

High Interest / High Influence 

These are often the most important stakeholders for planning purposes. They care about the issue and have the power to shape 
what happens. These stakeholders need close attention because they can strongly support the effort or strongly resist it. 

Examples might include senior leadership, major funders, key program staff, board members, or organized community groups 
with strong interest in the issue. 

In general, organizations should manage these stakeholders closely. That means involving them early, communicating regularly, 
asking for feedback, and taking their concerns seriously. They are often the people who need the most direct engagement because 
they can shape both the process and the outcome. 
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High Interest / Low Influence 

These stakeholders care a great deal but may not have much formal power. They can still matter enormously. They may provide 
pertinent information, speak for affected communities, or become strong advocates if they are engaged well. 

Examples might include clients, service recipients, junior staff, volunteers, or residents directly affected by a change. 

In general, organizations should keep these stakeholders informed and give them meaningful opportunities to participate. They 
may not be able to force a decision, but they often have valuable lived experience and practical insight. These are also the people 
most likely to feel ignored if the process becomes too top-down. 

Low Interest / High Influence 

These stakeholders may not care much at first, but they have the power to affect outcomes if they become engaged. They are 
often easy to overlook because they are not actively participating—until something happens that catches their attention. 

Examples might include upper administrators, elected officials, regulatory agencies, or influential donors who are not yet focused 
on the issue. 

In general, organizations should keep these stakeholders satisfied and prevent unnecessary surprises. They may not need 
constant involvement, but they usually need enough communication to understand why the issue matters and how it could affect 
them. If ignored, they may become obstacles later. 

Low Interest / Low Influence 

These stakeholders may not need intensive engagement, but they should not be ignored entirely. Sometimes this group becomes 
more interested later, especially if the initiative starts affecting them more directly. 

Examples might include members of the broader public, peripheral partners, or groups only indirectly connected to the issue. 

In general, organizations should monitor these stakeholders and keep them lightly informed when appropriate. They may not need 
much attention right now, but they can become more relevant if circumstances change. 

The stakeholder grid is not meant to reduce people to a formula. It is a thinking tool. It helps organizations ask practical 
questions: who needs close communication, who needs meaningful opportunities for participation, who should be kept satisfied, 
and who may become more important later. 

It also reminds us that influence and interest are not the same thing. Some of the people most affected by an initiative may 
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not hold much formal power. Some of the people with the most power may not pay attention until late in the process. Good 
stakeholder analysis helps organizations notice both. 
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In Real Life: Stakeholder Mapping Activity 

A city parks department is developing a strategic plan for a major renovation of Riverside Park. The proposal includes 
replacing an aging playground, adding new walking trails, expanding lighting, and building a small event space for community 
programs. Department leaders believe the project could improve recreation opportunities and make the park feel safer and 
more welcoming. 

As planning begins, however, it becomes clear that different stakeholders care about the project in different ways. Parents of 
young children are excited about the playground improvements. Nearby residents support some changes but worry about 
noise and traffic if the event space is added. City council members are interested because they may need to approve funding. 
A local environmental group is paying close attention to how the trail expansion might affect green space and stormwater 
runoff. Many residents in other parts of the city know little about the project and have not yet formed strong opinions. 

Using the stakeholder grid, think about where different groups might belong. 

Possible stakeholders include: 

• parks department leadership 

• front-line parks staff 

• parents of young children 

• nearby residents 

• city council members 

• local environmental advocates 

• community event organizers 

• residents in other neighborhoods 

• local business owners near the park 

• donors or grant funders 

Your Task 

Place each stakeholder group into one of the four boxes on the grid: 

• Keep informed, meet needs 

• Key player, manage closely 

• Least important, minimal contact 

• Show consideration, keep satisfied 

Be prepared to explain your reasoning. Remember: 

• Interest means how much the stakeholder cares about or is affected by the project. 

• Influence means how much power the stakeholder has to shape the outcome. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Which stakeholders belong in the key player, manage closely quadrant, and why? 

2. Which stakeholders have high interest but less power? What does the city owe them in the planning process? 

3. Which stakeholders have influence even if they are not deeply invested yet? Why is it risky to ignore them? 

4. Were any stakeholders difficult to place? What does that tell you about stakeholder analysis? 

5. How might a stakeholder move from one quadrant to another as the project becomes more controversial or more visible? 

Follow-Up Reflection 

After placing stakeholders on the grid, choose one group from each quadrant and write one sentence describing how the 
parks department should engage them during the planning process. 

Buy-In, Participation, and the Risk of Tokenism 

Is stakeholder engagement really about participation or is it just a way of managing people so they will support the plan. 

This is a good question. 

There is always some tension between participation and management. On the one hand, organizations want real input. On the 
other hand, they also want to move the plan forward, build support, and avoid avoidable conflict. That can create a temptation to 
involve stakeholders only symbolically; to ask for feedback without really being open to change, or to include people in ways that 
look participatory without giving them meaningful influence. 

This is sometimes called tokenism. 

One must be able to recognize this risk. A process can appear inclusive on paper while still making people feel ignored. A town 
hall can be held, a survey can be sent, a community member can be invited to one meeting…but if none of that input affects the 
planning process, buy-in is likely to remain weak. 

Meaningful stakeholder engagement usually involves at least three things: 

• people understand why they are being engaged 

• their input is taken seriously 

• the organization communicates honestly about what can and cannot change 

This last point matters a great deal. Not every suggestion can or should be adopted. Strategic planning requires judgment and 
choice. But stakeholders are more likely to trust the process when leaders explain decisions clearly and show how input was 
considered. 

This is one of the central lessons of democratic and nonprofit leadership: participation is not the same thing as giving everyone 
complete control, but it should be more than a performance. 

Staff, Clients, Community, and External Partners 

People often understand in theory that stakeholders matter, but they sometimes have trouble thinking through which groups 
deserve special attention in public and nonprofit planning. Four categories are key here. 
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Staff 

Staff matter because they are often the people who will carry out the plan. If they are excluded from planning, the final document 
may be unrealistic or disconnected from day-to-day work. Staff also hold practical knowledge about organizational strengths, 
bottlenecks, and constraints. 

Clients, Participants, or Residents 

These groups matter because they are often the people the organization exists to serve. Their experiences can reveal barriers, 
unmet needs, or unintended consequences that insiders overlook. Engaging them can improve both the quality and fairness of 
planning. 

Community Partners 

Partner organizations, local businesses, neighborhood groups, advocacy organizations, and other community actors may provide 
insight into the organization’s external environment and create opportunities for collaboration. They can also identify where the 
plan overlaps with broader community goals or tensions. 

Funders, Boards, and Policymakers 

These groups often matter because of their influence. They may shape resources, regulations, public messaging, or organizational 
priorities. Even when they are not deeply involved in everyday operations, they may still be essential to successful implementation. 

A key point to take away from all of this is that stakeholder engagement is not only about looking inward at the organization. It 
also means looking outward at the relationships that shape the organization’s ability to function and plan well. 
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In Real Life: A Plan Without Enough Voices 

A nonprofit youth mentoring program decided to write a new strategic plan after several years of growth. The executive 
director and board chair believed the organization needed to expand quickly into neighboring communities. They drafted 
early priorities focused on opening new sites, increasing volunteer recruitment, and improving visibility with donors. 

The plan looked strong at first. It was ambitious, organized, and easy to explain. 

But the organization had not yet spoken in a meaningful way with some of its most important stakeholders. Front-line staff 
had concerns that the current sites were already stretched thin. Parents and participants had been asking for more consistent 
transportation support and better communication, not faster expansion. Local school partners were worried that the 
organization was talking about growth before fully stabilizing its current programs. Meanwhile, a major funder was becoming 
more interested in evidence of program quality than in geographic expansion. 

Once the organization gathered those perspectives, the planning conversation changed. Expansion still mattered, but it was 
no longer the obvious first priority. The planning team began asking a different set of questions: What do the people closest 
to the work think needs attention first? What concerns are emerging from partners and participants? How do funder 
expectations affect timing? What would successful growth require before opening new sites? 

The original draft was not useless, but it was incomplete. It reflected leadership priorities more than stakeholder reality. 

The lesson is simple: a strategic plan may look polished and still be weak if the organization has not listened to the people 
most affected by its decisions or the people most able to shape their success. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What is a stakeholder, and why is that category broader than many people first assume? 

2. What is the difference between primary, secondary, and key stakeholders? 

3. Why can a strategic plan be weakened when stakeholder input is limited to leadership alone? 

4. What is the difference between interest and influence in stakeholder analysis? 

5. Why might a stakeholder with low formal power still be extremely important to the planning process? 

6. What is tokenism in stakeholder engagement, and why does it weaken buy-in? 

7. In the mini case example, which stakeholder groups were initially under-engaged, and how did that affect the early draft 
of the plan? 

8. Why is stakeholder engagement especially important in public and nonprofit organizations? 

Conclusion 

If the groundwork chapter asked how organizations prepare to plan, and the identity chapter asked what the organization stands 
for, this chapter asks who must be part of the conversation. 

Strategic planning is stronger when organizations recognize that different groups are affected by their choices in different ways 
and hold different kinds of power over outcomes. Some stakeholders matter because they are directly affected. Others matter 
because they can influence resources, implementation, legitimacy, or public perception. Good planning requires understanding 
both. 

Stakeholder analysis is one of the most useful practical tools in strategic planning because it forces organizations to think beyond 
their own internal preferences. It asks planners to consider who needs to be heard, who needs to be informed, who needs to be 

31 (3.10)



involved closely, and where resistance or support may come from. 

Once an organization knows how to prepare for planning and what it stands for, the next challenge is making sure the right voices 
help shape where it goes next. 

This page titled 3: Stakeholders, Buy-In, and Participation- Whose Voices Shape the Plan? is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was 
authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jayme Renfro via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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4: Assessing Internal and External Conditions 

Introduction: You Cannot Plan Well If You Do Not Know Where You Are 
Starting 

By this point in the planning process, you have already done a lot of groundwork. You have thought about how the planning 
process should be organized, what larger mission or framework the plan must align with, what the organization stands for, and 
whose voices need to be heard. 

Now you arrive at another major step, and it is one that people often underestimate: figuring out the organization’s actual current 
situation. 

This sounds obvious, but it is one of the easiest parts of strategic planning to rush through. People get excited about goals. 
They want to talk about growth, innovation, impact, and future direction. Those are necessary conversations, but they can become 
detached from reality very quickly if the organization has not first done the slower work of diagnosis. 

Think about it like this. If a doctor skipped over tests, symptoms, and patient history and went straight to treatment, we would 
consider that irresponsible. Strategic planning works in a similar way. Before an organization decides what it should do next, it 
needs to understand what is happening now. What is working? What is not? What pressures are building outside the organization? 
What capacities exist inside it? What opportunities are real, and which ones only sound good in the abstract? 

This process is often called environmental scanning or environmental assessment. It involves looking both outside the 
organization and inside it. 

Looking outside means paying attention to things like changes in demographics, politics, funding, technology, social expectations, 
and competition. Looking inside means assessing staffing, finances, systems, infrastructure, culture, performance, and 
relationships. Together, these two perspectives help leaders and planning groups answer a foundational question: What kind of 
situation are we actually planning in? 

This chapter is important because it teaches a core habit of strategic thinking: do not start by asking what sounds exciting. Start 
by asking what the evidence says. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Environmental scanning 

• Environmental assessment 

• External environment 

• Internal environment 

• SWOT analysis 

• PEST analysis 

• Capacity 

• Culture 

Why Environmental Assessment Matters 

Strategic plans are supposed to help organizations make thoughtful choices about the future. but thoughtful choices require more 
than good intentions. They require evidence. 
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Environmental assessment matters because it helps organizations move beyond guesswork. Leaders and staff often have strong 
instincts about what the biggest problems are or what the organization needs most. Those instincts can be helpful, but they are 
not enough on their own. Sometimes they are shaped by poor communication, limited experience, internal politics, or outdated 
assumptions. A planning process that does not stop to examine reality may end up solving the wrong problem. 

For example, an organization might think it has an outreach problem because participation is down. But once it gathers 
information, it may discover that the real issue is transportation, staff turnover, unclear communication, changes in community 
need, or competition from another provider. Without diagnosis, the organization may choose a strategy that sounds active but 
misses the mark entirely. 

Environmental assessment also matters because strategy is about prioritization. Public and nonprofit organizations do not have 
unlimited resources. They cannot do everything at once. Good planning requires deciding where to focus time, money, leadership 
attention, and staff energy. Those decisions are easier to make when the organization understands which problems are most 
urgent, which strengths are most usable, and which opportunities are actually realistic. 

There is also a motivational side to this. People sometimes think data and assessment are cold or bureaucratic. In reality, 
evidence can help people really get into the planning process. When goals clearly connect to actual conditions and actual needs, 
they feel less arbitrary. Staff, board members, and stakeholders are more likely to support a strategic plan when they can see why 
its priorities were chosen. 

Looking Outward: Understanding the External Environment 

One of the easiest mistakes in planning is to focus too heavily on internal issues and forget that organizations exist in a larger 
environment. 

That is understandable. Internal issues feel closer and easier to control. Organizations can change procedures, reorganize staff, 
redesign programs, or revise communication practices. External conditions often feel more frustrating because the organization 
cannot simply command them to change. 

But strategy very much depends on understanding both. 

Public and nonprofit organizations are shaped by the world around them. Changes in population, law, funding, technology, 
economics, politics, and culture can all influence what is possible. A plan that ignores those conditions may be internally coherent 
and still fail because it is mismatched to reality. 

Think of the external environment as all the forces outside the organization that still affect its choices. Some of these forces 
create pressure. Others create opportunity. Many do both.A useful question is: What is happening around this organization that 
could affect what it should do next? 

That question can be broken into several major categories. 

Demographic and Population Trends 

One important part of the external environment is demographic change. Who lives in the community? How is that population 
changing? Are there more older adults, more young families, more multilingual households, more first-generation students, more 
rural residents, more newcomers, fewer traditional-age clients, or larger geographic disparities? 

These patterns matter because organizations exist to serve actual populations, not imagined ones. 

We can see a very clear example of this in higher education. In many parts of the United States, birth rates have declined 
over time, and that shift eventually shows up in school and college enrollment patterns. If there are fewer children entering 
kindergarten today, there will likely be fewer traditional college-aged students down the road. That matters for universities that 
depend heavily on recent high school graduates, because they cannot assume their future enrollment base will remain stable. 
More broadly, it shows why organizations need to pay attention to population trends when planning for the future. 

The strategic lesson applies beyond higher education. If a city is aging, a parks department may need to think differently about 
recreation planning. If a nonprofit’s service area is becoming more linguistically diverse, outreach and programming may need to 
adapt. If a region is growing rapidly, an organization may need to plan for scale. If a region is shrinking, the strategy may need to 
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focus more on sustainability than expansion. 

Demographic changes are easy to ignore if the organization is focused only on its current routines. But they often shape future 
demand more than almost anything else. 

Political and Regulatory Change 

Public and nonprofit organizations often operate under rules, laws, and funding conditions they do not control. That means 
political and regulatory shifts can have major strategic consequences. 

We can sometimes default to thinking of regulation as background paperwork, but in planning it can be central. A change in 
eligibility rules can affect who qualifies for services. A change in reporting requirements can reshape administrative burden. A 
change in public funding can force the organization to reconsider priorities. A change in law can either enable new work or 
constrain existing commitments. 

One real-world type of example, would be a change in Medicaid rules or reimbursement policy affecting a community health 
clinic. If eligibility standards change, reimbursement rates are reduced, or new documentation requirements are added, the clinic 
may have to rethink staffing, services, and outreach. A clinic that planned to expand care coordination or preventive services, 
for instance, might suddenly need to focus instead on compliance, billing capacity, or finding new funding streams. This kind of 
regulatory shift matters strategically because it can affect who the organization is able to serve, how stable its finances are, and 
what priorities are realistically achievable in the short and medium term. 

That same lesson applies broadly. Organizations need to monitor the political environment not because they can predict 
everything, but because being surprised by policy change is often costly. 

Planners should learn to ask: 

• What laws or regulations shape this organization’s work? 

• What funding rules matter? 

• What political debates could affect operations, public support, or legitimacy? 

• What changes might be coming that would require adaptation? 

A strategic plan that treats government or politics as irrelevant is usually not very strategic. 

Technology and Technological Change 

Technology affects far more than computers and websites. It can change how organizations communicate, collect data, reach 
clients, evaluate outcomes, train staff, deliver services, and coordinate work. 

Planners should think of technology as both a tool and a pressure. Sometimes it creates exciting new possibilities. Other times it 
exposes weaknesses. 

A real and obvious example is the rise of artificial intelligence. AI has major implications for organizations, including educational 
ones. AI can support personalization, data analysis, and administrative efficiency. But it also raises concerns about bias, misuse, 
overreliance, privacy, and staff preparedness. An organization that rushes toward new tools without strategy may create problems. 
An organization that ignores them completely may also fall behind. 

A more familiar example comes from the expansion of online and hybrid services in the wake of the pandemic. Many organizations 
discovered that technology could help them reach people more flexibly, but they also learned that digital access is uneven, staff 
training matters, and not every service translates equally well online. 

The planning lesson in all of this is this: organizations should not just ask whether technology exists. They should ask whether 
they are ready to use it well, whether it fits their mission, and what unintended effects it might create. 
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Competition, Reputation, and the Broader Landscape 

Public and nonprofit organizations do not always like to talk about competition, but competition exists in many 
forms.Organizations compete for clients, staff, donors, grants, contracts, volunteers, media attention, or public trust. They also 
compete against alternative ways of meeting need, including private providers, informal networks, online options, or growing 
public skepticism about whether institutions are necessary at all. 

This shows up clearly in many public and nonprofit settings. An organization may not only be competing with groups that offer 
similar services, but also with entirely different alternatives that shape how people meet their needs. A community health clinic, 
for example, may compete not just with other clinics, but also with urgent care chains, telehealth platforms, retail pharmacies, 
and growing public expectations for faster, more convenient service. In the same way, a nonprofit arts organization may compete 
not only with other arts groups, but also with streaming entertainment, local festivals, and the many other ways people choose 
to spend limited time and money. The strategic point is that organizations have to understand the broader landscape in which 
people make choices. 

We do not need to assume that public and nonprofit organizations should behave like profit-maximizing firms. The nature of the 
competition is not the same. But it is vital to recognize that strategic planning requires understanding what alternatives exist, 
how the organization is perceived, and what makes its contribution distinctive. 

Economic Conditions 

Economic conditions shape both organizational resources and community need. When the economy weakens, many public and 
nonprofit organizations face a double pressure. Funding becomes less stable at the same time that demand for services often 
rises. Governments cut budgets, donors become more cautious, costs increase, and the people served by organizations may face 
greater hardship. 

When the economy is strong, organizations may gain opportunities for growth, hiring, partnership, and investment. But even then, 
rising wages, labor shortages, housing costs, and inflation can create new pressures. 

New planners should learn that economic conditions are not just abstract numbers from the news. They affect hiring, retention, 
grant availability, transportation costs, client need, and organizational morale. 

A practical planning question is: How do current and projected economic conditions affect both our organization and the people 
we serve? 

That is a far more strategic question than simply asking whether the budget looks good this year. 

Social and Cultural Change 

Organizations also operate within changing social expectations. What people want from institutions, what they trust, what they 
criticize, and what they consider fair or legitimate can shift over time. 

For example, many nonprofit and public organizations now face much higher expectations around mental health awareness 
and trauma-informed practice than they did twenty years ago. A youth-serving organization, homeless shelter, or public school 
program that once focused mostly on efficiency or rule enforcement may now be expected to think carefully about emotional 
safety, de-escalation, and the ways stress and trauma affect behavior. What might once have been considered a specialized or 
optional concern has, in many settings, become a basic expectation. 

Planners should understand that social change often affects organizations gradually and then all at once. Community expectations 
around accessibility, transparency, inclusion, mental health, environmental sustainability, and responsiveness have all changed 
significantly in recent decades. Organizations that fail to notice these shifts may begin to look outdated, unresponsive, or 
untrustworthy, even if their internal systems have not changed very much. 

This is why environmental scanning is not only about hard data. It is also about paying attention to changes in norms, 
expectations, and public values. 
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Looking Inward: Assessing Internal Capabilities 

External scanning tells an organization what kind of world it is operating in. Internal assessment tells it what kind of organization 
it currently is. 

This part of planning is about capacity. What can the organization actually do well? Where are the gaps? What strengths are 
available? What weaknesses might limit success? 

It is important to resist the temptation to think of internal assessment as just a budget exercise. Money matters (a lot), but internal 
capability is broader than that. It includes staffing, expertise, systems, facilities, leadership, culture, and relationships. 

A good internal assessment often includes the following areas. 

Staff Capacity and Expertise 

People are one of the most critical strategic resources an organization has. That means internal assessment should include not 
just how many staff members exist, but what knowledge and skills they bring. 

A public library system, for example, might discover that one staff member has extensive experience in grant writing, another is 
especially skilled at building relationships with immigrant communities, and another has a strong background in digital literacy 
training. None of those strengths may appear in a basic staffing chart, but all of them could matter strategically depending on the 
organization’s goals. In the same way, a nonprofit may realize that one employee has strong volunteer management skills that 
have never been fully used, or a city department may discover that only one person knows how to manage a critical reporting or 
data system. 

Planners should ask: 

• What do our people do especially well? 

• Where are the gaps? 

• What work depends too heavily on one person? 

• What training or expertise would future strategy require? 

This turns staffing from a headcount question into a strategic capacity question. 

Financial Health and Resource Stability 

Financial assessment matters because strategy without resources is just aspiration. 

Organizations need to understand not only how much money they currently have, but where it comes from, how stable it is, and 
what patterns of spending or dependency may create vulnerability. 

Is the organization overly dependent on one grant? On a volatile state appropriation? On a small donor base? On soft money 
positions? Does it have reserves? Is it investing in the systems needed for future success, or only reacting to short-term 
pressures? 

Look at finances not simply as bookkeeping, but as strategic information. Revenue patterns reveal what is sustainable. Spending 
patterns reveal what the organization actually prioritizes, whether or not it says so publicly. 

Infrastructure and Facilities 

Sometimes organizations set ambitious goals without thinking carefully about whether their physical and technological 
infrastructure can actually support them. 

Imagine a community nonprofit decides that one of its new strategic priorities is to expand virtual services across a large rural 
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region. On paper, the idea makes sense. Virtual programming could help the organization reach more people, reduce travel 
barriers, and serve clients in places where the nonprofit has no physical office. But once planning moves closer to implementation, 
serious problems emerge. The organization’s internet service is unreliable, its staff use outdated laptops, its client database does 
not integrate well with virtual scheduling tools, and many of the people it serves have limited broadband access or low digital 
confidence. What sounded like an innovative strategy turns out to be much harder to carry out because the infrastructure is not 
ready. 

This can be seen as a cautionary tale. Infrastructure decisions should be tied to actual organizational capacity and future plans. 
Otherwise, organizations end up with unused tools, mismatched investments, or systems that cannot support the work they say 
they want to do. 

A planning group should ask: 

• Do we have the space, tools, and technology needed to support the strategy? 

• Are current systems helping or slowing us down? 

• Are we investing in infrastructure that fits real future demand? 

Administrative Capacity and Internal Systems 

A plan may look good on paper and still fail because the organization’s internal systems are weak. 

Administrative capacity includes leadership support, workflow systems, communication channels, data systems, scheduling, 
supervision, reporting processes, and overall ability to coordinate work. These things can sound unglamorous, but they often 
determine whether implementation succeeds. 

If approvals take too long, if no one knows who is responsible for follow-up, if data systems cannot track progress, or if staff spend 
most of their energy fighting internal inefficiency, even strong strategic goals may stall out. 

Planners must learn to take administration seriously as part of strategy. Many organizations do not fail because their vision was 
poor. They fail because their internal systems could not support execution. 

Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture can be harder to measure than budgets or staffing, but it matters just as much. 

Culture includes norms, habits, values in practice, communication styles, and expectations about how work gets done. Is the 
organization collaborative or fragmented? Is it innovative or cautious? Is conflict addressed openly or avoided? Are people willing 
to change, or does every new initiative run into quiet resistance? 

Planners should understand that culture is not just mood. It is strategic context. A plan that assumes rapid experimentation may 
not work in a highly rule-bound culture. A plan that depends on collaboration may struggle in an organization where units do not 
trust one another. 

This does not mean culture cannot change. But it does mean that strategy has to take culture seriously rather than pretending it 
is irrelevant. 

Program Effectiveness and Outcomes 

At some point, organizations have to ask whether their current programs are actually producing the results they hope for. 

This is where performance information becomes extremely useful. Participation numbers, client feedback, repeat usage, wait 
times, completion rates, satisfaction measures, and outcome data can all help reveal whether programs are strong, weak, uneven, 
or overdue for revision. 

Imagine a food assistance nonprofit that is concerned because fewer families are returning to one of its distribution sites. 
Leaders might initially assume the problem is low awareness or weak outreach. But once they look more closely at the data, they 
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find a different pattern. Attendance drops are highest among working families, client feedback mentions long wait times and 
inconvenient distribution hours, and staff notes show that transportation barriers have become more severe since a recent bus 
route change. What first looked like a marketing problem turns out to be a scheduling and access problem. 

That is a model of strategic diagnosis. It moves from a broad concern to a more actionable understanding of what may actually 
be wrong. Data become strategic when they help explain why a problem exists, not just that it exists. 

SWOT Analysis: A Beginner-Friendly Tool 

A SWOT analysis is one of the most common tools used in strategic planning because it gives people a simple way to organize 
what they know about an organization’s current situation. 

The name SWOT stands for: 

• Strengths 

• Weaknesses 

• Opportunities 

• Threats 

The easiest way to remember it is this: 

• Strengths and weaknesses are mostly internal. These are things happening inside the organization. 

• Opportunities and threats are mostly external. These are things happening outside the organization. 

That distinction matters because not every problem comes from the same place. Some issues are about the organization’s 
own staffing, systems, culture, or resources. Other issues come from the larger environment—changes in the economy, public 
expectations, funding, demographics, politics, or technology. 

A SWOT analysis helps sort those things out. 

For example, imagine a community health nonprofit: 

• It has a highly trusted staff team with strong local relationships. That could be a strength. 

• Its scheduling and data systems are outdated and frustrating to use. That could be a weakness. 

• There is growing community demand for mental health services. That could be an opportunity. 

• A likely cut in state funding could reduce service capacity. That could be a threat. 

So, SWOT is not just a list of “good things” and “bad things.” It is a tool for asking two basic questions: 

1. What is happening inside the organization that helps or hurts us? 

2. What is happening outside the organization that creates opportunity or risk? 

That is why SWOT is often taught early in strategic planning. It helps us begin thinking in a more structured way about the 
organization’s situation. 

You can visualize a SWOT analysis like this: 

 
Internal External 
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Helpful Strengths 

• What do we do well? 

• What assets do we have? 

Opportunities 

• What openings exist? 

• What trends could help? 

Harmful Weaknesses 

• Where are we limited? 

• What is not working? 

Threats 

• What could hurt us? 

• What risks are coming? 

What Planners Should Put in Each Box 

A helpful way to explain SWOT is to tie each box to a set of questions. 

Strengths: These are the internal assets, capabilities, or advantages the organization can build on. 

Ask: 

• What do we do especially well? 

• What resources or skills do we already have? 

• What do stakeholders trust us for? 

• Where are we stronger than similar organizations? 

Examples: 

• strong staff expertise 

• positive community reputation 

• stable funding source 

• strong volunteer base 

Weaknesses: These are the internal limitations, gaps, or problems that may hold the organization back. 

Ask: 

• Where are we struggling? 

• What systems are weak or outdated? 

• Where do we lack capacity? 

• What internal problems make our work harder? 

Examples: 

• poor communication systems 

• high staff turnover 
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• weak data collection 

• limited transportation capacity 

Opportunities: These are external trends, changes, or openings the organization might be able to use to its advantage. 

Ask: 

• What changes in the environment could help us? 

• Where is there unmet need? 

• Are there new partnerships, grants, or technologies we could use? 

• Are social or policy shifts creating new openings? 

Examples: 

• growing demand for services 

• new grant opportunity 

• population growth in service area 

• new technology that improves access 

Threats: These are external risks, pressures, or obstacles that could make success harder. 

Ask: 

• What outside forces could hurt us? 

• Are there likely funding cuts or policy changes? 

• Are other organizations competing for the same audience or resources? 

• Are demographic or economic changes creating new risk? 

Examples: 

• state budget cuts 

• economic downturn 

• changing regulations 

• loss of public trust 

• rising competition from alternative providers 

Why SWOT Is Helpful 

SWOT is helpful because it forces planners to slow down and sort information into categories instead of throwing everything 
together. 

A planning group may know many things about an organization, but if those ideas stay mixed together, it becomes hard to tell 
what kind of response is needed. For example: 

• A weakness may require internal improvement. 
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• A threat may require contingency planning. 

• An opportunity may require new investment or partnership. 

• A strength may be something the organization should build on more deliberately. 

So SWOT gives planning groups a basic structure for making sense of complexity. 

The Limits of SWOT 

You should know, however that SWOT is not magic. 

A SWOT analysis becomes weak when it turns into nothing more than a brainstorming list. A wall full of sticky notes is not strategy 
by itself. If a group identifies twenty strengths, fifteen weaknesses, twelve opportunities, and ten threats but never interprets 
them, the exercise may feel productive without actually helping the organization make decisions. 

This is where many people misuse SWOT. They stop at categorization. 

The real value of SWOT comes from what happens after the boxes are filled in. 

A planning group should then ask questions like: 

• Which strengths matter most strategically? 

• Which weaknesses are serious enough that they need immediate attention? 

• Which opportunities actually fit our mission and capacity? 

• Which threats are most urgent or most likely? 

• Which internal weaknesses make certain external threats more dangerous? 

• Which strengths position us to take advantage of specific opportunities? 

That is the difference between using SWOT as a worksheet and using it as a strategic tool. 

The most important thing for to understand is that SWOT does not make decisions for you. It helps you think more clearly so that 
you can make better decisions. 

In other words, SWOT is most useful when it leads to judgment, not just categorization. 

In Real Life: External Opportunity 

Environmental scanning is not just about spotting danger. It can also help organizations recognize openings they are especially 
well positioned to pursue. 

Imagine a city public library system in a fast-growing suburban area. Over several years, local population data show an increase in 
older adults, immigrant families, and residents working remotely. At the same time, community surveys and informal conversations 
reveal rising interest in digital literacy classes, English-language learning support, help with government forms, and more flexible 
daytime programming. None of these trends were created by the library itself, but together they point to a real strategic 
opportunity. 

If library leaders are paying attention, they might realize that the library is well positioned to become more than a place for books 
and quiet study. It could become a central hub for community technology training, adult learning, and public service access. That 
insight could lead to new partnerships, stronger grant opportunities, more targeted programming, and a clearer case for expanded 
staffing or funding. 

This example is useful because it shows that environmental scanning is not only about identifying threats. It can also help 
organizations notice opportunities that fit both community needs and institutional strengths. 
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The lesson is that strategy is not only defensive. Sometimes the environment reveals an opening. 

Understanding PEST Analysis 

If SWOT gives a simple way to organize both internal and external information, PEST analysis gives them a more focused way to 
study the outside environment. 

The name PEST stands for: 

• Political 

• Economic 

• Social 

• Technological 

Unlike SWOT, which includes both what is happening inside the organization and what is happening outside it, PEST looks only at 
broad external forces. That makes it especially useful when planning groups have become too inwardly focused and need to step 
back and ask a bigger question: 

What is happening in the world around this organization that could shape its future? 

This is what makes PEST helpful. It pushes us beyond vague statements like “things are changing” or “the environment is shifting” 
and asks us to be more precise. What kind of change is happening? Is it political? Economic? Social? Technological? And why 
does that change matter strategically? 

A PEST analysis helps planning groups scan the larger environment in a more systematic way. It encourages them to look for 
patterns, trends, and pressures that may not be visible if they focus only on the organization’s daily internal concerns. 

What Planners Should Put in Each Category 

Like with SWOT, a good way to understand PEST is to connect each category to a set of guiding questions. 

Political 

Political factors include laws, regulations, policy changes, public funding decisions, and government priorities that may affect the 
organization. 

Ask: 

• What government policies affect this organization? 

• Are there new laws, regulations, or reporting rules that matter? 

• How dependent is the organization on public funding or political support? 

• Are there policy debates that could change the organization’s environment? 

Examples: 

• a new state reporting requirement for nonprofits 

• changes in Medicaid reimbursement rules 

• shifting city council priorities 

• new grant requirements tied to government funding 
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Economic 

Economic factors include conditions that affect money, labor, and demand. These may shape both the organization’s resources 
and the needs of the people it serves. 

Ask: 

• What is happening in the economy that could affect us? 

• Are costs rising? 

• Is hiring becoming harder? 

• Are the people we serve facing greater financial stress? 

• Are donors, funders, or governments under budget pressure? 

Examples: 

• inflation driving up supply costs 

• a tight labor market making it hard to hire staff 

• a recession increasing demand for services 

• housing costs changing client needs 

Social 

Social factors include changes in demographics, culture, public expectations, behavior, and community values. 

Ask: 

• How is the population changing? 

• What do people expect from organizations like this now? 

• Are attitudes shifting around trust, accessibility, inclusion, or service delivery? 

• Are there changes in family structure, lifestyle, or public behavior that matter? 

Examples: 

• a growing older adult population 

• rising public expectations around mental health support 

• greater demand for flexible service hours 

• changing cultural expectations around transparency and responsiveness 

Technological 

Technological factors include new tools, digital systems, infrastructure, and innovations that may change how the organization 
works or how people expect it to operate. 

Ask: 

• What technologies are changing this field? 
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• Do clients or stakeholders expect more digital access? 

• Are there new tools that could improve service delivery? 

• Are we at risk of falling behind if we do not adapt? 

Examples: 

• telehealth expansion 

• growing demand for online appointment scheduling 

• outdated client databases 

• new AI tools affecting communication or analysis 

Why PEST Is Helpful 

PEST is helpful because it forces a look outward in a structured way. Instead of talking generally about “the environment,” it helps 
break that environment into categories that are easier to examine, which often leads to better strategic thinking. A planning group 
might realize that what first seemed like one problem is actually shaped by several different external forces at once. 

For example, imagine a public library is struggling to increase adult participation in programs. A PEST analysis might reveal: 

• a political factor: reduced municipal funding 

• an economic factor: residents working multiple jobs and having less free time 

• a social factor: growing demand for digital literacy support 

• a technological factor: expectations for online registration and virtual options 

Without a structured tool like PEST, an organization might simply say, “attendance is down.” PEST encourages them to ask why. 

The Limits of PEST 

Like SWOT, PEST can become shallow if it is treated only as a list-making exercise. 

A planning team can easily fill a page with political, economic, social, and technological factors and still not produce better 
strategy if it never asks what those factors mean. The point is not to collect as many outside trends as possible. The point is to 
identify which external changes matter most and how they affect the organization’s future choices. 

This means it is necessary to move beyond listing and ask questions such as: 

• Which of these external factors are most salient right now? 

• Which are likely to matter more in the near future? 

• Which create opportunity, and which create risk? 

• Which factors interact with one another? 

• How should the organization respond? 

That is where PEST becomes strategic rather than descriptive. 

Seeing Connections Across Categories 

One of the most useful things about PEST is that the categories often connect with one another. 
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• A political change may influence economic conditions. 

• An economic downturn may shift social expectations. 

• A technological change may create new social norms. 

• A social trend may lead to political pressure for regulation. 

So for instance, a government decision to reduce public transit funding is a political change. But it may also create economic 
strain for low-income residents, a social access problem for people who rely on transportation, and a technological opportunity 
for organizations to offer more virtual services. 

Good strategy often comes from seeing those links. PEST is not just a way to sort information. It is a way to notice how outside 
forces interact and shape the organization’s planning environment. 

From Analysis to Action 

At this point, we should understand that environmental scanning is not the end of strategy. It is the beginning of smarter strategy. 

The purpose of exercises like SWOT, PEST, and other structured assessments is not just to generate information. It is to help the 
organization make better choices later. 

This means analysis should eventually lead to questions such as: 

• What strengths should we build on? 

• What weaknesses are most urgent to fix? 

• What opportunities are worth pursuing? 

• What threats require preparation? 

• What does the environment suggest about realistic priorities? 

• What would be ambitious but still feasible? 

That is where planning starts becoming more strategic. The organization stops talking only about what it wishes were true and 
begins working with what actually is true. 
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In Real Life: Same Mission, Different Strategy After Scanning 

Imagine two community health nonprofits with similar missions: both want to improve local wellbeing and reduce preventable 
illness. 

At first, both organizations think their next strategic goal should be expansion. More sites, more programs, more reach. 

But after environmental scanning, they come to different conclusions. 

The first organization serves a fast-growing metro area, and has strong staffing, stable grant funding, and growing community 
demand. For them, expansion may make sense. 

The second organization operates in a region with population decline, unstable funding, high staff burnout, and increased 
competition from telehealth providers. For them, the wiser strategy may be strengthening current services, improving 
partnerships, and stabilizing internal systems before expanding. 

Same broad mission. Different environment. Different strategic conclusion. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why is environmental scanning necessary before organizations begin writing strategic goals? 

2. What is the difference between looking at internal capabilities and looking at the external environment? 

3. Which external factor—demographic, political, economic, social, or technological—do you think is easiest for 
organizations to overlook? Why? 

4. In the Campbell example, what made the dean’s analysis strategic rather than just descriptive? 

5. How does the UTD example show that environmental scanning can reveal opportunity rather than only threat? 

6. What are the strengths of SWOT as a beginner-friendly tool? What are its weaknesses? 

7. How does PEST push organizations to think differently from SWOT? 

8. Why can two organizations with similar missions end up with different strategic priorities? 

Conclusion 

This chapter comes at a critical point in the planning process. Once an organization has prepared to plan, clarified its identity, 
and identified its stakeholders, it still cannot move responsibly into goal setting without first understanding its current situation. 

That is the work of environmental assessment. 

Organizations need to know what is happening around them and within them. They need to understand external trends, internal 
capacity, real performance, and strategic context. Tools like SWOT and PEST help make that work more organized, but the real 
goal is not to fill out a chart. The real goal is to understand reality well enough to make better choices. 

For people new to this field, this chapter teaches one of the most important lessons in strategic planning: before you decide 
where an organization should go, you have to understand where it is, what pressures it faces, and what capacities it can actually 
rely on. 

That is what makes planning strategic rather than wishful. 
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5: Goals, Objectives, Strategies, and Tactics 

Introduction 

In the last chapter, the work was about understanding where the organization is right now. That meant looking inward and outward 
at the same time: internal strengths, internal weaknesses, external pressures, external opportunities, and all of the other contexts 
that shape what is possible. That part of the process matters because strategic planning should not begin with a blank sheet of 
paper and a lot of enthusiasm. It should begin with reality. 

Now we move to the next step: deciding what, exactly, the organization is going to do. This is not as easy as it may sound. 

Most organizations are very good at saying things that sound important. They are much less good at translating those things into 
a plan that can and should actually guide decisions. It is easy to produce a document filled with phrases such as “strengthen 
community engagement,” “build organizational excellence,” or “expand impact.” No one objects to those ideas. They sound 
positive. They sound ambitious. They sound like the kinds of things strategic plans are supposed to say. The problem is that they 
do not necessarily tell anyone what the organization is trying to accomplish and why, how it will know if it is making progress, or 
what it intends to do differently. 

That is why this chapter matters. Strategic planning becomes much clearer once you understand the difference between goals, 
objectives, strategies, and tactics. Those words are often used as if they all mean roughly the same thing. They do not. Each one 
serves a different purpose. Each one operates at a different level. And if you blur them together, the entire plan starts to wobble. 

A strategic plan needs all four. It needs a sense of direction, a way of defining progress, an overarching approach, and actual 
steps. If any one of those pieces is missing, the plan becomes less useful. Sometimes it becomes almost entirely decorative. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Strategic priority 

• Operational priority 

• Goals 

• Objectives 

• Strategies 

• Tactics 

• SMART framework 

• Jargon 

• Buzzwords 

Why So Many Strategic Plans End Up Meaningless 

It is worth pausing here to be honest about why this happens so often. 

One problem is that many strategic plans are written to sound strategic rather than to be strategic. A great deal of energy goes 
into wording. Committees spend hours debating whether they should “enhance” or “strengthen,” whether they should “promote” 
or “advance,” and whether a phrase sounds bold enough, collaborative enough, forward-looking enough, or vague enough that no 
one will dislike it. That kind of discussion can make people feel as if they are doing important strategic work. Sometimes they are. 
Often they are just polishing language that still does not mean much. 
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Another problem is the chronic confusion between strategy and operations. Every organization has operational work that has to 
happen. Bills have to be paid. Staff have to be managed. Reports have to be filed. Facilities have to be maintained. Technology 
has to function. Crises have to be responded to. None of that is trivial. But not all important work is strategic work. 

Strategy is about choices that shape direction over time. It is about what the organization is trying to move, change, build, protect, 
or become. Operations are what keep the organization going from day to day. Both matter, but they are not interchangeable. 
When a strategic plan gets overloaded with operational detail, it starts to lose altitude. Instead of helping the organization decide 
where it is going, it becomes a list of routine responsibilities wearing a blazer and pretending to be important. 

A third problem is that organizations are often unwilling to prioritize. This is understandable. Public and nonprofit organizations, 
especially, are surrounded by real needs. They have many worthy constituencies. They are staffed by people who care deeply 
about the work. There is almost never a shortage of important things that ought to be addressed. But strategy is not the art of 
naming every worthy concern. It is the discipline of deciding what this organization is going to focus on in this planning period. 

That means saying no to some things. Or, to put it more gently, it means saying “not now” to some things. That is hard for groups. 
It can feel like betrayal. It can feel like minimizing an issue that matters. But trying to treat everything as a top priority is one of 
the fastest ways to produce a plan that does not actually DO anything. 

The Basic Structure 

A helpful way to think about this is as a sequence. 

A goal tells you the broad direction. An objective tells you what success would look like in more concrete terms. A strategy explains 
the general approach the organization will use. A tactic identifies the specific actions that will make the strategy real. 

In other words, each part answers a different question. The goal answers, what are we trying to achieve? The objective answers, 
what would progress look like? The strategy answers, how are we going to approach this? The tactic answers, what are we actually 
going to do? 

That may sound simple, and in one sense it is. But one reason people get mixed up is that these levels can all sound somewhat 
similar in casual conversation. A planning group might say, “We need a strategy to improve outreach,” when what they really mean 
is that they need a goal. Or they might say, “Our strategy is to hold more community meetings,” when what they really have is a 
tactic. The words get tossed around loosely, and soon the planning process starts to feel muddled. 

So it helps to slow down and treat each part separately. 

Goals: The Broad Direction 

A goal is a statement of the larger outcome the organization wants to pursue. It is directional rather than highly detailed. A good 
goal tells you what matters, but it does not yet tell you everything about how that outcome will be pursued or measured. 

A housing nonprofit might have a goal of strengthening housing stability in the community. A public health department might have 
a goal of improving access to preventive care. A human services agency might have a goal of increasing trust and responsiveness 
in client-facing services. These all point toward important outcomes. They tell you what the organization is trying to move. But 
they are still broad, and they should be. 

One of the mistakes people make the first time they do this work is trying to cram too much into a goal. They want it to be 
visionary, measurable, inspirational, specific, and implementation-ready all at once. That is too much work for one sentence to do. 
Goals should provide direction. They should not have to carry the entire planning framework on their backs. 

The best goals usually emerge from earlier analysis. If the organization has already looked at performance data, community 
needs, staffing patterns, external threats, political conditions, funding vulnerabilities, or service gaps, then the goals should grow 
out of that material. A goal should feel like a reasoned response to what the organization has learned, not just a phrase that 
sounded nice in a meeting. 

It is also important to recognize that not every important issue belongs in the strategic plan as a goal. This is one of the 
places where people often struggle. Some issues are operational. Some are compliance-driven. Some are ongoing management 
concerns. They matter, but they are not necessarily strategic priorities. “Reduce office supply spending” may be sensible. 
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“Improve response to underserved neighborhoods” is more likely to be strategic. The difference is not that one matters and the 
other does not. The difference is that one says something meaningful about the organization’s broader direction, while the other 
is mostly about routine management. 

A useful test is to ask whether achieving the goal would meaningfully advance the mission or change the organization’s position 
in an important way. If the answer is yes, it may be a strategic goal. If the answer is no, or if it sounds more like ordinary 
maintenance, then it may belong somewhere else. 

You Cannot Strategically Prioritize Everything 

This point deserves a little more time, because it is one of the hardest things for people to accept. 

Most organizations have more important needs than they have time, staff, money, or political capital to address. That is not a 
design flaw in strategic planning. That is normal. The problem begins when a planning committee refuses to choose. 

You can see this happen in real time. A group starts with three or four reasonable priorities. Then someone says, “We also 
need something about staff morale.” Someone else says, “And community partnerships.” Then there has to be something about 
innovation, and something about communication, and something about sustainability, and something about accessibility, and by 
the end the organization has twelve top priorities, which is another way of saying it has none. 

Strategic planning requires concentration. It asks an organization to decide which few things deserve deliberate attention over 
the next several years. That does not mean other things stop mattering. It means they are not the central focus of this particular 
plan. 

One way to teach this is to have people think explicitly about effort and impact. Some possible goals are fairly manageable and 
could produce meaningful gains. Others would consume enormous energy while yielding only modest benefit. Others might be 
very important but currently unrealistic. That does not automatically mean they should be ignored forever, but it may mean they 
should not be treated as immediate strategic priorities. 

This is where honesty matters. There is no virtue in writing a plan full of goals that cannot be achieved. Unrealistic plans do not 
make organizations more ambitious. They usually make people cynical. 

Objectives: Defining Success More Clearly 

Once the organization has identified a goal, the next step is to make that goal more concrete. That is the work of objectives. 

An objective takes a broad direction and translates it into a more specific target. If the goal is where you are headed, the objective 
tells you what it would look like to make progress on the way there. It turns aspiration into something that can be judged. 

This is why objectives are often written using the SMART framework: specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound 
(more on this in a minute). There are plenty of complaints about SMART objectives, and sometimes those complaints are 
deserved. The framework can be used in a shallow, formulaic way. But the basic logic is still useful. Objectives should be clear 
enough that people know what they are aiming for and whether they are getting closer. 

Suppose the goal is to improve access to services. That is a perfectly reasonable goal, but it is too broad to guide implementation 
by itself. An objective might say that the organization will reduce average client wait times from twenty-one days to ten days 
within two years. Or it might say that the organization will increase the share of services available through community-based sites 
by a certain percentage over a defined period. Those statements are much more useful because they identify a visible target. 

One of the most common problems with objectives is that they remain too vague. They sound more specific than the goal, but 
not by much. “Improve communication with stakeholders” is not much of an objective. It may be an idea. It may be a hope. But it 
does not tell anyone what success would mean. “Increase the percentage of stakeholder inquiries answered within three business 
days from 55 percent to 90 percent by the end of next year” is much better. It is not glamorous, but it is clear. And clarity is far 
more valuable than glamour in strategic planning. 

Another common problem is writing objectives that are technically measurable but not actually realistic. An objective should 
stretch the organization, but it should not live in a fantasy world. If you have no staff capacity, no money, and no political support 
for a particular change, it is not especially strategic to promise dramatic transformation anyway. That is not vision. That is wishful 
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thinking with a deadline attached. 

Good objectives force the organization to be explicit. They clarify what change is expected, by how much, and by when. That 
matters because later, when people want to know whether the plan worked, the objective is one of the main things they will look 
back to. 

Writing Objectives That Are Actually Useful: Making Them SMART 

Objectives are supposed to be the way that you define and measure progress. One way to make sure that your objectives are 
doing what you want is to make them SMART 

It stands for: 

• Specific 

• Measurable 

• Achievable 

• Relevant 

• Time-bound 

There are plenty of eye-rolls about SMART objectives, and some of that is deserved. When used poorly, they can feel 
mechanical–like you are just filling in a template. But when used well, they force clarity. And clarity is exactly what most strategic 
plans are missing. 

The point is not to follow a formula. The point is to make sure your objective actually does something. 

Let’s walk through what each part means in practice. 

Specific: What Is Actually Changing? 

An objective should identify what is going to change. 

That sounds obvious, but this is where many objectives fall apart. They stay at the same level of vagueness as the goal. 

If your goal is: Improve access to services. 

A non-specific objective might be: Enhance access for the community. 

But, that is just the goal reworded, isn’t it? 

A more specific version might be: Reduce wait times for initial appointments. 

Now we know what part of “access” we are talking about. 

Being specific does not mean adding unnecessary detail. It means narrowing the focus enough that people know what they are 
working on. 

Measurable: How Will You Know If It Worked? 

If you cannot tell whether you made progress, you do not really have an objective. 

Measurement does not always have to be perfect, but there should be some way to assess movement. 

A weak version: Improve communication with stakeholders. 
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A stronger version: Increase the percentage of stakeholder inquiries answered within three business days. 

Now there is something to track! 

This is the part people sometimes resist, especially in public and nonprofit settings where outcomes can be complex. Not 
everything can be reduced to a single number, and that is true. But most objectives can be made more measurable than they 
initially are. 

If you find yourself saying “we will just know,” you probably need to sharpen the objective. 

Achievable: Is This Grounded in Reality? 

Objectives should push the organization and give you something to strive for, but they should not ignore constraints. If you do not 
have the staff, funding, authority, or time to accomplish something, writing it into the plan does not make it more likely to happen. 
In fact, it tends to demoralize everyone and make your organization look bad. 

This is a common mistake. Groups get excited and write objectives that sound bold but are disconnected from capacity. 

For example: Double program participation in six months. 

Wow, maybe. But do you have the staff? The space? The demand? The infrastructure? 

If not, this is not a strategic objective. It is wishful thinking. 

Being achievable does not mean being conservative or not setting high goals. It just means being honest about what it will take. 

Relevant: Does This Actually Connect to the Goal? 

An objective should clearly support the goal it is tied to. 

This seems straightforward, but it is easy for objectives to drift. Sometimes groups include things that are important but not 
directly connected to the goal they are supposed to advance. 

For example: 

Goal: Improve access to services 

Objective: Upgrade internal filing systems 

That might be useful. But unless you can clearly connect it to access, it may not belong under that goal. 

A better objective would stay focused on the outcome the goal is trying to achieve. 

Relevance is about alignment. If someone asks, “why are we doing this?” the answer should clearly point back to the goal. 

Time-Bound: By When? 

Without a timeframe, objectives drift. 

Timeframes create urgency, structure, and accountability. They also make evaluation possible. 

Compare these two objectives: 

Reduce wait times for services 

Reduce wait times for services from 21 days to 10 days within two years 

The second one gives you something to work toward. It also gives you a point at which you can step back and ask whether you 
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got there. 

Deadlines do not guarantee success. But the absence of deadlines almost guarantees drift. 

Putting It All Together 

Let’s walk through a full example. 

Start with a goal: 

Improve access to mental health services 

Now build the objective step by step. 

• Specific: Focus on wait times 

• Measurable: Use average days to appointment 

• Achievable: Based on current capacity and planned changes 

• Relevant: Directly tied to access 

• Time-bound: Set a clear timeframe 

Final objective: 

Reduce the average wait time for initial mental health appointments from 30 days to 14 days within two years 

That is not a flashy sentence. It is also far more useful than most of what ends up in strategic plans. 

Strategies: The General Approach 

This is the part many groups skip, often without realizing they have skipped it. 

They identify a goal. They write an objective. Then they leap immediately into a list of things to do. Somewhere in that leap, 
strategy disappears. 

A strategy is not just any action. It is the general approach the organization will use to achieve its objective. It answers the 
question of how the organization intends to move from where it is to where it wants to be. 

This may sound abstract, but it is incredibly important. Imagine a nonprofit that has an objective of increasing participation in a 
program by 25 percent in underserved neighborhoods. There are many ways it could approach that problem. It could invest more 
in advertising. It could form partnerships with trusted neighborhood organizations. It could redesign the program itself so that 
it better fits what residents actually want. It could move program locations or change hours. These are not just different tactics. 
They are different strategic paths. 

Choosing among them is strategic work. 

A useful strategy is broad enough to provide direction, but not so broad that it becomes mush. “Improve engagement” is not 
a strategy. That is either a goal or a very vague aspiration. “Build participation through neighborhood partnerships and more 
accessible program delivery” is closer. It points toward an approach. It helps people understand the logic of the work. 

Good strategies take context seriously. They should reflect the organization’s actual strengths, its actual barriers, and its actual 
environment. A strategy that looks elegant on paper but ignores political constraints, workforce shortages, funding limits, or 
community trust problems is not especially strategic. It is just disconnected. 

This is also the level where organizations should think about what they are especially well positioned to do. Public and nonprofit 
organizations are not businesses in the narrow sense, but they still have distinguishing strengths. They may have trusted 
relationships. They may have strong data. They may have a unique role in the local ecosystem. They may be especially good at 
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serving populations that other organizations struggle to reach. Strategy should build on those strengths rather than pretending 
they do not matter. 

In Real Life: The Value of GOST 

A city parks and recreation department had spent years being told that it needed to “improve community engagement.” That 
phrase showed up in reports, meetings, strategic conversations, and every other place people tend to put goals that sound 
important and impossible to disagree with. 

So when the department wrote its plan, it landed on this statement: Enhance community engagement through innovative 
programming and outreach. 

Everyone was pleased with it. It sounded strategic. It sounded positive. It sounded like the kind of sentence that belongs in a 
strategic plan. 

Then implementation began. 

One team responded by creating more events. Another increased social media. Another redesigned marketing materials. Another 
decided the answer was more surveys. Everyone was busy. Everyone could point to activity. But they were not working from the 
same plan because, in truth, there was no real plan yet. There was only a nice sentence. 

Eventually leadership stepped back and realized the problem was not effort. The problem was that the department had not clearly 
distinguished between a goal, an objective, a strategy, and tactics. 

So they rewrote it. 

The goal became: Improve community engagement in parks and recreation programs. The objective became: Increase 
participation in department programs by 25 percent in neighborhoods with historically low attendance within two years. The 
strategy became: Focus outreach and program development in underserved neighborhoods through partnerships with trusted 
community organizations. Only then did they identify tactics, such as co-hosting events with neighborhood groups, translating 
materials, offering transportation support, and reviewing participation data by neighborhood. 

Same department. Same resources. Much better planning. 

That is the value of getting the framework right. It does not magically solve all problems, but it does make it far easier for people 
to move in the same direction. 

Tactics: What People Actually Do 

Tactics are the concrete actions that implement the strategy. This is where strategic planning meets everyday work. 

If the strategy is the overarching approach, tactics are the actual steps taken to carry that approach out. A useful rule of thumb is 
that if something belongs on a to-do list, it is probably a tactic. 

If the strategy is to strengthen outreach through neighborhood partnerships, tactics might include identifying three community 
organizations to partner with, translating materials into the most commonly spoken local languages, piloting events in under-
attended areas, training staff on community-based outreach practices, or creating a quarterly report on attendance by 
neighborhood. These are all actions. They can be assigned. They can be scheduled. They can be monitored. 

That specificity matters. Tactics are where implementation becomes possible. Without them, strategy remains abstract. But 
tactics are also where organizations can lose the plot if they are not careful. A list of tactics without a clear strategy can produce 
a lot of activity with no real coherence. People become busy, but not necessarily effective. They work hard, but in ways that do not 
reinforce one another. 

That is why tactics should always be traceable upward. You should be able to point to a tactic and say which strategy it supports, 
which objective that strategy is tied to, and which larger goal that objective advances. If you cannot do that, the tactic may not 
belong in the plan, no matter how worthwhile it seems on its own. 
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How the Pieces Fit Together 

At this point, the framework should start to feel more intuitive. A goal gives the broad direction. An objective clarifies what 
progress would look like. A strategy identifies the general route. Tactics are the steps taken along that route. 

Consider a housing-focused nonprofit. Its goal might be to strengthen housing stability for low-income households. Its objective 
might be to reduce repeat requests for emergency assistance by 20 percent within three years. Its strategy might be to shift 
from short-term crisis response toward prevention and follow-up support. The tactics that follow could include creating a housing-
risk screening tool, developing a 90-day follow-up process for households receiving assistance, partnering with legal aid and 
workforce services, and reviewing repeat-request data each quarter. 

That sequence is useful because it keeps the plan from collapsing into either grand rhetoric or random activity. It creates a line 
of sight from a broad mission-oriented direction all the way down to the actual work people are expected to do. 

In Real Life: From Vibes to Strategy 

One of the best ways to learn the difference between goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics is to practice turning vague 
language into a real planning framework. 

Begin with a phrase that sounds important but is still too broad to guide action. Examples include improve community well-being, 
increase public trust, or strengthen youth engagement. Phrases like these are common in weak strategic plans because they 
sound promising without making clear what the organization will actually do. 

The first task is to decide whether the phrase works as a goal or whether it needs to be revised. A good goal should provide 
direction, but it will usually still need further development before it can guide action. From there, the next step is to write an 
objective that makes the goal more specific and measurable. After that, identify a strategy, meaning the general approach the 
organization will use to pursue the objective. Only after those pieces are in place should the planning group move to tactics, 
which are the specific actions taken to carry the strategy out. 

This exercise is useful because it reveals where confusion often occurs. Some groups jump too quickly to action steps and 
mistake tactics for strategy. Others write objectives that are still little more than slogans. Some choose tactics that do not actually 
fit the strategy they claim to be using. These mistakes are not failures. They are part of the learning process because they make 
the distinctions easier to see. 

After completing the exercise, it is helpful to reflect on which part was most difficult. For many people, the hardest step is 
identifying strategy. It is often easier to name a problem and easier still to suggest action steps. The more difficult work is finding 
the broader approach that connects the two. 

A helpful variation is to add a constraint after the planning framework has been developed. For example, imagine that the budget 
is reduced, staffing is cut, the political environment changes, or demand for services rises unexpectedly. Then ask what parts of 
the plan would need to change and what parts would remain the same. This reinforces an important lesson: strategic planning 
must work under real-world conditions, not just under ideal ones. 

Avoiding Buzzwords 

This is also a good place to say bluntly that strategic plans do not improve when they become more jargon-filled. 

Buzzwords are tempting because they create the illusion of sophistication. But they often obscure rather than clarify. Phrases 
such as “leverage innovative stakeholder synergies” are not better because they are fancier. They are worse because they make 
meaning harder to find. Some of the words that you might want to think twice before using include: 

• Innovation 

• Synergy 

• Excellence 
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• Engagement 

• Empowerment 

• Resilience 

• Sustainability 

• Best practices 

• World-class 

• Cutting-edge 

• Dynamic 

• Robust 

• Comprehensive 

• Value-added 

What makes these risky is not that the words are always wrong. It is that they often sound impressive while hiding what the 
organization actually means, intends to do, or plans to measure. A good test is this: if a phrase could appear in almost any 
strategic plan for almost any organization, it is probably too vague. For example, “foster collaboration” sounds positive, but it does 
not tell the reader who will collaborate, toward what end, or how success will be judged. 

Good strategic planning language is usually simpler than people think it should be. Direct verbs are often your friend. Increase. 
Reduce. Improve. Strengthen. Expand. Streamline. Build. Launch. Maintain. Those words may not sound especially glamorous, but 
they force you to say something more concrete. 

The goal of planning language is not to impress. It is to communicate. A plan should be understandable to the people who are 
expected to use it. If the language is so vague that no one can tell what it means, then it is not helping. 

Final Thoughts 

The difference between goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics is not just semantic. It is structural. This framework helps an 
organization move from broad aspiration to usable action. Goals identify direction. Objectives define what progress would look 
like. Strategies explain the approach. Tactics identify the concrete work to be done. 

Once people really understand those distinctions, strategic planning becomes much less mysterious. It also becomes much 
harder to fake. It is easy to produce a document full of noble phrases. It is harder—but far more useful—to build a plan that clearly 
says what matters, what success looks like, how the organization intends to pursue it, and what actions will follow. 

That is the real point of this chapter. A strategic plan should not simply express values or aspirations. It should help an 
organization decide, focus, and act. If it cannot do that, it is probably not much of a strategic plan at all. 

This page titled 5: Goals, Objectives, Strategies, and Tactics is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Jayme Renfro via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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6: Implementation- Turning Plans into Action 

Introduction 

By the time an organization gets to implementation, it has usually already done a great deal of work. It has examined its 
environment. It has identified key issues. It has chosen goals, developed objectives, and thought through strategies and tactics. 
In theory, it knows where it wants to go. 

And yet this is exactly the point at which many strategic plans begin to lose their power. 

A strategic plan can be thoughtful, well researched, and even inspiring, but none of that guarantees anything will happen. 
Organizations do not change because a document was written. They change because actual people do specific things, in a 
specific order, with specific resources, over a specific period of time. That is what implementation planning is for. 

An implementation plan is the part of the process that takes strategic ideas and makes them operational. It does not replace 
strategy, and it should not be confused with strategy. Instead, it gives strategy a way to move. It identifies the work that must be 
done, the people responsible for doing it, the resources required to support it, and the timelines that will keep it moving. Without 
an implementation plan, a strategic plan is often little more than a statement of intent. With an implementation plan, it has at 
least some chance of becoming real. 

This is one of the less glamorous parts of strategic planning, but it is arguably the most critical. Many organizations enjoy the 
early stages of planning because they involve big ideas, future thinking, and a sense of possibility. Implementation is different. 
It is more detailed. It is less forgiving. It asks much more practical questions. Who is going to do this? By when? With what 
money? Using what staff time? What gets delayed if this takes longer than expected? How will anyone know whether it is actually 
happening? 

Those questions can feel less exciting than vision statements and strategic goals, but they are exactly the questions that 
determine whether the plan will matter. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Implementation 

• Implementation plan 

• Drift 

• Accountability 

• Purpose 

• Scope 

Why Implementation So Often Breaks Down 

It is helpful to begin by acknowledging something that is both obvious and surprisingly easy to ignore: implementation is hard. 

It is hard not because organizations are full of lazy or careless people, but because execution requires a different kind of 
discipline than planning. Planning often happens in concentrated bursts. A committee meets. A retreat is held. A draft is 
circulated. Decisions are made. Implementation is slower, messier, and more exposed to real-world complications. It unfolds over 
time, often while people are already trying to keep the rest of the organization functioning. 

One common reason implementation breaks down is that organizations underestimate how much detail execution requires. It 
is easy to write that a department will improve client communication, increase outreach, or expand access. It is much harder 
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to specify what that actually means in practice. Does communication improve because staff respond faster? Because forms 
are clearer? Because information is translated into more languages? Because the organization uses different communication 
channels? Because follow-up becomes more consistent? Without further clarification, people can end up moving in different 
directions while all claiming to support the same priority. 

Another common problem is that organizations often assume that people will simply “take it from here.” A strategic plan is 
approved, and the unspoken expectation is that the right people will know what to do next. Sometimes they do. Often they do 
not. Or they know generally what should happen, but they do not know what should happen first, who is responsible for which 
part, how much time they are expected to devote to it, or what other work is supposed to give way in order to make room for it. 
Implementation plans exist because most organizations cannot afford to rely on good intentions and improvisation alone. 

There is also the problem of divided responsibility. In many organizations, strategic priorities cut across offices, teams, or 
functional areas. That can be a strength, but it can also create confusion. If everyone is vaguely involved, then no one is clearly 
accountable. A task that belongs to “the group” or “the organization” is at much greater risk of stalling than a task owned by a 
specific person or role. One of the most uncomfortable but necessary parts of implementation planning is deciding who, exactly, 
is responsible for making each part of the work happen. 

Finally, implementation often breaks down because organizations do not adequately connect plans to resources. They make 
promises without identifying the staffing, time, money, technology, space, or partnerships needed to deliver on them. This is one 
reason plans sometimes start strong and then quietly fade. It is not always because the ideas were bad. Sometimes it is because 
the supporting infrastructure was never there. 

What an Implementation Plan Is 

An implementation plan is a structured guide for carrying out the work required to achieve strategic goals and objectives. It is 
narrower than a strategic plan, more detailed, more action-oriented, and usually more changeable over time. While the strategic 
plan provides direction, the implementation plan provides the path. 

It is useful to think of the implementation plan as the point at which broad priorities are translated into managed work. A strategic 
plan might say that an organization intends to improve access to services, strengthen public trust, increase housing stability, 
or expand community partnerships. Those are strategic directions. They tell us what the organization cares about. But they do 
not tell us how to begin, what sequence of actions is required, what milestones should be watched, or what resources must be 
committed. 

The implementation plan fills in those missing parts. 

This means the implementation plan is usually not written for the same audience or in the same style as the strategic plan. 
Strategic plans are often designed to be read by a wide range of stakeholders. They are outward-facing. They tend to emphasize 
clarity, values, direction, and coherence. Implementation plans are different. They are working documents. They are used by the 
people responsible for moving the work. They can be less polished and more detailed because their main purpose is not to inspire 
confidence in the organization’s vision, but to support action. 

That difference also means implementation plans should be expected to change. This is not a flaw. In fact, it is a sign that the 
document is doing what it is supposed to do. Circumstances change. Timelines need revision. A staff vacancy opens up. A grant 
comes through. A regulation shifts. A community partner drops out. An implementation plan that remains frozen in time despite 
all of that is not especially useful. It should evolve as the work evolves. 

How an Implementation Plan Differs from a Strategic Plan 

Because people often confuse these two documents, it is worth being very explicit about how they differ. 

A strategic plan is concerned with direction. It identifies where the organization wants to go, what it sees as a priority, and which 
of those priorities should shape its work over a period of years. It is comprehensive in the sense that it gathers together mission, 
vision, goals, major objectives, and often the broader environmental logic behind them. 

An implementation plan is concerned with execution. It takes one or more parts of the strategic plan and asks how they will 
actually be carried out. It is narrower because it has to be. It cannot do its job if it stays at the same broad level as the strategic 
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plan. 

This means the two plans often differ in timeframe, audience, tone, and level of detail. Strategic plans are usually longer-range. 
Implementation plans are usually built around shorter windows of action. Strategic plans often speak to internal and external 
stakeholders. Implementation plans are primarily internal documents. Strategic plans often emphasize priorities and rationale. 
Implementation plans emphasize tasks, ownership, timing, resources, and reporting. 

To put it simply, the strategic plan says where the organization is going and why. The implementation plan says what has to 
happen next if the organization is serious about getting there. 

That distinction matters because organizations sometimes act as if finishing the strategic plan means they have done the hard 
part. In some ways they have. Choosing priorities is difficult. But in another sense, the hardest part is just beginning. The strategic 
plan names the destination. The implementation plan is what keeps the organization from sitting in the driveway congratulating 
itself on owning a map. 

Why Implementation Planning Is So Important 

Implementation planning matters because strategic work competes with everything else an organization is already doing. 

This is especially true in public and nonprofit settings, where there are often ongoing service demands, frequent emergencies, 
limited staffing, political pressures, and not nearly enough time. In that kind of environment, a strategic priority does not become 
real just because leadership says it matters. It becomes real when it is connected to work assignments, timelines, reporting 
expectations, and resource decisions. 

An implementation plan helps prevent drift. It takes broad ideas and makes them harder to ignore. When an objective is linked 
to named actions, responsible parties, due dates, and regular progress reviews, it is much less likely to disappear beneath the 
surface of day-to-day chaos. That does not guarantee success, but it does create the conditions under which success becomes 
possible. 

Implementation planning also forces realism. It is one thing to say that an organization will expand outreach, redesign services, 
strengthen partnerships, or improve outcomes. It is another thing to sit down and ask what that will cost, who will do it, what other 
work may need to be delayed, and what obstacles are likely to emerge. Those questions are sometimes uncomfortable, but they 
are valuable because they move the organization from aspiration to practical judgment. 

Perhaps most vitally, implementation planning creates accountability. A strategic plan without accountability is mostly a hopeful 
statement. An implementation plan gives people a way to know who is expected to do what, when it is supposed to happen, and 
how progress will be reviewed. That is not just a management concern. It is also a trust concern. Organizations that claim to value 
certain goals should be able to show how they are pursuing them. 

The Core Components of an Implementation Plan 

Different organizations structure implementation plans in slightly different ways, and there is nothing sacred about one perfect 
template. Still, most strong implementation plans contain several core components. These components are not arbitrary. Each 
one answers a practical question that has to be addressed if the work is going to move. 

Purpose and Scope 

A good implementation plan begins by stating what part of the strategic plan it is designed to carry out. This may seem obvious, 
but it matters because implementation planning can quickly become unfocused if people are unclear about the scope of the work. 

The opening section should identify the goal or objective being implemented and briefly explain why this work matters. It should 
also clarify whether the implementation plan covers an entire strategic priority, a specific objective, a pilot effort, or only the first 
phase of a larger initiative. 

This section provides boundaries. Those boundaries are necessary because organizations often take on too much. If a plan is 
meant to support one specific objective, it should say so plainly. Otherwise, people may start attaching additional hopes and 
expectations to it until the scope expands beyond what the organization can realistically manage. 
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The purpose section is also a good place to clarify any major assumptions. For example, the plan may assume that current 
staffing levels will remain stable, that a grant will be renewed, or that a key partner organization will continue to participate. 
These assumptions are not always dramatic, but naming them matters. They can become important later if the conditions of 
implementation change. 

Project Organization and Management Structure 

Once the scope is clear, the plan needs to identify how the work will be organized and who will oversee it. 

This is where implementation planning starts to move from ideas to management. Someone has to have authority to monitor the 
work, make decisions, convene the right people, resolve problems, and communicate upward or outward as needed. If that person 
or role is not identified, the work can quickly become fragmented. 

A management overview should explain who is leading the implementation effort, who else is involved, and how responsibility is 
divided. In some cases, this may be a single project lead supported by a cross-functional team. In others, it may involve several 
units with a coordinating body. The exact structure will vary, but the point is to make the chain of responsibility visible. 

It is necessary here to distinguish between involvement and accountability. Many people may contribute to implementation. That 
is normal. But there should still be a clearly identified person or role who is answerable for keeping the work moving. Otherwise it 
becomes very easy for everyone to assume someone else is taking care of the hard parts. 

This section should also identify key points of contact. Again, that may seem small, but implementation tends to generate 
questions, dependencies, and routine follow-up. People need to know where to go. 

Major Tasks and Action Steps 

This is the heart of the implementation plan. 

Here the organization identifies the major tasks required to carry out the chosen strategy and tactics. This usually means breaking 
tactics down into manageable steps. A tactic such as “expand outreach through neighborhood partnerships” is not yet a task list. 
It still needs to be translated into specific actions. Which neighborhoods? Which partners? Who initiates contact? What materials 
need to be developed? What approvals are required? What sequence makes the most sense? 

This is one of the places where implementation planning becomes educational. It forces people to think carefully about the 
actual work behind their strategic language. It is easy to underestimate how many small but necessary actions sit behind a single 
strategic phrase. 

The goal here is not to generate an absurdly detailed list of every possible micro-task. That can become paralyzing. The goal is 
to identify the major actions without which the strategy cannot succeed. Those actions should be specific enough that someone 
reading the plan can understand what is expected and how the pieces relate to one another. 

It is also useful, where appropriate, to note whether certain tasks are sequential, ongoing, or dependent on earlier work. 
Some actions can begin immediately. Others depend on approvals, hiring, training, procurement, or outside partnerships. 
Implementation plans should reflect that reality rather than pretending all tasks simply begin on day one. 

Timelines and Milestones 

An implementation plan needs time structure. Without that, action tends to drift. 

A timeline tells the organization when tasks should begin, when they should be completed, and what milestones will be used to 
monitor progress along the way. This is not just about discipline, though discipline matters. It is also about coordination. Different 
parts of the work often depend on one another. If the outreach materials are not ready, then community meetings may need to 
be delayed. If hiring is late, then training shifts. If data systems are not in place, then monitoring becomes less reliable. 

Good timelines help people see the sequence of work and the pace at which it needs to move. 

That does not mean timelines have to pretend certainty where none exists. In fact, overly precise timelines can create their own 
problems if they communicate a false sense of predictability. A useful implementation timeline should be realistic, flexible enough 
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to adapt when needed, and clear enough that the organization can tell whether it is moving or stalling. 

Milestones are especially useful because they break long implementation efforts into smaller checkpoints. A major objective may 
take two years to achieve, but implementation teams should not have to wait two years to know whether anything is happening. 
Milestones create interim markers that make it possible to monitor progress and make adjustments earlier. 

Resource Requirements 

One of the most valuable things an implementation plan can do is make resource needs explicit. 

Strategic plans often talk about resources in broad ways, if they mention them at all. Implementation plans do not have that luxury. 
They need to identify what is required to make the work possible. That includes money, of course, but also staff time, equipment, 
technology, physical space, training, partnerships, communications support, and sometimes political or administrative backing. 

This is an area where plans often become more realistic than their authors initially intended. It is easy to commit to an idea in 
the abstract. It is harder to say, in a concrete way, what the idea actually demands. Does the initiative require existing staff to 
take on more work? Does it require a consultant? A software change? Additional outreach funds? A dedicated space? Translation 
services? Transportation support? Data collection capacity? 

These questions are not secondary. They are part of the core logic of implementation. 

A strong implementation plan does not just list resources; it also considers whether they are available, uncertain, or missing. If 
a major piece of implementation depends on funding that has not yet been secured, that should be stated plainly. If the plan 
assumes support from another office or partner, that dependence should be visible. Hidden assumptions are one of the easiest 
ways for implementation to break down later. 

Constraints and Risks 

Every implementation effort takes place within constraints, and pretending otherwise does not make them disappear. 

A serious implementation plan should identify the constraints that may affect execution. These may include limited time, limited 
funding, limited staff capacity, legal or regulatory barriers, technology limitations, political resistance, administrative hesitation, 
public skepticism, or competition from other priorities. Some constraints are internal. Some are external. All of them matter. 

Naming constraints is not an act of pessimism. It is an act of planning. 

Relatedly, implementation plans should identify major risks and think in advance about how they might be mitigated. What 
happens if a key staff member leaves? What if participation is lower than expected? What if a vendor falls through? What if 
demand rises sharply? What if a policy change undercuts the initiative? The goal is not to predict every possible problem. The 
goal is to identify the most plausible ones and avoid being surprised by entirely foreseeable difficulties. 

Risk thinking improves implementation because it encourages adaptability. It reminds organizations that a plan is not something 
to be followed mindlessly. It is something to be managed intelligently as conditions change. 

Monitoring, Reporting, and Accountability 

No implementation plan is complete without some mechanism for review. 

Monitoring tells the organization whether work is progressing. Reporting communicates that information to the people who need 
to know. Accountability ensures that progress or lack of progress actually matters. 

This does not require a massive reporting bureaucracy, but it does require structure. The plan should identify how progress 
will be reviewed, how often updates will be provided, who will receive them, and what kinds of indicators will be used. Some 
implementation plans include monthly check-ins, quarterly dashboards, milestone reports, or annual reviews. The right structure 
depends on the size and complexity of the initiative, but the principle remains the same: progress should not be left to impression 
or rumor. 

This section should also make clear what success looks like in implementation terms. Sometimes that means completion of tasks. 
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Sometimes it means evidence that the tasks are producing the intended effect. Often it means both. A plan can be “implemented” 
in the shallow sense that all the listed actions were completed, while still failing to move the larger objective. Monitoring should 
be attentive to both execution and results. 

Accountability is particularly important here. If no one is expected to explain delays, missed milestones, or stalled work, then 
reporting becomes largely ceremonial. A strong implementation plan helps create a culture in which follow-through is not treated 
as optional or as something people can drift away from without anyone noticing. 

From Strategic Language to Action: A Full Example 

It is often easier to understand implementation planning by seeing how it grows out of earlier planning work. 

Let’s revisit a nonprofit we have discussed before. They have identified the following framework in its strategic plan. The goal 
is to strengthen housing stability for low-income households. The objective is to reduce repeat requests for emergency rental 
assistance by 20 percent within three years. The strategy is to shift from short-term crisis response toward prevention and follow-
up support. Tactics include creating a risk screening process, building stronger referral partnerships, and developing a follow-up 
system for households receiving aid. 

At this point, the strategic logic is clear, but implementation has not yet been built. 

The implementation plan would begin by clarifying scope. Perhaps the organization decides that the first year of implementation 
will focus only on households receiving emergency assistance in two high-need neighborhoods. That immediately makes the work 
more manageable. 

Next, the organization identifies leadership and management structure. Perhaps the Director of Programs is accountable for the 
effort overall, while a housing case management supervisor coordinates frontline work and a data analyst supports monitoring. 

Then the plan breaks the tactics into tasks. Someone must develop the screening tool. Someone must test it and revise it. Staff 
must be trained to use it consistently. Referral partnerships must be formalized with outside organizations. Follow-up procedures 
must be written, timelines established, and client communications developed. Data collection processes must be built so the 
organization can later determine whether repeat requests are declining. 

Timelines are then attached. The first quarter may focus on designing the screening process and training staff. The second 
quarter may launch the pilot in one neighborhood while finalizing referral agreements. The third quarter may expand the pilot, 
and the fourth quarter may review implementation data and revise the model before broader rollout. 

Resources are then named. Staff time is needed for training and follow-up. Data capacity is needed to track repeat requests. 
Some communications support may be required. Referral partners may need coordination meetings. If any of these pieces are 
uncertain, the plan should say so. 

Finally, the organization identifies monitoring and reporting. Perhaps the implementation team meets monthly, produces a brief 
quarterly update for leadership, and reviews repeat-request data every six months. 

Once all of that is in place, the plan has moved from aspiration to action. It is no longer just saying that prevention matters. It is 
saying who is doing what, when, with what support, and how the organization will know whether the work is progressing. 

Common Challenges in Implementation 

Implementation planning becomes more effective when it anticipates the most common sources of trouble. 

Leadership Gaps 

Implementation usually requires leadership support that is active rather than symbolic. It is not enough for leaders to endorse 
the plan at launch and then disappear. They need to reinforce priorities, help resolve conflicts, support resource allocation, and 
keep attention on the work. When leadership support weakens, implementation often slows. Staff infer, correctly or not, that the 
priority is no longer truly a priority. 
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Resistance to Change 

Resistance is common and should not be treated as surprising. People may resist because they are overworked, skeptical, 
attached to existing routines, or unconvinced that the new initiative will help. Resistance may be open or quiet. In both cases, it 
matters. A plan that assumes universal enthusiasm is not much of a plan. 

This is why communication, involvement, and clarity matter so much. People are more likely to support implementation when they 
understand the rationale for the change, see how it connects to the organization’s mission, and believe that leadership is serious 
about following through. 

Resource Constraints 

This is perhaps the most common challenge of all. Organizations often have ambitious goals and modest means. Sometimes 
that mismatch can be narrowed through phasing, partnerships, or better sequencing. Sometimes it means the plan itself needs 
adjustment. Resource constraints do not automatically make implementation impossible, but they do need to be addressed 
honestly. 

Coordination Problems 

Many strategic initiatives cut across offices, functions, or roles. That can create strength, but it also creates coordination 
problems. Different parts of the organization may move at different speeds, hold different assumptions, or report through different 
chains of command. Implementation plans need to take coordination seriously rather than treating it as something that will work 
itself out naturally. 

Short-Termism 

Organizations often struggle to sustain attention over time. Immediate pressures take over. People begin to focus only on 
urgent matters. Strategic implementation suffers because it is pushed aside by the louder demands of the moment. Good 
implementation planning combats this tendency by building strategic work into regular review structures so it cannot vanish 
simply because other things feel more pressing. 

Monitoring, Learning, and Adjusting 

One of the most important things to understand about implementation is that it is not a one-time act of obedience. It is an 
ongoing process of managed execution. 

This means the implementation plan should not be treated as a rigid script. It should be treated as a structured guide that 
supports learning. Some things will go as expected. Others will not. Timelines will shift. Tasks will take longer than anticipated. A 
tactic that looked sensible may turn out to have little effect. A partnership may become more salient than expected. These are 
not necessarily signs of failure. They are signs that implementation is occurring in the real world. 

That is why monitoring matters so much. Without regular review, organizations often do not notice slippage until it has become 
significant. Without reflection, they may continue investing energy in actions that are producing little value. Without adjustment, 
they can become trapped between an outdated plan and a changing environment. 

A strong implementation process therefore builds in review not just to ask whether tasks were completed, but also to ask whether 
the work still makes sense, whether resources are aligned, and whether the organization is learning what it needs to learn. 

Implementation is not just about compliance with a plan. It is about disciplined movement toward a strategic objective. 

Conclusion 

Implementation planning is where strategic planning stops being mostly conceptual and starts becoming operational in the best 
sense of that word. 
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A strategic plan identifies what matters. An implementation plan identifies what must happen next. It clarifies scope, assigns 
responsibility, breaks work into tasks, establishes timelines, names resources, anticipates constraints, and creates structures for 
review. Without it, organizations often end up with plans that are admirable in theory and inert in practice. 

That is why implementation deserves more attention than it usually gets. It is not a secondary or mechanical stage that happens 
after the “real” thinking is done. It is part of the real thinking. It forces realism. It reveals what priorities actually require. It creates 
accountability. And it gives strategy a chance to become more than language. 

A strategic plan may tell an organization where it wants to go. The implementation plan is what makes it possible to begin moving 
in that direction. 
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In Real Life: Sample Implementation Plan Template 

An implementation plan does not need to be beautiful. It needs to be useful. 

That means the template should help people answer a few basic questions clearly: What are we trying to implement? Who is 
responsible? What has to happen? When will it happen? What do we need? How will we know whether it is working? 

There are very fancy versions of this basic concept, however what follows is a straightforward template that can be adapted for 
public and nonprofit organizations. It is detailed enough to guide action, but simple enough that people might actually use it. 

Implementation Plan 

1. Title of Initiative 

Give the initiative a clear name. 

This should match the strategic goal or objective closely enough that people can immediately see what the plan is tied to. 

Example: Implementation Plan for Expanding Community-Based Mental Health Access 

2. Strategic Connection 

State the larger goal, objective, strategy, and tactic(s) this plan is supporting. 

This matters because implementation plans should never float free from the strategic plan. People should be able to trace the 
action steps directly back to the broader planning framework. 

Goal: Improve access to mental health services 

Objective: Reduce the average wait time for initial mental health appointments from 30 days to 14 days within two years 

Strategy: Expand community-based service delivery and improve intake efficiency 

Tactics: Develop satellite service sites, redesign intake procedures, and strengthen referral partnerships 

3. Purpose and Scope 

Write a short paragraph explaining what this implementation plan is meant to accomplish and what part of the larger work it 
covers. 

This is where you define the boundaries. Is this plan for the first year only? Is it focused on one pilot area? Is it organization-
wide? 

Sample language: 
This implementation plan covers the first 12 months of work related to expanding access to mental health services through 
community-based delivery and intake redesign. The plan focuses on launching two pilot service sites, revising intake 
procedures, and building referral coordination with community partners. It does not yet include full organization-wide 
expansion, which will depend on pilot results and available resources. 

4. Lead Person and Management Structure 

Identify who is responsible for overseeing implementation and who else is involved. 

You do not need a massive org chart, but you do need clarity. One person or role should be clearly accountable for keeping the 
work moving. 
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Implementation Lead: 
Director of Community Health Programs 

Supporting Roles: 
Clinical Intake Manager 
Partnership Coordinator 
Data and Evaluation Specialist 
Finance Manager 
Communications Staff 

Sample language: 
The Director of Community Health Programs will serve as the implementation lead and will be responsible for overall 
coordination, progress monitoring, and reporting. Supporting roles will oversee intake redesign, community partner 
coordination, data tracking, budget management, and public communication. 

5. Key Points of Contact 

List the people others need to contact for different parts of the work. 

This seems small, but it saves time and confusion later. 

Area Contact Person Title Contact Info 

Overall implementation Juanita Sui Director of Community Health 
Programs 

jsui@example.org 

Intake redesign Jimmy Finn Clinical Intake Manager jfinn@example.org 

Partnerships Brittany Ho Partnership Coordinator bho@example.org 

Budget Katy Silver Finance Manager ksilver@example.org 

6. Major Tasks and Action Steps 

This is the core of the implementation plan. 

List the major tasks that need to happen. Under each major task, include the specific action steps required to complete it. 

Try not to be so vague that the task is meaningless, but also do not turn this into a list of every microscopic action in 
existence. The point is to identify the work that actually matters. 

Major Task 1: Launch Pilot Service Sites 

Action Steps: 
Identify two target neighborhoods based on service gaps and demand data 
Secure community partner locations for pilot service delivery 
Develop staffing model for pilot sites 
Confirm licensing, legal, and privacy requirements 
Prepare sites with necessary equipment and materials 
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Major Task 2: Redesign Intake Procedures 

Action Steps: 
Review current intake process for bottlenecks and duplication 
Develop revised intake workflow 
Train intake staff on new procedures 
Pilot revised process in one location before broader rollout 
Collect staff and client feedback on the revised process 

Major Task 3: Build Referral Coordination 

Action Steps: 
Identify key community referral partners 
Develop shared referral protocols 
Hold onboarding meetings with partner organizations 
Create referral tracking process 
Review referral volume and completion rates quarterly 

7. Timeline and Milestones 

Provide a timeline showing when major tasks begin, when they should be completed, and what interim milestones will be 
used. 

This section keeps the work from drifting. It also helps people see what depends on what. 

Task Start Date Target Completion Key Milestone 

Select pilot neighborhoods July 1 July 31 Neighborhoods approved 

Secure partner locations August 1 September 15 MOUs signed 

Redesign intake workflow July 15 September 1 Draft workflow completed 

Staff training September 15 October 15 Staff trained 

Pilot launch November 1 November 1 Services begin 

First progress review January 15 January 15 Initial implementation report submitted 

Sample language: 
The first quarter of implementation will focus on planning and preparation, including neighborhood selection, intake redesign, 
and partnership development. The second quarter will emphasize training and launch. The third and fourth quarters will focus 
on monitoring, troubleshooting, and refinement based on pilot experience. 

8. Resources Required 
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List the resources needed to carry out the plan. 

This should include more than money. Time, staff, space, equipment, technology, and outside support all count as resources. 

Personnel 

0.5 FTE implementation lead time 
Intake staff training hours 
Partnership coordinator time 
Data analyst support 

Funding 

Pilot site setup costs 
Training materials 
Transportation support for outreach 
Communications materials 

Space and Equipment 

Private consultation space at pilot sites 
Laptops or tablets for intake 
Printed materials in multiple languages 

Technology 

Scheduling system updates 
Referral tracking database 
Secure communication tools 

Sample language: 
This implementation plan requires a combination of existing staff time and modest new expenditures related to site setup, 
staff training, and communications. Existing data and scheduling systems will need minor modification to support tracking 
and coordination across pilot sites. 

9. Constraints and Risks 

Identify the main things that could limit implementation or cause problems. 

This section is not about pessimism. It is about honesty. 

Potential Constraints: 
Limited staff capacity during initial rollout 
Delays in finalizing partner agreements 
Technology limitations in satellite settings 
Uncertain funding for year-two expansion 

Potential Risks and Responses: 

Risk Likely Effect Response 

Staff resistance to intake changes Slower rollout Provide training and incorporate staff feedback 
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Delayed partner agreements Launch pushed back Identify backup sites early 

Low client awareness of pilot sites Low participation Increase outreach through community partners 

Weak data tracking Poor evaluation Build tracking process before launch 

10. Monitoring and Reporting 

Explain how progress will be tracked, how often the work will be reviewed, and who will receive updates. 

This section matters because implementation without monitoring becomes guesswork. 

Sample language: 
Implementation progress will be reviewed monthly by the implementation lead and supporting staff. A brief written update will 
be submitted quarterly to senior leadership. Metrics reviewed will include pilot site utilization, average intake wait times, 
referral completion rates, and implementation milestone completion. Adjustments to the plan will be made as needed based 
on emerging challenges and lessons learned. 

11. Success Indicators 

State how the organization will know whether implementation is going well. 

This is slightly different from the broader strategic objective. Here you are often looking at both completion of implementation 
work and evidence that the work is affecting outcomes. 

Examples: 
Pilot sites are launched on schedule 
At least 90% of intake staff complete training 
Average intake processing time decreases within six months 
Referral completion rates improve by the end of year one 
Initial appointment wait times begin trending downward 

12. Review and Revision Schedule 

State when the implementation plan itself will be revisited. 

This is necessary because implementation plans should change when conditions change. 

Sample language: 
This implementation plan will be formally reviewed at the end of each quarter. Revisions may be made to timelines, staffing 
assignments, or action steps based on implementation progress, resource availability, and partner feedback. 

13. Authorization 

Include sign-off if needed. 

This may be formal or informal depending on the organization. 

Approved by: 
Name: _______________________ 
Title: ________________________ 
Date: ________________________ 
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This page titled 6: Implementation- Turning Plans into Action is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Jayme Renfro via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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7: Monitoring, Evaluation, and the Life of a Strategic Plan 

Introduction 

A strategic plan is not finished when the document is written. 

It is not finished when the board approves it, when the executive director announces it, when the agency posts it on the website, 
or even when the committee finally stops meeting and everyone quietly thanks the universe that the planning process is over. 

That is not the end. That is the beginning of finding out whether the plan actually works. This is key if you truly want a strategic 
plan that is useful and not just performative. 

Up to this point, the work has been about understanding the organization, identifying strategic issues, setting goals, writing 
objectives, choosing strategies, developing tactics, and creating implementation plans. All of that matters. But none of it matters 
very much if the organization never checks whether the work is happening, whether it is working, and whether it still makes sense. 

A strategic plan is a set of informed guesses about the future. They may be very good guesses. They may be grounded in data, 
community input, environmental scans, and careful deliberation. But they are still guesses. The world does not freeze in place 
just because the planning committee finished its work. Funding changes. Political leadership changes. Community needs change. 
Staff capacity changes. Technology changes. Public expectations change. Sometimes the organization itself changes. Monitoring 
and evaluation are how an organization keeps its plan connected to reality. 

If the rest of the book has been about how to plan intentionally, this chapter is about how to stay intentional after the plan is 
adopted. That requires attention. It requires evidence. It requires honesty. And, maybe most of all, it requires the willingness to 
learn from what is actually happening rather than what the organization hoped would happen. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

• Monitoring 

• Evaluation 

• Inputs 

• Activities 

• Outputs 

• Outcomes 

• Targets 

• Logic models 

• Community scorecards 

Why Monitoring and Evaluation Belong at the End 

Monitoring and evaluation come at the end of this book because they complete the strategic planning cycle. But they do not 
simply close the process, they restart it. That is an important distinction. 

A weak approach to strategic planning treats monitoring and evaluation as final paperwork. The organization writes the plan, 
implements some activities, collects some numbers, writes a report, and moves on. That approach may satisfy a funder, a board, 
or a reporting requirement, but it does not necessarily improve the organization. 
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A stronger approach treats monitoring and evaluation as a feedback system. The organization uses evidence from 
implementation and outcomes to understand what is working, what is not working, what should change, and what should be 
carried forward into the next planning cycle. 

In other words, monitoring and evaluation are not just about accountability, they are also about learning. 

This matters because public and nonprofit organizations operate in complicated environments. They often pursue ambitious 
goals with limited resources. They work with people, communities, policies, politics, and social conditions that are not fully under 
their control. In that kind of environment, no plan will unfold exactly as expected. A plan that cannot adapt is not a strong plan. It 
is a brittle one. 

Monitoring and evaluation help prevent brittleness. They give the organization a way to notice change, interpret evidence, and 
adjust without losing sight of its broader purpose. 

The Problem with Plans That Are Never Checked 

Many strategic plans fail quietly. 

There is no dramatic collapse. No one announces that the plan has been abandoned. It just slowly stops being used. People 
become busy. Leadership changes. Meetings focus on more urgent problems. The document sits in a shared drive, perhaps 
occasionally referenced during annual reporting, but no longer shaping decisions in any meaningful way. 

One reason this happens is that the plan was never connected to a monitoring system. There was no regular process for asking 
whether goals were being pursued, whether objectives were being met, whether strategies were still appropriate, or whether 
implementation was producing the intended results. 

Without monitoring and evaluation, organizations often rely on impressions. Someone feels that progress is being made. 
Someone else feels that it is not. A program seems successful because people like it. A strategy seems ineffective because it is 
frustrating to implement. A goal remains in place because it sounded important three years ago. 

Feelings and impressions are not useless. People who work close to the ground often know things that do not show up 
immediately in formal data. But impressions alone are not enough. They need to be tested, supplemented, and interpreted 
alongside evidence.This is the basic reason monitoring and evaluation matter: They help organizations avoid drifting on 
assumptions. 

Monitoring and Evaluation Are Not the Same Thing 

The phrase “monitoring and evaluation” is often used as if it refers to one activity, but it definitely does not. Monitoring and 
evaluation are related, but they do different work. 

Monitoring is the ongoing process of tracking progress while implementation is happening. It asks whether the organization is 
doing what it said it would do. Are activities happening? Are deadlines being met? Are resources being used as planned? Are 
early indicators moving in the right direction? Are there problems that need attention now? 

Monitoring is regular and practical. It helps an organization stay aware of the work as it unfolds. 

Evaluation is a deeper assessment of effectiveness, outcomes, and impact. It asks whether the strategy worked, why it worked 
or did not work, what changed, and what should be learned. Evaluation usually happens at specific points in time: after a pilot, 
midway through a plan, at the end of a program year, or before a major decision about whether to continue or scale an initiative. 

Monitoring is like checking the dashboard while driving. Evaluation is like asking whether you chose the right route, whether the 
trip was worth the cost, and what you would do differently next time. 

Both are necessary. Monitoring without evaluation can produce a lot of data but very little understanding. Evaluation without 
monitoring can become too detached from the day-to-day realities of implementation. Together, they help the organization both 
manage the present and learn for the future. 
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What Monitoring Actually Looks Like 

Monitoring should not be mysterious. At its simplest, it means regularly checking whether the implementation plan is moving. 

If an organization set an objective to reduce average wait times for services from 30 days to 15 days within two years, monitoring 
might involve monthly tracking of wait times, quarterly review of staffing levels, and regular checks on whether new intake 
procedures are being used consistently. If a nonprofit set a goal of expanding outreach in underserved neighborhoods, monitoring 
might include tracking the number of events held, the neighborhoods reached, participation rates, referral patterns, and feedback 
from community partners. 

The point is not to collect every possible data point. That way lies madness, or at least a very unattractive spreadsheet. The point 
is to track the information that tells the organization whether implementation is on course. 

Good monitoring usually focuses on several kinds of information. It looks at inputs, meaning the resources being used: money, 
staff time, facilities, technology, volunteers, or partner contributions. It looks at activities, meaning the things the organization is 
doing: trainings held, meetings conducted, services delivered, outreach completed. It looks at outputs, meaning the immediate 
products of those activities: number of clients served, applications processed, workshops completed, referrals made, or reports 
produced. Finally, it may look at early outcomes, meaning the changes beginning to appear as a result of the work. 

These categories matter because they help prevent a common mistake: confusing activity with progress. 

An organization can hold a lot of meetings and still not improve public trust. It can train many volunteers and still not improve 
service quality. It can launch a new program and still fail to reach the intended community. Monitoring should therefore track not 
only whether work is happening, but whether the right kind of movement appears to be occurring. 

What Evaluation Actually Looks Like 

Evaluation asks broader questions than monitoring. It is not satisfied with knowing that an initiative happened. It wants to know 
whether the initiative mattered. 

Suppose a city launches a new program to improve public engagement in budget decisions. Monitoring might track how many 
public meetings were held, how many residents attended, whether materials were translated, and whether meetings happened on 
schedule. Evaluation would ask deeper questions. Did participation become more representative of the community? Did residents 
feel they had meaningful input? Did public feedback influence budget decisions? Did trust in the process increase? What barriers 
remained? 

Evaluation is where an organization begins to interpret the meaning of its work. 

This can be uncomfortable. Monitoring often feels safer because it deals with things that are easier to count. Evaluation asks 
whether those counted things produced value. That is a harder question. It is also the question that matters most. 

A program can be implemented faithfully and still not produce the intended outcome. A strategy can produce good results for one 
group but not another. A tactic can be popular but ineffective. Evaluation gives the organization a way to see these things more 
clearly. 

This does not mean evaluation always produces simple answers. Public and nonprofit work is complex. Outcomes are shaped by 
many factors beyond the organization’s control. Evaluation rarely gives perfect certainty. But it can provide better judgment, and 
better judgment is exactly what strategic planning needs. 
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In Real Life: When a Popular Program Does Not Produce the Intended Outcome 

A city government launched a youth employment initiative aimed at reducing juvenile crime during the summer months. The 
idea seemed straightforward: provide teenagers with paid summer jobs, mentorship opportunities, and structured activities 
during hours when youth crime rates tended to rise. 

The implementation process was strong. Local businesses agreed to participate. Hundreds of students applied. Job 
placements were made on schedule. Mentors were trained. Attendance rates were high. Surveys showed that participants 
enjoyed the program and felt positively about the experience. 

By many measures, the initiative looked like a success, but when the city conducted a broader evaluation after two years, the 
results were more complicated. 

Overall juvenile crime rates had not meaningfully declined in the neighborhoods the program was intended to impact. When 
evaluators looked more closely, they discovered several important patterns. 

First, many of the participants were already relatively engaged students who likely would not have been at high risk for 
summer crime involvement in the first place. The program had successfully recruited motivated participants, but it struggled 
to reach the highest-risk youth the initiative was originally designed to support. 

Second, the benefits of the program were uneven. Participants reported higher confidence and stronger job-readiness skills, 
but those gains were concentrated among students who already had stronger school attendance and family support systems. 
Youth facing housing instability, transportation barriers, or family caregiving responsibilities participated at lower rates and 
were more likely to leave the program early. 

Third, some of the most popular activities appeared to have little connection to the program’s intended long-term outcomes. 
Students loved large group recreation events and motivational speakers, but evaluators found little evidence that those 
activities affected employment readiness or long-term behavioral outcomes. 

None of this meant the program was worthless. In fact, the evaluation identified several valuable effects. Participants built 
social connections, gained workplace exposure, and reported positive experiences with adult mentors. But the evaluation also 
showed that the original strategic assumption, that a broad summer jobs program alone would significantly reduce juvenile 
crime, was too simplistic. 

As a result, the city adjusted the strategy. It partnered more closely with schools and social service agencies to identify 
higher-risk youth earlier, added transportation support, redesigned recruitment efforts, and shifted more resources toward 
intensive mentorship and case management rather than large-scale events. 

Without evaluation, the city might simply have concluded that the program was successful because participation was high and 
feedback was positive. Evaluation helped the organization see a more complete picture: implementation had been strong, 
some outcomes were meaningful, but the strategy needed refinement if it was going to achieve its original goal. 

Discussion Questions 

1. At what point in the case did the program begin to appear successful? What indicators initially suggested the initiative 
was working? 

2. What is the difference between a program being well implemented and a program being effective? How does this case 
illustrate that distinction? 

3. Why is it important that evaluators looked beyond participation rates and satisfaction surveys? 

4. The program successfully recruited many students, but not necessarily the highest-risk youth it was designed to serve. 
Why might programs struggle to reach their intended target populations? 

5. What barriers prevented some higher-risk youth from fully participating in the program? Which of these barriers do you 
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think the city could realistically address? 

6. How does this case illustrate the difference between outputs and outcomes? 

• What were some important outputs? 

• What were the intended outcomes? 

7. Why might popular activities still fail to produce meaningful long-term results? 

Designing a Monitoring and Evaluation Framework 

Monitoring and evaluation should not be improvised at the end of the process. They should be built into the strategic plan from 
the beginning. 

A monitoring and evaluation framework explains what the organization will track, how it will collect information, who will review it, 
when review will happen, and how findings will be used. It gives structure to learning. 

The first step is to revisit the GOST framework: goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics. The objectives are especially important. 
If objectives are vague, monitoring and evaluation become difficult. “Improve services” is hard to evaluate. “Reduce average 
application processing time from 20 business days to 10 business days within 18 months” is much easier. 

This is one reason SMART objectives matter. They are not just a writing exercise. They make monitoring and evaluation possible. 

Once the objectives are clear, the organization identifies indicators. Indicators are the pieces of evidence that will be used to 
judge progress. They should be directly connected to the objective. If the objective is about reducing wait times, then wait time 
is an obvious indicator. If the objective is about increasing community trust, the organization may need survey data, focus group 
feedback, complaint trends, participation rates, or other measures that capture trust more meaningfully. 

Then the organization establishes baselines. A baseline is the starting point. Without it, change is difficult to interpret. If 
participation increased to 500 people, is that good? It depends. Was it 450 before? Was it 50? Was it 1,200? Baselines give 
numbers meaning. 

Targets come next. A target is the level of change the organization is aiming for. Targets should be ambitious enough to matter 
but grounded enough to be credible. The point is not to make everyone feel good by setting targets that are impossible to miss. 
Nor is it to create fantasy numbers that guarantee failure. The point is to define meaningful progress. 

The framework also needs data collection methods. Some information may already exist in administrative records, budgets, case 
files, service logs, or public dashboards. Other information may require surveys, interviews, focus groups, observation, document 
review, or partner reports. The method should fit the question. Not everything worth knowing can be captured through a number, 
and not every question requires a 45-minute interview with a thematic coding scheme. Use what fits. 

Finally, the organization needs a plan for analysis, reporting, and use. This is where many monitoring systems fall apart. Data are 
collected, maybe even analyzed, and then nothing happens. A strong framework specifies who will review the findings, how often, 
in what format, and for what decisions. 

The goal is to close the loop. Evidence should feed back into action. 

Key Performance Indicators and the Danger of Measuring What Is Easy 

Key Performance Indicators, or KPIs, are among the most common tools for monitoring strategic plans. A KPI is a measure used 
to track performance on something important to the organization. 

The phrase “something important” is doing a lot of work there. 

A KPI should not simply be something that is easy to count. It should be something that helps the organization understand 
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whether it is making progress toward a strategic objective. This distinction matters because organizations often measure what is 
convenient. They count attendance because attendance is easy. They count outputs because outputs are easy. They count website 
visits, trainings held, reports produced, or brochures distributed because those numbers are available. 

Those numbers may be useful. But they are not automatically meaningful. 

If the goal is to increase access to services, counting website visits may help if the website is a primary access point. If it is not, 
the number may be a distraction. If the objective is to improve health outcomes, counting the number of brochures distributed 
probably does not tell the organization very much unless there is some reason to believe the brochures are connected to behavior 
change. 

This does not mean every KPI has to measure deep social transformation. That would be unreasonable. But KPIs should be 
chosen thoughtfully. A good KPI points toward the change the organization actually cares about. 

A good monitoring system usually includes a mix of indicators. Some show whether activities are happening. Some show whether 
service delivery is improving. Some show whether outcomes are changing. Some capture stakeholder experience. Together, they 
create a fuller picture than any one number could provide. 

Logic Models: Showing the Theory Behind the Work 

A logic model is a visual or written representation of how an initiative is supposed to work. It shows the relationship between 
resources, activities, outputs, and outcomes. In plain English, it explains why the organization believes certain actions will lead to 
certain results. 

Logic models are useful because they make assumptions visible. 

Suppose a nonprofit wants to reduce repeat episodes of homelessness. The organization might provide emergency rental 
assistance, case management, landlord mediation, and referrals to employment services. A logic model would help show how 
those activities are expected to lead to short-term outcomes, such as increased housing stability plans or improved access to 
benefits, and longer-term outcomes, such as reduced repeat housing crises. 

The basic parts of a logic model are usually inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and sometimes impacts. 

Inputs are the resources that go into the work: staff, funding, volunteers, partnerships, technology, facilities, or expertise. Activities 
are what the organization does with those resources. Outputs are the immediate evidence that the activities occurred. Outcomes 
are the changes that result. Impacts are the broader or longer-term effects the organization ultimately hopes to influence. 

The value of a logic model is not that it produces a perfect picture of reality. It does not. Real life is messier than any model. The 
value is that it helps people see the logic of the strategy. It helps answer the question: why do we think this work will produce that 
result? 

Logic models can also be useful for evaluation. If the initiative does not produce the expected outcomes, the logic model helps 
the organization diagnose where the chain may have broken. Were the inputs insufficient? Were the activities implemented 
poorly? Were the outputs achieved but not connected to outcomes? Were the assumptions wrong? 

That kind of diagnosis is far more useful than simply declaring that a program “worked” or “did not work.” 
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In Real Life: A Logic Model on Reducing Repeat Episodes of Homelessness 

One of the simplest ways to think about a logic model is that it shows the organization’s theory of change. It maps out how 
resources and activities are supposed to lead to meaningful outcomes. Some logic models are very very complicated and very 
very fancy, but they don’t necessarily need to be. 

In this example, a nonprofit organization wants to reduce repeat episodes of homelessness among households receiving 
emergency housing assistance. 

Inputs Activities Outputs Short-Term Outcomes Long-Term Outcomes 

Staff case managers Conduct housing-risk 
assessments 

Number of 
assessments 
completed 

Households identified 
earlier for support 

Fewer repeat episodes of 
homelessness 

Emergency 
assistance funding 

Provide short-term 
rental assistance 

Number of 
households receiving 
aid 

Increased short-term 
housing stability 

Greater long-term 
housing stability 

Community 
partnerships 

Connect clients to legal 
aid, workforce 
programs, and mental 
health services 

Number of referrals 
completed 

Increased access to 
supportive services 

Reduced reliance on 
emergency assistance 

Data tracking system Follow up with 
households after 
assistance is provided 

Number of follow-up 
contacts completed 

Improved 
identification of 
ongoing risks 

Improved long-term self-
sufficiency 

Outreach staff and 
volunteers 

Educate tenants about 
available supports and 
eviction prevention 

Number of outreach 
contacts made 

Increased awareness 
of available resources 

Lower rates of housing 
insecurity in target 
neighborhoods 

Reading the Logic Model 

The logic model is not just a chart. It is a statement of assumptions. 

In this case, the organization is assuming that: 

• identifying households earlier, 

• connecting them to broader support services, 

• and maintaining follow-up contact 

will help reduce repeat housing crises over time. 
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The model also helps clarify where things might break down. 

For example: 

• If referrals are made but clients cannot access services, the problem may not be the screening process but the referral 
network. 

• If households receive emergency assistance but continue returning for help, the organization may need stronger long-
term stabilization strategies. 

• If outreach contacts are high but awareness remains low, the communication methods may not be reaching the right 
people. 

This is one reason logic models are useful for monitoring and evaluation. They help organizations move beyond the vague 
idea that “we are helping” and instead think more carefully about how their activities are expected to produce meaningful 
change. 

Community Scorecards: Bringing Stakeholders into Evaluation 

Monitoring and evaluation should not be limited to internal data. Public and nonprofit organizations exist to serve communities, 
clients, residents, members, or other stakeholders. It makes very little sense to evaluate service quality without listening to the 
people who experience those services. 

Community scorecards are one way to do this. 

A community scorecard is a participatory evaluation tool that allows community members or service users to assess the quality, 
accessibility, responsiveness, or effectiveness of services. The process usually involves identifying indicators that matter to the 
community, gathering feedback, scoring performance, discussing findings with service providers, and developing an action plan 
for improvement. 

What makes this valuable is not simply the score itself. It is the conversation the score creates. 

Public and nonprofit organizations often evaluate themselves from the inside. They know what they intended. They know how 
hard staff worked. They know which constraints were present. But service users experience the organization differently. They may 
notice barriers that staff have normalized. They may define quality in ways the organization did not expect. They may care about 
dimensions of service that do not appear in the official performance measures. 

Community scorecards help make those experiences visible. 

They also strengthen accountability. When service users are involved in identifying problems and shaping responses, monitoring 
and evaluation become less top-down. This can increase trust, improve communication, and create more grounded strategies for 
change. 

Of course, participatory evaluation has to be done carefully. It should not be tokenistic. Communities should not be asked for 
feedback if the organization has no intention of listening. But when used seriously, community scorecards can help organizations 
move from evaluating people to evaluating with them. 
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In Real Life: Evaluating a Neighborhood Health Clinic 

A neighborhood health clinic wants to improve access to primary care services in underserved areas of the city. The clinic 
already tracks internal data such as appointment volume, staffing levels, and average wait times, but leadership realizes those 
measures do not fully capture how patients experience the clinic. 

To better understand community perspectives, the clinic decides to use a community scorecard process. 

The clinic begins by meeting with patients, neighborhood organizations, and local community leaders to identify the issues 
people care about most. Rather than assuming the organization already knows what matters, the clinic asks residents directly: 

• What makes a clinic feel accessible? 

• What barriers make care difficult? 

• What would improve the experience? 

From those discussions, the group develops several categories for evaluation. 

Category Community Questions Example Score 
(1–5) 

Community Feedback 

Wait Times How easy is it to get an 
appointment quickly? 

2 Many residents report waiting 
several weeks for non-emergency 
appointments 

Staff Respect and 
Communication 

Do patients feel listened to and 
treated respectfully? 

4 Most patients describe staff as 
respectful and welcoming 

Language Accessibility Are services and information 
available in languages patients 
understand? 

2 Translation services are 
inconsistent and forms are difficult 
for some residents 

Transportation Access Can patients reasonably get to 
the clinic? 

3 Bus access exists, but 
transportation is difficult for elderly 
residents 

Follow-Up Care Are patients clearly guided about 
next steps after visits? 

2 Many patients report confusion 
about referrals and prescriptions 

Clinic Hours Are clinic hours convenient for 
working families? 

3 Evening availability is limited 

After scoring, community members and clinic staff meet together to discuss the results. 
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Several important patterns emerge: 

• Patients generally trust clinic staff and feel respected during visits. 

• Structural barriers—especially scheduling, transportation, and language access—are creating ongoing problems. 

• Internal clinic metrics looked relatively positive, but the patient experience revealed frustrations leadership had 
underestimated. 

The clinic then develops an action plan: 

• Expand evening appointment hours two days per week 

• Increase interpretation services and translate intake forms 

• Create a clearer follow-up instruction process 

• Partner with a local transportation nonprofit for ride assistance 

Six months later, the clinic repeats the scorecard process to see whether community perceptions improved. 

Dashboards and Data Systems: Helpful, but Not Magic 

Many organizations use dashboards or management information systems to monitor progress. These tools can be very useful. 
They bring important data into one place, make trends easier to see, and allow leaders or staff to review progress more regularly. 

A dashboard might show service volume, response times, complaint trends, budget status, staffing levels, or progress toward 
strategic targets. A good dashboard makes information easier to interpret. It gives people a common reference point. It can also 
help prevent strategic goals from disappearing into the background. 

But dashboards are not magic. A dashboard is only as useful as the indicators behind it. If the wrong things are being measured, 
the dashboard will simply make unhelpful information look more official. If data are inaccurate, outdated, or poorly understood, 
the dashboard can create false confidence. If no one has the authority or willingness to act on what the dashboard shows, then it 
becomes decoration. 

The best dashboards are not overloaded. They focus attention on the indicators that matter most. They are updated on a schedule 
that makes sense. They are connected to regular review conversations. And they help people ask better questions, not just admire 
charts. 

A dashboard should support strategic learning. It should not replace it. 

Establishing a Monitoring Routine 

Monitoring only works if it becomes routine. 

This does not mean it has to be burdensome. In fact, overly elaborate monitoring systems often fail because no one has time to 
maintain them. A useful monitoring routine should be regular, clear, and manageable. 

The organization should decide how often indicators will be reviewed. Some indicators may need monthly review because 
problems require quick action. Others may only need quarterly or annual review because change happens more slowly. The 
schedule should match the pace of the work. 

The organization should also assign responsibilities. Someone must collect the data. Someone must check its quality. Someone 
must analyze it. Someone must prepare reports or summaries. Someone must convene the review conversation. These 
responsibilities should not be vague. “We will monitor progress” is not a plan. “The program manager will update the dashboard 
monthly, and the leadership team will review the results at the first meeting of each quarter” is much closer. 
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The routine should include time for interpretation. This is where monitoring becomes more than reporting. A group should be 
asking what the data suggest, what might explain unexpected changes, whether anything needs to be adjusted, and what should 
be watched next. 

Monitoring should become part of how the organization manages itself. Not a special event. Not a scramble before a board 
meeting. Not something someone remembers only when a funder asks. Part of the rhythm. 

Conducting Evaluations 

Evaluation is often the part of the process that gets postponed. 

This is understandable. After the energy required to plan and the effort required to implement, evaluation can feel like one more 
demand. People may worry that it will expose failure. They may believe they already know what happened. They may not have the 
time, money, or expertise for a formal evaluation. 

But skipping evaluation is costly. It leaves the organization without a clear understanding of whether its strategy worked, why it 
worked, and what should happen next. 

An evaluation should begin with the question the organization needs answered. That may sound obvious, but it is often 
overlooked. Different questions require different kinds of evaluation. 

If the organization wants to improve a program while it is still developing, it may need a formative evaluation. This kind of 
evaluation helps refine the work. It asks what is going well, what is confusing, what barriers exist, and what changes should be 
made before the program becomes more established. 

If the organization wants to know whether a completed initiative achieved its goals, it may need a summative evaluation. This 
kind of evaluation looks at overall effectiveness and helps inform decisions about continuation, expansion, or redesign. 

If the organization wants to know whether a strategy was carried out as intended, it may need a process evaluation. This matters 
because poor outcomes are sometimes caused by weak implementation rather than a bad strategy. If the program was never 
delivered as planned, then judging the strategy itself becomes difficult. 

If the organization wants to understand longer-term effects, it may need an outcome or impact evaluation. This asks what changed 
because of the initiative and whether the organization can reasonably connect those changes to its work. This is often the hardest 
kind of evaluation, but it is also the kind that gets closest to the question everyone usually cares about: did this make a difference? 

The type of evaluation should fit the decision the organization needs to make. 

Reporting Results Clearly and Honestly 

Monitoring and evaluation findings eventually need to be shared. 

That does not mean every audience needs the same report. Internal reports often need more detail because staff and leaders 
need to understand implementation issues, operational challenges, and technical explanations. External reports usually need to 
be more concise, focused, and accessible. Boards, funders, community members, public officials, and partner organizations may 
all need different levels of information. 

The temptation in reporting is to either bury people in detail or smooth everything into cheerful vagueness. Neither is helpful. 

A good report should make the main findings clear. It should show the target and the actual result. It should explain major 
deviations. It should provide enough context for people to interpret the findings. It should acknowledge limitations. It should 
identify what will happen next. 

This is especially important when results are disappointing. 

Not every measure will show success. That is normal. Some objectives may not be reached because implementation was weak. 
Others may fall short because the environment changed. Some targets may have been unrealistic. Some indicators may turn out 
to be poor measures. Some strategies may simply not work. 
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The purpose of reporting is not to pretend everything went beautifully. The purpose is to tell the truth in a way that supports better 
decisions. 

If a report only celebrates success, it is not evaluation. It is marketing. 

Using Findings to Make Better Decisions 

The most important part of monitoring and evaluation is not collecting the data. It is using the findings. 

This is where many organizations stumble. They collect information, produce reports, hold review meetings, and then continue 
doing exactly what they were already doing. That is not learning. That is paperwork. 

Evaluation findings should influence decisions. They may lead an organization to continue a strategy, expand it, redesign it, pause 
it, or abandon it. They may reveal that an objective needs revision. They may show that the organization has been measuring the 
wrong thing. They may identify a need for more resources, better training, stronger partnerships, or a different implementation 
approach. 

Using findings also requires a culture that can tolerate honest information. If disappointing results are treated as embarrassment 
or failure, people will learn to hide them, soften them, or avoid asking hard questions. If evidence is welcomed as a tool for 
improvement, the organization becomes much more capable of learning. 

This is not about being cold or overly technocratic. Public and nonprofit work is human work. Numbers never tell the whole story. 
But refusing to look honestly at evidence does not protect the mission. It weakens the organization’s ability to pursue it. 
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In Real Life: Using Information to Change 

Imagine a community nonprofit that sets a goal of improving access to preventive health services in underserved 
neighborhoods. Its objective is to increase the number of residents receiving blood pressure and diabetes screenings by 30 
percent over two years. Its strategy is to bring services closer to residents through community partnerships. 

During the first year, the monitoring data look encouraging. The organization holds more events than planned. Volunteer 
participation is strong. Partner organizations are enthusiastic. Attendance numbers increase. 

At first glance, this looks like success. 

But when the organization evaluates the initiative more carefully, the story becomes more complicated. The screenings are 
reaching more people, but not always the residents at highest risk. Events held at neighborhood churches and community 
centers are well attended, while events promoted only through social media draw mostly people who already had access to 
care. Follow-up referrals are inconsistent, especially for residents without transportation. Some participants report that they 
appreciated the screenings but did not understand what to do next. 

This is not failure. This is information. 

The organization learns that the strategy is partly working, but not completely. It keeps the partnership-based outreach model, 
drops the lowest-performing event formats, builds stronger referral support, and adds follow-up calls for participants with 
elevated results. 

That is what monitoring and evaluation are supposed to do. They do not simply tell the organization whether to celebrate or 
panic. They help the organization learn what to keep, what to change, and why. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why did the initiative initially appear successful? What indicators suggested the organization was making progress? 

2. What did the evaluation reveal that simple attendance numbers and participation data did not? 

3. How does this case illustrate the difference between reaching more people and reaching the right people? 

4. Why were some outreach methods more effective than others? What does this suggest about the importance of 
community partnerships and communication strategies? 

5. The chapter states, “This is not failure. This is information.” What does that phrase mean in the context of strategic 
planning and evaluation? 

6. How did the organization use evaluation findings to improve the strategy rather than abandon the initiative altogether? 

Closing the Loop 

The phrase “closing the loop” gets used a lot in planning and evaluation, sometimes to the point that it starts to sound like one 
more piece of jargon. But the idea matters. 

Closing the loop means that findings are not left sitting in a report. They are used to inform action. Monitoring leads to 
adjustments. Evaluation leads to learning. Learning leads to revised strategies, better implementation, and eventually stronger 
future planning. 

Without that loop, strategic planning becomes linear and wasteful. The organization plans, acts, reports, and starts over without 
carrying forward the lessons it should have learned. With the loop, each round of planning becomes better informed than the last. 

This is why monitoring and evaluation are not just the final chapter of a strategic planning book. They are also the bridge to the 
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next plan. 

The Path Forward 

Strategic planning is, at its best, a disciplined form of hope. 

That may sound a little grand, but I think it is true. Organizations make strategic plans because they believe the future can 
be shaped. They believe that choices matter. They believe that resources can be aligned with purpose, that effort can become 
progress, and that the organization can become more intentional than reactive. 

But hope without discipline is not strategy. 

The discipline comes from doing the hard parts: examining the environment, identifying real strategic issues, setting clear 
goals, writing measurable objectives, choosing strategies, developing tactics, implementing seriously, and then monitoring and 
evaluating the work honestly. 

This final step matters because it keeps the whole process from becoming performative. It asks whether the organization did 
what it said it would do. It asks whether the work mattered. It asks what should change. It asks what should be learned. 

That is not always comfortable. It is much easier to write inspiring language than to look carefully at mixed results. It is easier 
to celebrate activity than to examine outcomes. It is easier to stay with the original plan than to admit that the evidence points 
somewhere else. 

But strategic planning is not about preserving the dignity of the document. It is about helping organizations pursue their missions 
more effectively. 

The path forward is therefore not a perfect plan. There is no such thing. The path forward is an intentional, iterative, evidence-
informed practice of planning, acting, learning, and adjusting. 

That is how strategic plans stay alive. That is how organizations become more than busy. 

They become purposeful. 

This page titled 7: Monitoring, Evaluation, and the Life of a Strategic Plan is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jayme Renfro via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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GLOSSARY 

A 

Accountability  | The expectation that people or units will be responsible for carrying out parts of a plan and for reporting on progress or results. 
In strategic planning, accountability matters most during implementation and evaluation. 

Activity  | A task, action, or program the organization carries out. Activities matter, but they are not the same as outcomes or strategy. A plan can 
include lots of activity without making meaningful progress. 

Alignment  | The fit between different parts of a plan or between a unit’s plan and a larger organization’s priorities. Alignment means that goals, 
objectives, strategies, tactics, and measures support one another rather than pulling in different directions. 

Assessment  | The process of gathering and examining information to understand the organization’s condition, environment, performance, or 
needs. In this book, assessment includes both internal and external analysis. 

B 

Benchmarking  | Comparing an organization’s practices or performance to those of similar organizations in order to identify strengths, 
weaknesses, or possible improvements. This often appears as one source of information during situation analysis. 

Board  | A governing body, usually in nonprofit organizations, that helps oversee mission, leadership, finances, and long-term direction. Board 
members may be important stakeholders or planning participants. 

Branding  | In this book, branding refers less to logos or slogans and more to making an organization understandable and distinctive to internal 
and external audiences. It is closely connected to mission, vision, and values. 

Buy-in  | A level of acceptance or support for a plan. Buy-in does not mean everyone agrees completely. It means people understand the process, 
believe their input was taken seriously, and are more willing to support the final direction. 

C 

Capacity  | The organization’s ability to do what the plan asks of it. Capacity includes staffing, time, money, expertise, infrastructure, systems, 
and organizational strength. 

Committee charge  | A written statement that explains a planning committee’s purpose, responsibilities, authority, membership, and 
expectations. It helps reduce confusion about what the committee is supposed to do. 

Culture  | The shared norms, habits, expectations, and ways of working inside an organization. Culture affects implementation, communication, 
and the practical meaning of stated values. 

D 

Deliberation  | Careful discussion and judgment about competing priorities, evidence, or choices. Strategic planning is not only technical; it also 
requires interpretation, discussion, and reasoned judgment. 

Drift  | A gradual movement away from the original direction, priorities, or mission of the organization or plan. In implementation, drift may 
happen when the work loses focus or when goals are no longer clearly guiding action. 

E 

Environmental assessment  | The process of examining both internal and external conditions that shape planning. It is closely related to 
environmental scanning and helps the organization understand the situation it is actually planning in. 

Environmental scanning  | A structured review of the environment around and within the organization. Looking outward may include 
demographics, politics, funding, technology, and competition. Looking inward may include staffing, finances, systems, culture, and performance. 

Equity  | A planning concern focused on fairness, access, and whether some groups face greater barriers or receive different outcomes than 
others. Equity often appears in stakeholder analysis, values statements, and KPIs. 

Evaluation  | The process of judging whether a strategy, program, or plan is producing the intended results. Evaluation focuses more on outcomes, 
effectiveness, and learning than on whether activities simply occurred. 

External environment  | The conditions outside the organization that still affect its choices, such as politics, law, economics, demographics, 
funding, technology, social expectations, or competition. 
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F 

Formal documents  | Existing written materials that shape planning, such as laws, mandates, board directives, prior plans, contracts, and mission 
statements. These help define the organization’s constraints and obligations. 

G 

Goal  | A broad statement of what the organization wants to achieve. Goals are larger desired results, not specific tasks or timelines. 

GOST  | A framework that links Goals, Objectives, Strategies, and Tactics. It helps show whether the parts of the plan fit together logically and 
support one another. 

I 

Identity  | The organization’s sense of who it is, what role it plays, and what makes its contribution distinctive. In the book, identity is shaped 
especially by purpose, mission, vision, values, and public role. 

Implementation  | The process of turning a strategic plan into actual work. Implementation involves assigning responsibility, sequencing action, 
identifying needed resources, and tracking progress. 

Implementation plan  | A more detailed, action-oriented guide that explains how strategic priorities will actually be carried out. It is usually 
narrower and more changeable than the full strategic plan. 

Influence  | The amount of power a stakeholder has to affect a decision, process, or outcome. Influence is one of the two major dimensions in 
stakeholder mapping. 

Interest  | The degree to which a stakeholder cares about or is affected by an issue. Interest is often paired with influence in stakeholder analysis. 

Internal environment  | The conditions inside the organization that shape what is possible, including staffing, finances, systems, infrastructure, 
culture, relationships, and performance. 

K 

KPI (Key Performance Indicator)  | A selected measure used to track whether the organization is making progress on something that matters 
strategically. A good KPI helps the organization think more clearly and honestly about performance. 

L 

Legitimacy  | The perception that the organization’s decisions, actions, and processes are appropriate, credible, and worthy of trust. In public 
and nonprofit planning, legitimacy is often shaped by stakeholder involvement and transparency. 

M 

Mission  | A statement explaining what the organization does, for whom, and to what end. Mission is more grounded in the present than vision 
and should help clarify the organization’s role. 

Mission drift  | A gradual movement away from the organization’s original purpose or core priorities, often because of pressure, incentives, new 
opportunities, or unclear boundaries. 

Monitoring  | The ongoing process of checking whether implementation is happening as planned. Monitoring focuses on progress, completion, 
timelines, and execution rather than broader results. 

O 

Objective  | A more specific and measurable statement of what progress toward a goal would look like. Objectives are narrower than goals and 
are often written as SMART objectives. 

Operational planning  | Planning focused on day-to-day activities, tasks, and management needs. It is different from strategic planning, which 
is more concerned with priorities, direction, and larger organizational choices. 

Outcome  | A change or result that occurs because of the organization’s work, such as improved access, stronger retention, better health, or 
increased trust. Outcomes are different from outputs, which count activities. 

Output  | A direct product of organizational activity, such as the number of workshops held, people served, or reports produced. Outputs are 
easier to count than outcomes, but they do not by themselves show impact. 

P 

PEST analysis  | A framework for examining broad external conditions: Political, Economic, Social, and Technological factors. It is one way to 
structure environmental scanning. 
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Primary stakeholders  | The people or groups most directly affected by the organization’s work, often including clients, participants, residents, 
or front-line staff. 

Process  | The way strategic planning is organized and carried out. In the book, process matters, but one recurring warning is that process should 
not crowd out strategy. 

Public value  | The broader good an organization exists to create, protect, or support. Public value connects daily organizational work to larger 
social purposes such as wellbeing, safety, fairness, access, or trust. 

Purpose  | The organization’s reason for existing. Purpose is broader than a list of activities and connects the organization’s work to the need, 
problem, or public good it exists to address. 

Q 

Qualitative information  | Non-numeric information, such as interviews, focus groups, listening sessions, and open-ended feedback, that helps 
explain experiences, meanings, and patterns. 

Quantitative information  | Numeric information, such as counts, rates, percentages, and trends, used to measure scale, change, or performance. 

S 

Scope  | The boundaries of what a plan, committee, or initiative is supposed to cover. Clear scope helps avoid confusion and overreach during 
implementation. 

Secondary stakeholders  | People or groups who are less directly affected than primary stakeholders but are still connected in important ways, 
such as family members, partners, nearby residents, or support staff. 

SMART objective  | An objective that is Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. SMART objectives are used to make broad 
goals more concrete. 

Stakeholder  | A person or group that can affect an organization’s work, be affected by it, or hold a meaningful interest in it. Stakeholders matter 
because their needs, perspectives, or influence shape planning and implementation. 

Stakeholder analysis  | The process of identifying stakeholders and understanding their interests, influence, and likely role in the planning 
process. 

Stakeholder engagement  | The process of involving stakeholders in ways that improve information, legitimacy, buy-in, and the quality of the 
plan. Meaningful engagement is more than symbolic participation. 

Stakeholder mapping  | A tool for organizing stakeholders, often by interest and influence, so planners can think more clearly about who needs 
close attention, information, or participation. 

Strategic issue  | A major challenge, pressure, opportunity, or question the organization needs to address in its strategic plan. Strategic issues 
are usually identified after internal and external assessment. 

Strategic planning  | A disciplined process through which an organization thinks about its future, clarifies priorities, makes choices, and 
connects those choices to action. In this draft, strategic planning is treated as both practical and analytical. 

Strategy  | A general approach for achieving a goal or objective. Strategy is broader than tactics and reflects prioritization, tradeoffs, and larger 
organizational choices. 

SWOT analysis  | A framework for organizing internal and external assessment into four categories: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 
Threats. Strengths and weaknesses are internal; opportunities and threats are external. 

T 

Tactic  | A specific action taken to carry out a strategy. Tactics are more concrete and immediate than strategies. 

Technical efficiency  | A focus on internal performance, procedures, and smooth operation. The stakeholder chapter contrasts technical 
efficiency with legitimacy, trust, and participation. 

Tokenism  | A shallow or symbolic form of participation that creates the appearance of inclusion without giving people meaningful voice or 
influence. 

Tradeoff  | A choice that requires giving greater attention to one priority, strategy, or use of resources at the expense of another. Tradeoffs are 
central to strategy because organizations cannot do everything at once. 

V 

Values  | The principles that are supposed to guide how the organization behaves, makes decisions, and treats people. Values matter most when 
they are clear enough to shape real choices rather than merely decorate a plan. 

Vision  | A statement describing the future the organization hopes to help create. Vision is aspirational and forward-looking and should provide 
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direction without becoming vague. 

W 

Written charge  | A formal statement assigning a committee or planning group its purpose, role, membership, authority, and expectations. It is 
another term for a committee charge. 

This page titled Glossary is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jayme Renfro via source 
content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform. 
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