Conducting Strategic Planning
Whether an organization is at the strongest or weakest point in its history, strategic planning is a critical activity. Board members are in a unique position to make that planning process a valuable undertaking for the organization because they bring three important characteristics to planning tasks: 
· Objectivity: Because board members are removed from the organization’s daily operations, they are more likely to uncover blind spots that staff may miss.

· Expertise: Board members have a diverse set of skills and expertise that can inform both the planning process and the subsequent transition from planning to practice.

· Follow-through. Board members can help implement the plan as they make governance decisions. 
Purpose of Strategic Planning
Strategic planning helps the organization clearly define its purpose and set realistic goals and objectives that will be carried out in a defined timeframe. In addition, the planning process provides leaders with a clearer idea of the organization’s mission, which allows them to focus often limited resources on key priorities. Planning also gives the board a basis to measure organizational progress and make necessary changes. If all the organization’s stakeholders are involved in planning, the process itself can help build a general sense of ownership among board and staff members and a valuable consensus about where the organization is heading. 
One Size Does Not Fit All
What specific type of planning an organization carries out – and when that planning takes place – will depend on the unique nature and needs of that organization, as well as its external environment. An annual planning process will be sufficient for most organizations. However, an organization operating in a rapidly growing or changing industry or market will want to engage in planning more often, possibly twice a year. In addition, organizations will want to review and adjust their planning documents more often if they are just starting out or embarking on a new venture. 

While it may seem counterintuitive, planning is also critical for organizations that are in the midst of a crisis. Undertaking a full-blown planning process during difficult times requires strong leadership from the board, since stakeholders are likely to question whether the organization has time for strategic planning as it attempts to deal with serious challenges. However, planning in the midst of crisis can offer the organization many long-term benefits. Such planning can move participants out of their comfort zones; spur them to challenge long-held, but possibly invalid, assumptions; help them find better strategies to support the organization’s mission; and create a sense of shared purpose among the organization’s stakeholders.  
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Using Past and Present to Plan the Future 

A strategic plan provides the not-for-profit board with a concrete “to do” list that can help it move the organization toward the future. However, that plan will not be realistic or effective unless it also reflects an understanding of the organization’s past and its present.

Remembering the Past

The board must use its strategic planning sessions to remember its past accomplishments and blunders, with an eye toward building on the former and correcting the latter. In order to learn from the organization’s history, board members must have access to historical records that include anecdotes, memories and archives. Designate a curator who is responsible for keeping that history up-to-date and accessible. Creating this institutional memory will also help the organization publicly celebrate past milestones so they can inspire future greatness. 
Scanning the Current Environment
Part of the planning process should include a scan of the organization’s internal operating environment to see what aspects are working well and where improvements are needed. In addition, the board must look at current external trends that could affect the organization’s future operations. 
Baby boomers are now beginning to reach retirement age in record numbers. On the whole, these future consumers of aging services and supports tend to be well educated, technologically savvy and eager to work hard for social change. They are also interested in taking charge of their aging experience. Current research suggests that they will demand abundant choices and will be unlikely to trust providers to make decisions for them. 
Clearly, any strategic plan worth its salt will include long-term strategies for addressing this dramatic and inevitable change in the relationship between aging services providers and the individuals who use their services. In addition, planners should consider how the following emerging trends will impact the organization.
· Economic Distress: The social safety net is already becoming stressed by retiring baby boomers who will have less money to spend in retirement and will be more careful about where they spend it.

· Technology: Current baby boomers are more dependent on technology than their parents were. They will be interested in knowing how providers will use technology to help them remain healthy and independent.

· Diversity: Increasingly diverse employee and client populations will demand support and sensitivity from their employers and service providers. 
· Family dynamics: New definitions of what constitutes a family will challenge aging services organizations to rethink stereotypes, broaden service options and provide more support to caregivers. 

· Retirement: Providers may need to adapt to changing attitudes about retirement as mid-life adults express their intention to remain in the workforce for as long as possible. 
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How Do You Plan? Let Us Count the Ways 
Strategic planning has come a long way since the days when the only way to plan was to identify the organization’s mission, list goals and objectives, and devise an action plan for implementing those strategies. Don’t get us wrong. This model of strategic planning is still the most common and it works well for most organizations. But if this approach doesn’t quite fit your organization’s style, there are plenty of other models from which to choose. 

Consider these alternatives:

· Issues-Based Strategic Planning. The board starts by identifying and examining the major issues facing the organization and goes on to develop strategies and action plans to address those issues. 
· Organic Strategic Planning. First, you articulate the organization's vision and values. Then you develop action plans to achieve that vision while adhering to those values. 
· Scenario Planning. The only confident prediction you can make about the future is that it will look different from the world you inhabit today. In the midst of that uncertainty, planners following this model prepare for a variety of future scenarios. A similar approach, called “strategic living” helps the organization adapt to whatever the future brings by emphasizing reflective thought, conversation, dynamic vignettes, images and dialogue to excite stakeholders’ passion and imagination. 
· Critical Path Planning. This approach helps the board identify two or three “big jobs” that the organization must accomplish in the following 12+ months. Once these jobs are identified, the board determines what it will take to get them done. 
· Vision-Based Community Impact Planning. First, the board defines the future it wants to create. Then it figures out how to create the future it envisions. 
· Business Planning. This model focuses the board’s attention squarely on the actions and investment necessary to generate income from a specific program or service. A business plan could combine the elements of a marketing plan, financial plan, strategic plan and operational/management plan. Some experts believe that business planning allows not-for-profit organizations to better match practices with desired results. 
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Turning Strategic Planning into Strategic Action
You’ve finished this year’s strategic planning process. Your plan is written. It’s been distributed to the board and to important stakeholders. 

Now what? How does the board make sure that all its work isn’t going to sit on the shelf until it’s time for the next strategic planning exercise?

Planning experts have a number of tips that should help you move your organization from strategic planning to strategic action. Here is a sampling: 
1. Make sure your plan is realistic. One of the best questions to ask throughout the planning process is “Can we really do this?” 
2. Revisit and adjust. If your organization or your industry changes, your strategic plan should reflect that change. Stay on top of change and continually assess its implications for the organization and the strategic plan. 
3. Have a plan for implementing the plan. Put one person in charge of making sure the plan is carried out. Build in regular status reviews and communicate that review schedule to the people responsible for implementing the plan. If plan implementers know that action plans will be reviewed regularly, they will be more likely to complete their tasks on time. 
4. Get implementers involved from the start. Make sure the planning process includes the people who will be responsible for implementing the plan. 
5. Hold implementers accountable. Organize the strategic plan into smaller action plans and then put specific board and staff members in charge of implementing those mini-plans. Create a work plan for each committee on the board. Incorporate the plan’s goals and objectives into the performance reviews of the chief executive, department heads and other key staff. Be sure to celebrate and reward progress in meeting those targets. 
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