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Introduction 

This booklet is compiled from the Rumohr and Clarke Nonprofit Blog and is intended 
as an introduction to basic principles of strategic planning most relevant in the small 
nonprofit environment. Please visit the blog to post comments, questions, or case studies! 

What is this booklet?

•  Introductory: to encourage curiosity about the topic and further inquiry.

•  Brief: as with introducing any complex idea, many aspects of the process such as 
stakeholder engagement are either briefly mentioned or omitted. Please consult 
Additional Resources & References for more information.

What this booklet is not

•  A process guide: while some aspects of strategic planning are described, how to engage 
stakeholders in planning is beyond the scope of this booklet and could be the topic of 
blog discussion. Please consult Additional Resources & References for more information.

Who is it for?     

• In-service early career nonprofit professionals.

•  Entrepreneurial start-up founders with a great idea and little to no strategic planning 
experience. 

•  Any nonprofit professional or board member who has not studied business principles and 
wants a “crash course” on the essentials of strategic planning.
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What is Strategic Planning? 

Executive directors and even board members are likely to hear the term “strategic 
planning” ringing in their ears from board members, funders, and other organizational 
stakeholders. But what exactly is it? Confusion over what it is and what it isn’t can leave a 
well-intended founder flummoxed and early career executive directors scratching their 
heads.

The nonprofit strategic planning process is borrowed from the for-profit world that uses 
it to, among other things, allocate time and money for a business that sells a service or 
product. Just like with for-profits, divvying up human and capital resources is essential 
at nonprofits. Perhaps more importantly, strategic planning helps organizations describe 
who they are while identifying potential new directions in program development and 
where they want to go.

Since neither time nor money tend to be in abundance in the nonprofit world, strategic 
planning processes that are adaptive to change will help executive directors, their boards, 
and other key members of the team remain fluid as new information becomes available. 
This is true unless the organization wants to waste what is precious to it — namely its time 
and money! Who really wants to do that? Nobody. But it happens a lot. Often because 
strategic planning isn’t thought of as a 
component of financial, time, or even 
human resource management. 

Thinking of it from a resource perspective 
might help to illustrate why strategic 
planning is an important activity of boards 
since they are ultimately responsible for 
the organization’s budget. Who wouldn’t 
want to fend off resource hemorrhaging 
or other symptoms of struggling strategic 
leadership such as an organizational 
identity crisis or lack of an institutional 
direction in which the board, staff, and 
stakeholders are engaged?

4

http://rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com


Join the conversation at rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com

Nine Dimensions of the Strategic Planning Process

Nine essential dimensions and two topics of strategic planning are described in this booklet. 
I like to think of them as “dimensions” because each can be thought of as a property of the 
space in which planning and implementation ultimately occur. That “space” is in the minds, 
imaginations, and physical places of the organization’s strategic planning team.

The above image is of a Calabi–Yau space from physics, which reflects strategic 
planning as a multi-dimensional interactive process — fluid, cyclical, and dynamic. Its 
colors represent the many ideas and diverse views often expressed during the process. 
The arrows and labels are my invention and randomly point here and there, which is 
sometimes where the minds of strategic planners can travel during a process that requires 
as much of the imagination as it does analytic thinking.

That kind of imaginative mind springing is why I generally recommend the process start 
with vision. It is the unifying agent: the place from which all other ideas are inspired. Even 
the slightest alteration in vision can result in a massive re-imagining of the strategy and 
tactics involved. One year the vision of the organization is for all children in a small town 
to know how to read and write, for example, but then the next year it becomes about all 
children across a whole state. Goals, objectives, operations, tactics – even the mission — 
would be entirely different for a town-wide initiate versus a statewide program. Nonprofit 
leaders and many founders who change their minds about vision on a whim are likely to 
develop a schizophrenic culture in which resources are constantly shifted based on their 
impulses instead of an enduring and vivid picture of the future.

If most of the people who hear the vision don’t understand it, then go back and 
continue to find language that sparks understanding in the eyes of your listeners. It will 
be a wise investment!

MISSION

ENVIRONMENT

VISIONVISION

COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE

LOGIC

GOALS

ALLIANCES

CORE
VALUES

EVALUATION
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Vision and Mission 

“Where there is no vision, the people perish.” Although this quote is out of context 
from Proverbs 29:18 in The Bible, I can think of no stronger statement about it. Your 
organization’s “people” probably won’t literally perish — certainly I hope not! — but the 
lesser evils of confusion, lack of enthusiasm, and throwing lots of programmatic spaghetti 
against the wall hoping something sticks could result from a vision obscured.

Vision is a simple description of what the world will look like when the mission of the 
organization is accomplished. Too many confused faces staring back at you when you 
talk about the big idea of your nonprofit? That’s probably because the audacity of the 
organization’s vision has not been elegantly distilled into everyday words that mere 
mortals and not just your gifted founder can understand.

Thinking of it as a snapshot or picture will help clear up the clouds of confusion. Imagine 
your organization’s mission accomplished. What does your world look like? Can it be 
tweeted? If so, you’re on the right track. Some examples include:

• No child will go hungry in the City of New York.

• AIDS will be curable by 2050.

•  The Company will produce world-class, highly imaginative Shakespeare 
productions for the southwest region of the United States.

While the vision describes the biggest and boldest of organizational goals (sometimes called 
“BHAGs:” Big, Hairy, Audacious, Goals), the mission is the daily business of the organization 
and what it aims to do en route to the broader vision. If the vision is the most audacious 
and energizing of goals, then the mission describes the most imminent and measurable of 
goals. Example mission companions to the above vision statements could be:

•  Provide two nutritious meals each day for children in New York City living at 
120% of the federal poverty level and below.

•  Support AIDS research and advocacy through direct grant making and reduce 
the number of new cases around the world through education and outreach.

•  Re-imagine Shakespeare for the southwest region of the United States to 
reflect the most pressing socio-political issues of our time.

Your organization’s evaluation and assessment practices, if it has them, should aim to 
gather data that support the stated goals in your mission statement. If, for example, 

the mission is to produce world-class Shakespeare productions, then capturing 
references from published sources that make that claim will build mission 

credibility. Your development director will thank you.

Some missions provide a boundary function, which delineates by a 
particular group, geographical scope, or other distinguishing feature but 

they don’t have to. Serving “students in grades three through six” in 
“New York City” are examples for a literacy program. Be sure to avoid 
technical lingo that people outside of a particular field are not likely to 
understand.
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Core Values

A core value is “a principle that guides an organization’s internal conduct as well as its 
relationship with the external world” according to Businessdictionary.com.

Core values are sometimes referred to as beliefs, enduring tenets, or other guiding 
principles and are an important part of strategy because they govern relationships with 
others in and outside of the company, help define what the organization is, and determine 
the kind of practices it will engage in. If an organization’s core values focus on the 
well-being of children, for 
example, its human resource 
policies might reflect this 
through employee vacation 
time, family leave, flex/comp 
time, and other benefits 
that “walk the walk” of a 
deeply held conviction about 
children. In this case, the core 
value is time with family.

You’ll know that something 
is core if it causes staff, board 
members, or volunteers to 
separate if compromised. If 
“respect” is a core value, for 
example, then it shouldn’t 
surprise anyone when staff 
members quit when the 
organization’s practices 
toward staff or constituents are harsh or harmful. For the organization that values the 
well being of children, abuse or neglect would never be tolerated and employees could 
separate if the organization is unable to make a change for the better.

Groups that have not explicitly identified core values could be said to have a weak spine. 
If core values constantly change or are implicit only to one person such as the executive 
director, then the organization’s spine can fracture causing confusion over what it stands 
for. Organizations can and should be adaptive, but generally speaking that change should 
come in all strategic dimensions other than what is core unless that is what needs to 
change. Because the organization’s people and practices are likely to change if core 
values do, it is important to be ready for that when thinking through and discussing this 
important dimension.

Sacred cows, which are old ideas beyond criticism, will often moo most loudly when core 
values are discussed. They could take the form of programs, people, and practices that 
have become immune to analysis. Have courage to discuss them. You could discover a 
stronger core forged in the courage of that leadership.
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Goals and Objectives

Many of us working in nonprofits have heard goals and objectives used interchangeably. It’s 
easy to take them for granted and assume everyone on your team knows the difference.

Strategic goals are long-term (3-5 years1) desired results that focus resources of the 
organization toward mission fulfillment. They are measurable and observable endpoints 
that have objectives and tactics associated with each one.

You’ll know that it’s a strategic goal if you feel like popping a cork when it is achieved. For 
example, 1,000 more students able to read on grade level by the end of next year might 
incite such effervescence for a literacy program. Objectives are incremental steps toward 
a goal and, in this case, might include recruiting and training more education staff by 
January 2013, among others.

The “cork-popping” that comes from the 1,000 students is what characterizes the goal as 
strategic because the students are central to, in this case, a youth literacy organization’s mission.

I tend to favor explicit goal dates whenever possible. They provide specific time-frames 
against which team members can reflect on what didn’t work and celebrate what did 
at appropriate times. Goal dates also provide a sense of urgency or importance for a 
particular topic and specify an endpoint to monitor progress. Tracking progress along a 
timeline while identifying who is responsible for it will help the various teams involved stay 
on task and on time:

Goals and Objectives Now? In 6 Months In 12 
Months?

Who’s 
Responsible?

Goal #1:  
1,000 more students 
will read at or above 
grade-level by June 
2013.

School 
partners 
currently 
sought

Program 
Director

Objective: Position 
descriptions under 
revision. Final draft 
due: July 2012.

Current drafts 
under review

Program 
Committee

Most organizations do not publicly share progress tracking because it is too granular for 
public consumption — especially if tactics, which describe how to get there, are included. 
The program director and committee responsible for strategic goal #1 above would likely 
have their own goals and tactical plan for achievement.

Many plans fail because of a lack of accountability. Don’t forget to create some sort of 
system for the organization to monitor and track progress, which can help to rally the 
troupes around each and every important goal.

1  Some organizations will plan twenty or thirty years ahead. This is 
especially true for large capital campaigns. For small organizations, 2-5 

years is about as long term as it gets in our rapidly evolving world.
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Environmental Factors Affecting Nonprofits

“Danger Will Robinson!” is a familiar phrase I recall from the 1960s 
sci fi television series, Lost in Space. The space family who was 
alerted to scientific samples or dangers lurking behind shadows 
commonly referred to their dutiful robot as “environmental.” 
And for good reason.

Businessdictionary.com defines an “environmental 
factor” as an “element…that affects the survival, 
operations, or growth of an organization.” The aptly 
named Robinson robot would analyze planetary 
atmospheres to determine life-support capabilities 
and wildly wave its arms to warn if danger was 
detected.

I don’t know of any nonprofit that has an environmental 
robot (please alert me immediately if you know of one!), 
but organizations that have some sort of equivalent system 
to analyze and monitor the factors that could affect them will 
be most able to adjust to new conditions.

For example, forces that could act upon a local health care 
clinic include federal legislation such as the Affordable Care 
Act. An opportunity for growth could be found in what is 
commonly referred to as the individual mandate by assisting 
low-income residents in the area to find appropriate coverage. 
A threat could arise from the projected national shortage of 
63,000 doctors by 2015 and 130,600 by 2025 according to the Association of American 
Medical Colleges. A key strategic question for this clinic would center around its ability to 
compete for health care talent.

In the case of a community based theater company, for another example, key indicators 
in the environment could be population growth and changing demographics. Strategic 
planning for change might include programmatic adjustments that reflect the evolving 
community or allocating resources that build relationships with emerging organizations 
and businesses.

An essential question that I like to ask: What indicators are there that could positively or 
negatively act upon the organization? Be honest and courageous in your responses to 
this question and make sure the information is credible. If yours is a health care nonprofit, 
for example, understanding the entirety of the Health Care Act and not relying on what 
people say about it is essential to responsible organizational leadership.

A good tool for this is a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis, 
which looks at forces internal and external to the organization. But be cautious. DO...
listen to you inner environmental robot and corroborate information, be courageous, and 
ask hard questions. DO NOT just fill-in empty boxes or make assumptions particularly 
as far as strengths are concerned. Claims about your program(s) that simply aren’t true 
or are exaggerated can be an internal threat to credibility and is far from the honest look 
required from organizational leadership.

WARNING!
  WARNING!
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Why not add Environmental Factors as an ongoing agenda topic for quarterly board 
meetings? Sustained analysis provides necessary information that enables organizations 
to navigate safely and sensibly in a world that is changing faster than ever before! By 
doing so, leadership decisions will be based more on facts, less on fantasies, and enable 
the organization to stay on course.

Competitive Advantage: City Ballet and ABT

Before I get to the concept of advantage, 
I would like to start with competition; 
a topic that can be a bit unsavory for 
nonprofit professionals who might have a 
noncompetitive view of the world.

The Olympics is a great 
model for competition. 
Most sporting events are 
because competing is 
commonplace for athletes. 
In fencing, a sport that I have 
enjoyed for nearly three decades, 
worthy opponents square off. 
They salute each other. En 
garde! And off they go. May the 
best competitor win. How each 
person conducts him or her self 
is important, too, and in some sports like fencing 
improper conduct can result in disqualification or 
point penalties.

A fencer could be said to have a competitive 
advantage if he or she has a superior move 
or technique that enables a win over their 
opponent in a particular bout. My first bout 
against a left-handed fencer is an example 
of this. While my opponent had experience 
fencing with many right-handed fencers, I had 
never tried my right-hand against a left-hander. I put up a good fight but lost the bout. 
We shook hands and looked forward to the next one (which I lost, too, by the way). Her 
experience and my lack of it gave her an advantage.

The truth is, I’m not a great fencer. I’m okay at it but I enjoy it immensely. I don’t care 
about winning. Perhaps with beginning bouters I might have a competitive advantage 
or two. But I won’t win a medal any time soon. Unfortunately, this attitude of enjoyment 
might not be the best one to adopt in the context of nonprofit work because losing could 
very well have dire consequences, such as not getting an important grant.

Competition in the wonderful world of nonprofit adventures can take a few lessons from 
sports. Perhaps it is more palatable if we qualify the process by inserting the word “noble” 

10

http://rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com


Join the conversation at rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com

before “competitor” and then it takes on a whole new meaning. Just like 
with fencing, bouts with noble competitors happen all of the time: 
sometimes winning and other times losing. The important thing is to 

keep playing and to, at some point, find an advantage that enables 
a win over a worthy opponent.

Nonprofit organizations have noble competitors just like 
athletes. Contenders compete for every grant, board member, 

ticket holder, or staff member regardless of what you call it. In 
the case of a community based theater company, competition 

could be another nearby theater troupe. For a neighborhood health 
clinic, competition could come from a hospital that will be built a few 
years down the road. When the hospital in my hypothetical example 
is finished, will the clinic be ready to compete? Since the hospital’s 

completion is a few years away, the clinic has that amount of 
time to strategically plan — perhaps even working with the 
hospital as a partner!

Competitive advantage, then, plays an important role in 
distinguishing this theater troupe from that one. This clinic from that hospital. But being 
different is not enough. Adding value is, at least from the perspective of the community 
served by the organization. From that perspective (and this is the part that is sometimes 
difficult to swallow for noncompetitive types) advantage is any superior position the 
organization has over competitors. It can be characterized as a program that the 
organization does better than another group or an operational edge, such as proprietary 
ticketing software for performing arts groups that enables ease of use and audience 
satisfaction like no other in the area.

The concept of competitive advantage is beautifully illustrated by dance companies like 
the New York City Ballet. George Balanchine’s choreography and rigorous technique is a 
competitive advantage. Dancers using Balanchine’s technique are masterfully suited for 
rapid fire attack to the movement like no other dancers I have ever seen. I love to be in 
the room when it is happening! That value — technical, artistic, athletic — captures my 
breath.

Clearly, I am their market and will continue to get tickets so long as City Ballet produces 
abstract work faithful to Mr. Balanchine’s vision. On the surface, the American Ballet 
Theatre (ABT) appears to be their competition. But that’s not entirely true. Not if we’re 
comparing competitive advantages. Of course they are both ballet companies but it is 
each one’s appeal to slightly different markets that enable them to be noble neighbors. 
ABT does superior productions of what is commonly referred to as story ballets and, in 
this way, doesn’t compete with City Ballet from my perspective as a ticket buyer. That 
doesn’t mean that people like me won’t buy tickets to ABT. But even then I am likely to 
favor choreography by Balanchine. That said, let the competition begin when ABT does 
Balanchine or City Ballet a story! Modern dance companies like Alvin Ailey, Paul Taylor, 
and others have competitive advantages, too, which arise in part from the creative 
innovations of the artistic visionaries driving them.

However you want to think about it and if  “superior” or “adding value” is off-putting, 
perhaps thinking about it as noble competition might help.

Is your organization ready? En garde!
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Logic: Ins and Outs of Enterprising Nonprofits

Logic is an organization’s description of the cause and effect relationship between what 
goes into a nonprofit program and what comes out of it. 

Logical thinking is always important but especially so during periods of downturn, 
recession, and shrinking resources because, without it, otherwise well-intended 
organizations may deviate from mission and purpose with disastrous results.

Picture it: a largely but not entirely hypothetical nonprofit literacy organization, which I’ll 
call “ORG,” was founded to fund other charitable groups but loses its primary source of 
revenue from a single funder after about fifteen years of operation.

ORG scrambles to find new sources of revenue by, among other things, contracting with 
schools to become a competitor with organizations it previously funded. While ORG 
isn’t new to the field, it is new to direct services and in this way has cannibalized the 
organizations it helped build. Sad to say, but this “eating of its young” is an “outcome” or 
“impact” of its activities.

There’s not much logic in that. Were logic involved, ORG might not have pursued 
the course it did. By severely reducing grant making activities, establishing 

new programs, increasing the size of its development department, and 
creating new accounts receivable systems and staff to manage earned 

income, the number of children who successfully completed literacy 
programming went from 14,000 to 4,000.

Decreased numbers of children learning to read and write are just the 
tip of the iceberg to ORG’s ferociously flawed logic. Some previously 
funded exemplary organizations did not survive withdrawal of its 

funding and dissolved. Others sputtered along and were forced to 
make dramatic cuts to programming. It’s no surprise that fewer children 
received help.

So why did ORG do what it did? There are many plausible answers not 
the least of which is a desire to sustain a worthwhile organization. Life 

cycles can be hard to accept for us humans who form emotional 
attachments to organizations and programs that have outlived their 
effectiveness.

What, then, would have been a more logical course for ORG to take? 
Perhaps it could have become a leaner technical assistance organization 

to the nonprofits it once supported if it aimed to sustain itself. If not, a graceful 
dissolution could have been rolled out. In this case, multi-year grants could have been 

provided to the agencies it once supported by exhausting its remaining endowment. 
Either mission would have been a more logical alternative given ORG’s primary purpose.

Where was ORG’s logic flawed? An organization’s logic model connects the time, money, 
effort and other resources spent on its programs to its outputs, outcomes, and impact. 
ORG’s theory of change, which according to Ian David Moss “’unpacks’ the processes 
and factors that lead to successful outcomes exposing relationships between isolated 
variables that can then become the subject of research or evaluation” might explain what 
happened. ORG suffered less from fewer children served and more on inappropriate 

Spock  
is Star Trek’s 
indelible 
archetype 
of logic on 
the Starship 
Enterprise.

Illustration by 
Zoot Cadillac of 
Deviant Art.
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building blocks, such as creating an entirely new competing program, to achieve that 
long-term goal.

A healthy logic model is one in which the allocation of time and money supports 
outcomes/impact that build competitive advantage. An unhealthy cycle is one in which 
resources are spent on activities that ultimately diminish impact. While ORG was able to 
sustain itself, for example, it did so at the expense of the field it once supported and had 
less impact on the very children it was founded to help.

In your organization or the groups with which you work: is there a high correlation between 
how it spins its input wheels and superior impact? Is the organization’s mission directly 
linked to observable outcomes? If so, have at it! If not, it might be time to diagram the cause 
and effect relationships between the inputs, activities, and outcomes. An equally important 
question: How do you know inputs and activities are causally connected to impact? 

Evaluation: Bridging Inputs with Impact

Imagine a world without valid judgment: doctors unable to evaluate x-rays. Drinking water 
deemed safe just by looking at it. Judges drawing conclusions based on how they feel 
about a case rather than from standards and laws. Sounds like chaos.

Disorder at nonprofits isn’t always imaginary. It can be 
embedded in one organization’s culture and be a momentary 
lapse in judgment at another. Regardless of how often it 
appears, chaos is almost always certain to ensue if decision-
making lacks valid reasoning and credibility, which is the 
degree to which judgments and conclusions 
are trusted and believed by others. Credibility 
is undermined when nonprofits make 
unsubstantiated claims about their work or 
if outputs alone are considered “impact.” 
The number of tickets sold at a theater 
performance is an output, for example, while 
the degree to which the audience is affected 
by that same performance is the impact. 

Sean Stannard-Stockton defines outcomes 
as “observed effects of the outputs on the 
beneficiaries of the nonprofit.” Impact 
is “the degree to which the outcomes 
observed are attributable to its activities.” 
Knowing how inputs and activities are 
causally connected to organizational impact is essential if nonprofits want to understand 
what’s working and what’s not, improve performance, and back-up claims. That’s where 
evaluation comes in.

Two basic kinds of evaluation are described by Dr. Jens J. Hansen of the Woodhill Park 
Research Retreat:
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•  Formative evaluation is a kind of “stock-taking.” It can and should be done at regular 
intervals and provides vital information from which mid-course corrections will be 
made. Assessment and research play a big role here. Teachers often use formative 
evaluation and assessment methods to monitor how well students are learning 
and to make changes to the instructional methods and content depending on how 
those assessments come out. Focus is on the process.

•  Summative evaluation is the “final test” and demonstrates what has or has not 
been achieved in the strategic plan. “Here evaluation rigorously interrogates 
organizational performance with respect to whatever goals and objectives are 
nominated in the strategic plan.” A standardized reading test for fourth grade 
students is an example of summative evaluation. Focus is on outcomes.

Both approaches play a role in strategic planning because one provides information 
during which course corrections at the program level are made (formative) and the other 
generates credible information for broader organizational decisions (summative). Both 
reflect evidence-mining processes that characterize learning cultures and help to connect 
an organization’s inputs (causes) to its outcomes/impact (effect) — otherwise known as 
the logic model.

The logic model is not about simple math. You can’t “prove” it no matter how sensible it 
is. “The term ‘scientific proof’ is a misnomer: proof is a concept germane to mathematics, 
not science…Scientists, including social scientists, develop hypotheses about how the 
world works and then gather evidence to support or undermine those hypotheses. 
Whereas proof is black-and-white, evidence has shades of gray: it can be strong or weak, 
circumstantial or conclusive.” (Moss).

Put more simply, there are degrees of evidence for claims about impact but not proof 
of those claims. For a small nonprofit, this process of evidence gathering is a significant 
investment especially if outside researchers are involved. Research grants from funders 
can be so highly competitive as to put them out of reach. So how does a small nonprofit 
with limited resources credibly gather such evidence?

Start with the organization’s logic model. What are the inputs and activities? What are 
the outcomes and impact of those activities? How do you know the impact is a result 
of organizational activities? If the organization has several outcomes described in its 
impact statement, it’s probable only one of them can be tackled at a time. Don’t try to do 
everything at once. Credible evidence in support of one outcome or strategic goal can be 
a good road to take when resources are limited. Independent researchers and evaluators 
are a helpful “outside eye” and more financially accessible to small nonprofits when 
evaluative activities are focused.

Like it or not, persuasive impact statements are here to stay. Emerging philanthropists with 
voracious data appetites will be looking more and more for credibility behind claims in 
public presentations on Guidestar, in grant proposals, and web sites.

If your organization relies more on fiction than on fact to describe its impact, it might be 
time for some research, evaluation, or assessment.
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Alliances and Partners

A partner can help meet strategic 
goals and advance a nonprofit 
mission in ways that are not 
possible when going it alone.

A strategic partner is any person or group that can help meet strategic goals. If your after-
school literacy program aims to help 1,000 more students read above grade level within 
the next twenty-four months, then reading teachers, parents, book publishers, and PBS 
are examples of possible partners.

Partnerships exist along a continuum from collaboration to group structures and finally merger:

Collaboration  >  Strategic Partnerships  >  Joint Programming  >  
Administrative Consolidation  >  Mergers/Acquisitions

Less integration of administration and programs is required along the left and more along 
the right of the spectrum. The left side is more like dating. The right is like marriage. A 
strategic partner on this continuum, then, is one that will help achieve a particular goal 
without having to…get hitched! LaPiana Consulting, a national firm with expertise in 
strategic restructuring, is a great resource to learn about the different types of alliances 
and integrations.

The partnership between Stages of Learning, where I was founding executive director for 
fifteen years, and Queens Theatre in the Park (now Queens Theatre) is a case study along 
the above continuum:

Fiscal 
Year

Children 
Served Expenses Cost Per 

Child

Threat indicators escalate > FY06 1,680 $682,433 $406

Possible strategic partners sought > FY07 2,072 $763,465 $368

Collaboration began > FY08 1,488 $525,299 $353

Administrative consolidation > FY09 2,800 $412,547 $147

Dissolution of Stages of Learning > FY10 2,968 $371,651 $125

The partnership dramatically reduced costs by 70% between FY07 and FY10 without 
affecting program quality according to the organization’s internal evaluations. The 
recession earned its “greatness” during the partnership, however, as nonprofits around 
the country began to feel the effects. Queens Theatre, struggling with challenges 
unrelated to the acquisition of Stages of Learning, no longer had the capability to sustain 
an education program and the Stages of Learning board chose to separate and dissolve 
the organization. We believed that the environment could no longer support the quality 
services for which Stages of Learning had become known.

15

http://rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com
http://www.lapiana.org


Join the conversation at rumohrandclarke.wordpress.com

Despite the dissolution of an organization that I loved and built, the goals of reaching 
more students while lowering administrative costs were ultimately achieved because of 
the partnership.

Stages of Learning is not an isolated case. Thomas A. McLaughlin, founder of 
Massachusetts-based McLaughlin and Associates, has said that now is the single most 
intense time in mergers and alliances among charities — a perspective shared by Bob 
Ottenhoff, outgoing president and CEO of GuideStar in Washington, D.C. who said “We’re 
on the verge of something happening if the economy doesn’t pick up. We’re going to 
begin to see…mergers and acquisitions become more prevalent. But it’s on people’s 
minds like it wasn’t five or ten years ago. The golden age of funding and those days are 
over.” (Hrywna)

Are you going it alone? Maybe it’s time to look around for friends and collaborators who can 
advance goals and ultimately the mission of organization(s) with which you work.

Relationship to Development and Fundraising

Why should organizations take resource cultivation cues from overall organizational 
strategy instead of the other way around? The reason is simple.

If an organization allows the fundraising process to determine the overall strategic 
direction then it is implicitly suggesting that funders determine the organization’s course.

While funders and other supporters are important stakeholders, handing over the 
leadership reins can feed a “chasing money” syndrome in which the organization is 
tempted to do something they wouldn’t normally do because of an RFP or other resource 
– not good leadership in my view. In this case, the organization might create projects and 
programs and find itself up an absent resource river when the money dries up and the 
organization is left trying to sustain something it should never have started. What if, for 

example, an organization succeeds in obtaining grant money that is antithetical to 
its core values and loses several key staff members in the process?

It is different if the impulse to begin a new project or program comes 
from a thoughtful strategic planning process at the organizational 

level and it sees an opportunity, such as an RFP, and seizes it. In 
this case, a strategic planning process would identify resources 
over which development aces could go to work. Funders can and 
should be involved in those conversations as responsible citizens of 
the social enterprise.

Nonprofits have an opportunity to lead dialogues that include 
instructive conversations between funder and nonprofit. It’s a 
relationship in which some funders don’t know what they don’t know 
and benefit from thoughtful and discreet teaching and learning about 
the fields they’re supporting.

The organization is the horse. Not the cart. They need each other to 
go anywhere but knowing who and what is driving the vision, mission, and everyday 
operations is essential to identifying, cultivating, and sustaining appropriate resources.
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Tips for Creating Your Plan

Here are seven tips for emerging leaders and 
managers of small nonprofits to consider for a 
strategic planning process:

#1 Collaborate on the creation of the plan: 
Jeanne Bell of CompassPoint suggests 
“Rather than stepping back or working 
clandestinely behind the scenes, I believe the 
planning process is best served by executive 
directors modeling for all on staff and board the qualities that are most likely to lead 
to transformative decision making: courage, condor, pragmatism about competitive 
advantage in the marketplace, and financial savvy.” (Bell)

#2 Share your plan: write it up, turn it into a living online document, or broadcast your 
vision through a short film. Elegantly use photos, quotes, and impact data for stakeholders 
to feel and connect with your work. See “Framework for a Basic Strategic Plan Document 
for a Nonprofit” by Carter McNamara for frameworks and templates.

#3 Progress report: many strategic plans fail because they’re not managed once they’ve 
been developed. Report on your progress to internal and external stakeholders in a 
graphically engaging way using charts, dashboards, and images so it is appealing to the 
eye. Remember that staff, board, and volunteers are stakeholders, too, and internal reports 
don’t have to be dull.

#4 Celebrate and share successes: recognize key players who help achieve strategic goals 
or who grow significantly through the process. These days it doesn’t have to be done at a 
party. Tweet it or share a photo op on your company’s Facebook page.

#5 Failures can be teachable moments: it’s easy to get discouraged if you don’t reach a 
strategic goal. Reflect on why you didn’t get there. Be frank and honest. Lead by example. 
What could you have done differently or what did you learn from the experience? Model 
for your teams what you want to see in them.

#6 No sacred cows: get rid of them! Successful 21st century nonprofits will let go of 
old ideas that don’t work or those ideas that have grown immune to analysis. You might 
have to reconsider how you do what you do and embed resources for professional 
development in the budget for board and staff in order to remain competitive.

#7 Adaptive change: endow your teams and the plan itself with permission to change, 
evolve, live, and grow. Have courage to make mid-course corrections based on credible 
evaluations. That doesn’t mean changing strategic goals just because they’ve grown 
inconvenient! Reflect on why you didn’t achieve the goal or celebrate when you do but 
don’t change the goal post until you and your teams have had a hard look at the game 
plan. Change can be hard but it is going to happen today more rapidly than ever before. 
Successful strategies embed opportunities for change.
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References and Additional Resources

•  Strategic Planning for Dummies by Erica Olsen: this comprehensive how-to guide lives up to its byline 
“a reference for the rest of us.” It is packed with useful information.

•  Strategic Planning for Nonprofit Organizations: A Practical Guide and Workbook by Michael Allison 
and Jude Kaye: includes a handy CD-ROM of worksheets with a focus on nonprofits.

•  Framework for a Basic Strategic Plan Document for a Nonprofit by Carter McNamara: offers templates 
for writing a plan.

•  Getting Results: Outputs, Outcomes & Impact, Tactical Philanthropy Blog by Sean Stannard-Stockton. 
The author is no longer active on the blog but the information is still relevant and easily digested.

•  In Defense of Logic Models by Ian David Moss, Huffpost Arts & Culture Blog: unpacks logic models 
and explains theory of change/program theory from arts organizations’ perspectives.

•  Six Theory of Change Pitfalls to Avoid by Mathew Forti, Stanford Social Innovation Review: essential 
questions and tips to avoid common traps.

•  A Strategic Planning Template for Dummies by Dr. Jens J. Hansen, Woodhill Park Research Retreat: 
a helpful guide for nonprofit organizations with a comprehensible summation of evaluation in the 
context of strategic planning.

•  Charting Impact: BBB Wise Giving Alliance, GuideStar USA, and Independent Sector developed 
Charting Impact as a common presentation that allows staff, boards, stakeholders, donors, 
volunteers, and others to work with and learn from each other.

•  Stages of Learning Research Study by Jane Remer and Floyd Rumohr: this four-year study at PS 
145, Brooklyn, postulated research questions that provided an evidentiary basis for subsequent 
organization-wide summative evaluation.

•  Building Successful Collaborations: A Legal Guide for Nonprofits by the Lawyer’s Alliance of New York: 
provides tools to make the collaboration process easy, effective, and legally strong.

•  Types of Strategic Restructuring by LaPiana Consulting: describes different alliance options and 
integration types.

•  Strategic Restructuring: Alliances, Partnerships, and Mergers by the Center for Civic Partnerships: 
online tools, how-to guides, and practical resources.

•  Nonprofit Collaboration Resources by The Foundation Center: a searchable database of 670 
collaboration profiles that detail participants, missions, motivations, successes, and lessons learned.

•  Collaboration, Strategic Alliances, and Merger Resources by the Third Sector New England: articles, 
web links, project profiles, and videos on nonprofit collaboration.

•  Grant Space by the Foundation Center: a knowledge base for information about strategic alliances.

•  Board Talking Points: Mergers and Strategic Alliances by the Lawyers Alliance of New York: provides a 
framework for discussion, defines terms, and describes the mechanics of a merger.

•  Mergers and Strategic Alliances for New York Not-for-Profit Corporations by the Lawyer’s Alliance of 
New York: addresses the legal issues surrounding mergers and other strategic alliances for New York’s 
not-for-profit corporations.

•  Mergers Keep Doors Open, Refocuses Management by Mark Hrywna: describes current activities and 
trends in mergers and alliances.

•  Stance: The E.D.’s Role and Attitude in Strategic Planning by Jeanne Bell: various attitudes of executive 
directors are explored in this Blue Avocado blog.
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