
7 WAYS TO
GET YOUR
ORGANIZATION
READY FOR
STRATEGIC
PLANNING

Tip #1: Get grounded in why you
believe this plan will be useful. 
Talking about the value of strategic planning helps
remind your team why planning is worth the effort
and commitment. 

Here are 3 common reasons why strategic planning
helps organizations:

       Some donors require a strategic plan. 
This helps demonstrate that your team has done your
due diligence and that your work adds up to
something bigger.

       Having clearly defined goals makes it easier to
communicate the impact of your work. 
Your strategic plan serves as a framework that makes
it easier to categorize all your projects into a set of
goals. This framework helps you message your
successes to stakeholders.

       Having a strategic plan helps you get clear on
your organizational priorities.
 A good plan helps you determine which projects to
say “yes” to, and when to say "no." This can help
prevent your team from getting spread too thin. 

Over the years, we have learned that there are
many ways to do strategic planning. Foundations
may have a different approach than
municipalities, who have a different approach
than nonprofits or corporations. 

If you work with our team, we are a little biased:
we like our approach - and for good reason.
We've been facilitating strategic planning with
nonprofit organizations, coalitions, and
communities for over 10 years. 

In this fact sheet, we're sharing our favorite tips
on how to set expectations with your team to get
ready for a productive, inclusive strategic
planning process.

Why this matters?
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Tip #3: Building trust and planning
collaborative projects takes a long
time. Make the space to start building
relationships early in the process.

Start now building partnerships and setting the
groundwork for future projects. You can do this by
inviting a wide diversity of partners to participate in
your strategic planning.

It can take two or three years to build a pipeline of
projects. Not all projects are well-designed. Grants
and donors funds are highly competitive. 

By bringing more stakeholders into your strategic
planning process, this gives you more time to
design high quality projects with partners. 

         And - think bigger! Some of the smaller
nonprofits we partner with are not in the habit of
thinking about accessing multi-million dollar funds
that are released. But with the right partnerships &
a lot of planning, even small nonprofits can be
prepared to team up and apply for very large
funding opportunities.
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Tip #2: Remind your team that you
are working in a complex
environment.
If these challenges were easy to solve, we'd already
have developed the solutions long ago. 

Some folks have shared with me their concerns
when I state that strategic planning is messy and
can be hard. The fear is that this will make it so
people are no longer excited to do strategic
planning. 

But here’s what I believe. Two things can be true:
Strategic planning is a lot of fun and absolutely
worth the effort. AND…it helps to set expectations
and provide transparency about the fact that there
will be moments when the issues are ambiguous,
uncertain, and that there are not obvious answers
to our questions. 

That’s just part of working with nonprofits who
help develop solutions to top societal and
environmental problems. 



INTERNAL GOALS
HOW YOUR MANAGE YOUR

ORGANIZATION - FOR
INSTANCE, OBJECTIVES
AROUND MARKETING,

FUNDRAISING,
MEMBERSHIP, STAFFING,
AND ORGANIZATIONAL

CULTURE.

Increase our membership
Hire a director of marketing to
help increase attendance in our
programs
Hire more philanthropy staff to
do more fundraising.”

Why does it matter to group your
goals into external and internal?
What happens if we share our
internal objectives as messaging to
our stakeholders and potential
donors, for example:

“Our organization leverages your
donations to…

My gut is that language is not going
to inspire donors to support your
organization. 

When your team develops a set of
goals that are externally focused,
they not only frame your
organization’s direction. They also
directly show communities what the
benefit is to them from your
organizational programs. 

Supports
communities in
increasing their
flood resilience

Protects
biodiversity in
targeted
wildlife
corridors
across the
state
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Tip #4: Set expectations so the team understands you will be starting with your
external goals. Internal goals go in a separate place in the strategic plan.

These same goals can later be used by your team in communication
with the public. They allow you to tell the story of how your
organization helps businesses and the local economy, improves flood
resilience, bolsters agricultural economy, protects biodiversity, or
benefits public health.

Pro tip: Make sure the main goals in your strategic plan are ones that can be shared with the
general public. It's fine to include internal goals in your plan as well, but keep in mind that for
nonprofits, internal goals are a means to an end. 
Stay organized by keeping internal goals in a separate part of the strategic plan – usually after the
external goals. This ensures you giving the most visibility to your external goals, allowing you to
showcase your direct impact to communities.

Helps businesses
attract and retain a
qualified workforce

Provides healing through
the arts

Implements programs
that help local food
producers grow their
businesses and access
new markets

Improves
economic
security by
increasing
access to
affordable
housing

EXTERNAL GOALS
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Tip #6: Consider making Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) the
foundation for your strategic plan.
It's an opportunity, but more than that, it's a
responsibility we all have to make sure that each
round, our strategic plan does better for historically
excluded and underrepresented groups.

At times, it can be overwhelming: how can one
organization with limited resources fully embrace
diversity, equity and inclusion principles?

It turns out, there are simple steps you can take to
embed DEI into your planning from the start. And it
sets you up for more success in helping vulnerable
communities later on, when your team starts
implementing the plan.

  After all, remember: The tools you use to
incorporate DEI into your strategic plan are the
same ones you can use to build trust with new
partners and overcome conflict.

Photo caption (below): Sustainable Economies Consulting
and Lacy Consulting facilitated a strategic planning
process for the Healthy Ocean Coalition that was fully
founded in DEI principles.
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Tip #5: Decide where in the planning
process you’ll talk about fundraising
and business models.
Businesses lead with profitability while nonprofits
consider revenues a means to an end. 

This does not mean nonprofits shouldn't consider
financial sustainability. In fact, I strongly
recommend your nonprofit team consider
fundability during strategic planning. 

But the key is when you have that conversation. If
your nonprofit spends too much time rejecting new
ideas because of uncertainty around how they will
be funded, it can stifle the ability of your team to
focus on solving top societal challenges.

What I typically recommend is this: at key
milestones in the process, assess if your
recommendations are fundable. Towards the end of
the planning process, have a more detailed
discussion about the financial feasibility of the plan.

     And don't forget: if you want to consider new
business models to diversify your reveneus, have
this discussion during strategic planning, not after!
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Tip #7: If your organization is planning to shift away from an opportunistic
approach, prepare your staff for a cultural shift in the way projects are prioritized. 
Clearly defined goals help your team identify which projects are likely to have higher impact. But you may reach
an uncomfortable moment in the planning process where your team is sorting projects to see which fit in your
new set of goals. And someone will ask, what fits in the new plan and what doesn't?

There is a reason the images below have the pink projects in the shape of stars. Having them shown as stars
reminds the team, they are probably good projects, but if they don’t fit into the new plan, you may need to
remove these projects from your team's portfolio. It’s not a testament to the quality of the project – it is purely a
matter of fit, to prevent your team from burning out by having too much work.

What your organization's
portfolio of projects might look
like if you frequently approach
your work with opportunism.

What it may look like if
your organization
switches from an
opportunism approach to
a more targeted approach
with clear goals.

Your team may find that it is easier to
communicate your strategic impact to
donors and stakeholders when you have a
framework. This framework is the
foundation for your strategic plan.


