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The Nonprofit Strategy Revolution

The sector is learning that the words strategy and planning, unlike other

famous pairs, such as peanut butter and jelly, stars and stripes, Ot Batman
| together. I like to think that Real-Time

and Robin, need not always trave
Strategic Planning helped to loosen the grasp of traditional strategic plan-

ning on the sector, and in so doing, launched a nonprofit strategy revolu-
tion—an altogether different way of thinking about strategy.

Today, that the revolution is well underway. Every nonprofit leader who

breaks out of the three-year planning cycle to form strategies as oppor-
anning the strategy revolution barri-

tunities and challenges arise is m
cades. Every graduate school instructor who introduces a more responsive
volution.

approach to his or her class of aspiring young leaders is seeding re
Every funder that asks its grantees to describe their strategy to combat a
social problem rather than to simply submit a traditional strategic plan is
storming the planning Bastille. And every consultant who, based on years
of experience and accumulated wisdom, innovates, blows up the process,
and instinctively tries nontraditional approach with a client, is a strategic
planning maverick—true revolutionaries all. Welcome to the revolution.

David La Piana .
January 2018
Emeryville, California -

Introduction

The Seeds of Revolution:
The Strategy Formation Project

THIS BOOK IS THE PRODUCT of a four-year research and development
effort :at La Piana Consulting. The Strategy Formation Project was ilfitiall

conce‘wed as an investigation into the limitations of traditional strate :
pla}nnmg. The pleas of the nonprofit ledders and funders we met (“Youg’ :C
going to find a better way, right?” and “Thank God you're doing this; str i
tegllc planning is such a waste of time!”) convinced us early on th;t t]:-
project needed to evolve into a general effort to find alternatives that are
more useful than the traditional ways in which nonprofits undertake strz:

tegic planning. Th i i : : .
elemepnts; g. The project grew in scope and intensity with the following

.
. mrewew of the enormous (mostly business) literature on strategic
anagement (the larger field in which we find strategic planning)

+ Interviews with two dozen nonprofit leaders

R InterVi. . « »
ews with “strategy gurus” whose opinions are widely respected

i &, I . . .
~+ Interviews with leading nonprofit capacity builders, colleagues in the

1e creation of a methodology for piloti .
am developed or a duiited gy for piloting some of the new ideas our

itial testi i i
Jtalinte:‘t;ng of these ideas with two groups of executive directors,
g twenty nonprofit leaders located in two states

A series of one- i i
e }rlle day sessions with three organizations whose leaders we
A who were willing to be our first guinea pigs
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« Six-month pilot efforts with thirty geographically (and otherwise)
diverse nonprofits, staggered over a period of two years, resulting in
the development of a new model, Real-Time Strategic Planning

The value and outcome of all this activity was published for the reader to
judge. After a decade of experience using this process, and hearing from
others who have used it, T think it is safe to say it offers a significant step
forward from the old state of the art. Hence the decision to update this
book. The learning has been, for the most part, quite practical. In fact,
the mostly simple lessons our team internalized during the research pro-
cess have transformed the way we undertake La Piana Consulting’s own
strategy engagements with clients—clients who, in turn, consistently tell
us that these new approaches and tools, Real-Time Strategic Planning, are
powerful and eye-opening. We are living the revolution and seeing the
benefits in more responsive and effective strategy formation and strategic
thinking across a range of our clients. You will hear some of theit voices in

these pages.

Principles for Strategy Development

-

This is a primer on Real—Time Strategic Planning that can help you track
the methodology detailed throughout this book, plot out your own pro-
cess, and help orient others, including your board or staff, to the approach.

Remember: strategy is not planning, Strategy is about making smart strate-
gic choices as the world changes around us and acting in real time. To help
your organization think and act strategically every day, not just once every
few years, consider these five principles for strategy development.

1. Know Yourself

Whether as individuals or as organizations, we sometimes forget who we
are. For individuals, remembering might mean spending time with an old
friend or a sibling, someone who brings you back to your fundamental self.
For organizations, it means taking time with board and management to
review the most basic elements of the organization's identity: its mission,
custommers, service area, programs, and funding, Consider:

« Why does your organization exist?
+ Who do you serve?
« Where do you work?

» What do you do?
» How do you pay for it?

These questions are deceptively simple, but together the answers comprise
your business model. Having a shared understanding of your organiza-
tion’s business model is a critical precursor of strategy development.

2. Know Your Market

To really know yourself, you need to know the world around you. We all
work within a larger context; our organizations, as well as those we serve
are and will continue to be impacted by demographic, social, and eco—,
nomic changes. Taking time to explore and understand those changes and
their implications can help you better identify future opportunities and
challenges, how they may affect your organization, and what you will do in
reaction to (or better yet, in anticipation of) each. |

‘I‘(nowing your market also means knowing who else is working in your

space” and how your organization compares. Remember that while board
and staff may have one view of how your organization stacks up, clients
custormers, colleagues, funders, policy makers, and certainly competitors:
might have another, Both perspectives are critical.

3. Build on Your Strengths

It is human nature to fret over our weaknesses. But we as individuals are
more energized, and organizations are more successful, when we focus on
our strengths. The best approach to developing strategy is to use the orga-
nizational identity discussed in the first principle to guide you in doing

more of what you already do best or to otherwise build on and adapt from
that place of strength.

But before you can do that, you need to fill in one more missing piece.
A‘nother part of knowing yourself is knowing how your organization is
distinct from others in your field—your competitive advantage. Ask your-
self: What differentiates us, makes us unique, and helps us make the case
that others should support our work? |

Olflce you know what your competitive advantage is, build on it! Every-
thing you do should reinforce that differentiation. Knowing where your
organization truly excels will help you best compete on behalf of your mis-
sion and have the greatest impact with your resources. As we shall see in &

Introduciion

xxf
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moment, strategy is a coordinated set of actions aimed at creating and sus-

taining a competitive advantage in carrying out your nonprofit’s mission.

4. Make Decision-Making Criteria Explicit

Strategy is about making choices and one of the most important tools non-
profits can use in making strategic decisions is a Strategy Screen.

A Strategy Screen is a list of criteria, or standards against which you will
test various strategic options. Common criteria include “supports our
mission” “reinforces our competitive advantage, or “will be financially
sustainable by [date]” Others will be unique to your organization’s needs
and interests, such as “enhances our profile as the go-to resource for new
mothers” or “leverages the skills of our active volunteer base.”

Develop this screen before beginning to generate strategies so that you are
not tempted to alter your must haves to fit a tempting potential strategy.
That said, Strategy Screens are not meant to be prohibitive, merely to focus
your decision making. You can still choose to pursue a strategy that does
not meet all the criteria; the screen just makes that choice more intentional
and deliberate. If it is risky, you want to go in with eyes wide open.

By having this screen in place, decision-making criteria are made visible
and explicit, helping to keep everyone on the same page and moving in the
same direction.

5. Identify Your Big Question

Every organization faces Big Questions. Sometimes these come in the form
of an opportunity (Nonprofit A has approached usabouta potential merger),
sometimes in the form of a competitive challenge (Nonprofit B is starting
up a competing program), and sometimes in the form of a business model
challenge (membership is declining, and the data that used to be our com-
petitive advantage are nOwW publicly available online). Big Questions can arise
anytime, and often move you beyond the scope of your current strategies.

It is important to be clear on what your current Big Question is, and to °

determine what (additional) information you need to answer it. Once you
have that information, you can test potential strategic responses against
your Strategy Screen.

With these five principles, you will be well prepared to develop strategy
in real time, when you need it. Ready to take a deeper dive? Then let’s go.

Introduction

How to Use This Book

ilhe Nonprofit Strategy Revolution is appropriate for both grassroots and
arger nonprofits, those new to a formal consideration of strategy, and

those with substantial strategic planning experience who seek alternative .

approaches. You can read this book as an introduction to the concept of
st-rategy among nonprofits, or you can use our Real-Time Strategic IE)lan
ning model to create strategies for your own nonprofit. You cg;m worl;
through it chapter by chapter, since the material builds sequentially from
one concept to the next, or you can go straight to the Facilitator’sYGuide
on the book’s website to organize a strategy formation session, or explore
and try out one or more of the other downloadable tools pres;nted there
The goal is to help you become a more powerful strategic thinker, not t(;
req'ulre you to follow a specific process (that would be the traditior;al stra-
tegic planning approach). Use this book in whatever way suits your need
today, then come back to it tomorrow as new needs emerge. ; =

How This Book Is Structured

This book is organized into three parts. Part 1 consists of nine chapters
that make the case for a strategy revolution, explain the terms wepus
and teach you how to take that revolution into your organization or corf-,
sultancy. Part 2 consists of ten essential tools that are immediately neces-
B vigs you conduct a one-day strategy formation session, which usuall
%ucks off a Real-Time Strategic Planning process. The third part, a facil)-r
itator’s guide for conducting the one-day kick-off session, is avai’lable on
the book’s website. You can print out and copy this material for your staff.®
Downloadable materials also include the ten essential tools fg; formin.g
Ztrattlagy from Part .2, plus nume.rous'supplemental tools to help in strategy
evelopment and implementation, including five that are all new to this

edition. It includes all blank work:
. ST orksheets and handouts so you can print

Following is a description of the sections of the book and supplements:

¢ Note th: ; ;

Ofﬂlosea':cl)o?;?r? dthell.clck-off session {e‘quires most of the ten essential tools, portions
B l:[p l|cated in the. Facilitator’s Guide and relabeled as handouts and
ol o e during the session. Rather than referring you to Part 2 to make

» We felt it would make your life easier to repeat the information.

Xxiil
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Chapter One:
Why a Strategy Revolution?

“Every moment is an organizing opportunity, every person a
potential activist, every minuge a chance te change the world.”

—Dolores Huertal

THE YOUNG (just twenty-seven years old) new executive director
was hoping to find some guidance in the stack of dusty boxes he had
just located in a dark corner of the storage room, behind the spare
mop heads and disinfectant. After some deft detective work, he had
learned that this was where he would locate the organization’s stra-
tegic plan. He opened the top carton of the stack and slipped out an
imptressively bound thirty-page document. Clutching his find, he
raced back to his office expectantly, closed the door, sat, and began -
to read. There was a brief preamble: the mission and vision, some
nice words about a better future, a time when kids wouldn’t need
the kinds of mental health services his organization provided. '

He skimmed that portion and turned the page. He found, with
mounting excitement, that the next section contained lists of new
staff positions to be created, equipment to be bought, and even a
new building to be built. There was a ten-year phase-in of the new
expenses, The organization desperately needed these additional
staff, could put the new equipment to use, and certainly yearned
for a bigger building, He read on, anxious for the plan, for the strat-
egy, for the road map that would tell him how all these great things
would be accomplished. At the end of the document he found a
section labeled Financial Plan that, he quickly realized, simply
itemized the costs of these new items, added them to the existing

" As quoted at hitps://www.biography.com/people/dolores-huerta- 188850




4

The Nonprofit Strategy Revolution

operating budgeb and thereby provided a ten-year fundraising
goal. That was it! There was no strategy for how to raise the money

that would be needed, only the need itself, Disappointed beyond

words, he realized this was & shopping list, not a “strategic plan,’
ced all of the remaining copies, four

whatever that was. He recy
cartons’ worth, thereby making room for more cleaning supplies in

the cramped storage Yoo

ounter with 2 nonprofit strategic plan, 1982

—My first enc

out of the widely reported dissatisfaction of nonprofit lead-
ers, their funders, and even some consultants, with the traditional tools
and approaches available through “strateglc planning” To fully grasp the
peed for a revolution in out approach to nonprofit strategy formation, you
must first understand what strategy is, and then consider the ways in which
the traditional approach to strategy comes up short, Planning and action,
while not mutualty exclusive, are not exactly close companions, as the stoty
above illustrates. In the course of this book, you will see that action should
be much more closely aligned with strategy. Thoughtful, strategic action—
based on data, intuition, experience, and good old trial And error—will

trump planning every time.

This book grew

-

«3

What Is Strategy, and
Why Do Nonprofits Need It?

most oft-spoken erm in nonprofit and business tife.
to hear everything from .organiza_tional'planning
to human resources management 10 philanthropy referred to as “strate-
gic” What we really seem to be trying to convey in widely applying this
modifier is that the activity being described is “important,’ “well thought
out; or both. Certainly these ate aspects of sound strategy: it had better
be about something important to the organization, and if strategy is not
well thought out it will likely bring more trouble than benefit. But these
clements of good strategy fall short of the term’s greater meaning.

Strategy has been defined differently by various management theorists.
I read several definitions and put them together to

Farly in our research,
form my own favorite. Simply articulated, it
behavior toward an end” (For now, as we

as our working definition of strategy. In
restrictive definition intended specifically for nonprofit organizations.)

Strategy may be the
Today it is commoil

s “an organized pattern of
wade into the topic, we will use this
Chapter 3,1 will introduce a mote

CHAPTER 1 Why o Strategy Revolution?

Nonprofits, both explici .
a multitudc,a of plf;filscc}:l }Eﬂd implicitly, create and use strategy to achieve
. These range from th ; !
such as creati g e relatively str.
e irteaitfng a system for financing both annual ope);ati;:lghtf(zlrward,
a
comple)ls:J mattﬂvestmems (“our financial management strateg i)ar; s
B e : s [ 3
. : 1s, such as achieving a desired market positi Vo to more
= Strategy’ ), € POSltIOIl ( our market
Assuggested abo -
ve, strategy is indeed in
itis also w hportant, and when well- -
evef-evolvieil ﬂ;"‘_lgf}t out. Above all, however, strategy is, or shoct(;llcl:lCIiWEd,
oattern of b egf’la :E,?m% attelmpt to determine the right approach theel; 311
—to achieve an organization T €8
s ends. As you shall
see,

: well-formed organizati
ganizational strategie
1 advance its mission. gies are the best path for a nonprofit to

TS

Sound strategy is at the heart of
strateey (as disti , good nonprofit leadership, O i
o aggo(npril;?;ft Z;(i)em strategic planning) accounts for rmih 0;:;: 1;1::
| strategic deCiSionspleadIice‘s in advancing its mission, in part because good
| ability. Thisis as true for t(;llmPI‘.OVf:d financial and organizational sustain-
organizations where, du ) n‘atl'ons largest nonprofits as it is for grassroots
sic exror may b >, due to limited working capital, the margin f

y be quite small. gin for strate-

In the vignette at the beginning of thi
fn the . : s chapter I relate how, a
uive & t;ztzz gs:z;zc;lirsg’ for a dlfection for my nonprofit, I fvzsn Z‘;ng)c;e’f(;
e o o dons strategic plan, Obviously, Jots of work had gone
| o compi1ag By o cumen't, al"ld, misguided though it was, not all the
] tort was a gEt.it I(; osf;nizatlon knew what it needed. It just did not
'I;?is was because tﬁe boarde:n"c\lroxglz:;eilrsutafieiid, P nons hat dote
s was because fhe ent did not know wh
bttt :f:;:ﬁt;)n, what set the organization apart from otﬁiieifac‘:
oy aegtion realls matket, and how it stacked up against them .,What
st could st }; neec‘led——and eventually developed—were .strate—
Contold growthover tlh s actions, Strategy that would lead to new staffin
 remodelt a second aﬂz next ’fen years) and new buildings (we built onf
P ; o tacqmred 2 third through a merger over the nex’é
ndertonk asates f}r,l ota pla.n, built our success, Of coutse, we regularl
s g El izlenﬁ‘:clg, ?kle' all gf)old nonprofits in the 1980s, but 'th}er
%tt_i;lg ou strategi directioﬁ ul in guiding our annual operations than in

) Proﬁts mu |
i S regulaﬂy determine and adjuSt their Strategies on I’Illllt'
QLY t 1-

. 18,

5
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« ‘What is our “business’?

« Who are our clients?

« What are our core competencies?
Who are our competitors, and how do we stack up against them?

What programs should we offer?

ieving our annual goals and objectives?

. How effective are we in ach
. ‘What is our position in the marketplace?
Are we organized internally to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion

of all people?
. What demographic, social, and e
. How do we achieve long-term financial success?

« How do we measure success?

conomic trends will impact us and how?

You may also ask more operationally oriented questions:

we manage our limited (and precious) surplus cash? 1

+» How should

¢ Dowe
Where can we find the best board members? .

Is our structure aligned with our policies, procedures, and goals? 5
1d we develop for ot staff? 1

. What sort of training programs shou.
« What personnel policies do we need? *

. Is our compensation comp etitive?

. How will we maintain our aging building?

must be articulated and answered, strategies
must be formed to achieve the goals implicit in these answers, and those
strategies must then be turned into actjons the organization will take.
Moreover, strategies must be reconsidered as often as key circumstances
change—or the nonprofit risks losing touch with its community and mar-
ket. When this happens, it will lose traction in its efforts to successfully
pursue its mission and, as a result, it may become less financially and orga-:

nizationally sustainable in the long term.

These and similar questions

While researching this book, our team found that the term strategy is
applied to organizational and programmatic questions, such as those in
the first list above, and also to operational challenges, such as those in the
second list. We also found that the term strategic planning is applied to ;
most considerations of nonprofit strategy, whether they involve any actual -
planning or not. Again, since strategic planning is the only term of art ou
sector has for describing a consideration of strategy, it gets applied quit

broadly, and as a result, is often misleading.

have sufficient management capacity? 3
k|

CHAPTER 1 Why o Shalegy Revolution?

To manage the confusion that results fr i

diffe i om a single term playing s
atter;i;?:, ;‘glcé‘: irlllrthteh sefczlor, I developed the Strategy I;Yr);m%d,owgllﬁrcllz
by making distlznctfo eb | range of the sector’s current use of the term
o levels of Stratens etween org?nizational, programmatic, and opera-
the pyramid in Chang’ al;d addressing each in turn. Before learning about
state and ﬁmitationfo(}rm;n};(xgzz’ryfu-n‘eEd to.understand the current
whether we need a nonprofit strategyar:f;‘;ul‘zilgijl;:fc.l Iofnyou sl question

The Disconnect Between
Strategy and Strategic Planning

This b ides flexi
o tas(;(off};l;;):/rfnes erelgﬂ.ale and wo%”kable resources for the essential ongo-
e teeic P fn v m;plemen?mg strategies. I call this approach Real-
s needlgg ecause it encourages ongoing consideration of
o e foe; , nf)t on predetermined three-year cycle. Ironi-
o Playsg){n ” mation is not a role traditional strategic planning
oobed by pa;:tid ur research, we most often hear strategic planning
everyone on the Sanii?;;eiss:Vi::i ifIDtr te'am buikllding. T !
. on th ) nterviewees have said. That i -
tg; i?;ﬁ;gl 112 ;Ef;ld;d I;for the setti-n,g of annual goals by'work ;;i,ps :,r ::d
o o gt s i(;n tle leadership’s int.entions, rather than as a process
fol o inten,ﬁons Fﬂzemen‘c the organizational strategies that will carry
anning s bter .' ; $ purpose fna.kes sense, since traditional strategic
suited to team building than to the formation of strategy.

Youcans is di
mssion af:;h{s ‘dlsconnect clearly in the distance between the far-reachin
vision statements embodied in many strategic plans and thg |

~ relativel
latively mundane goals that are established to advance them. For exam

ple, one organization’s mission is to

a&ér ne Ifiamzauons mission is to “end hunger in our community,” but
: iron

P Staffmen;al scan a.md several meetings of the strategic pleﬁ'min :
. , staff, and board, it arrives at a set of goals that includes: °

In i i
crease the diversity of our board of directors

Develop a n
ew staff traini ,
services ining program that raises the quality of our

Investigate
the possibility of :
endowment fund y of and requirements for establishing an

7
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No doubt about it, these -are important activities, but it is difficult to trace
t of the organizations

a direct path from these concerns to the advancemen
mission, The mission is appropriately large, but the first two goals are too
operational and the third is too tentative and ephemeral to be of much

strategic use.
How does that disconnect arise? As la Piana Consulting conducted

research on nonprofit strategic planning, we began to uncover some trends.

Some of these problems result from the tradisions surrounding the process
n the planning process

of strategic planning, while others are inherent i
itself. They are:

. Mistaking goals for strategy
. Generating more goals than can reasonably be pursued

. Expecting strategies 0 Gt within a rigid timeline
. Confusing strategic planning with consensus building
. Forecasting the future froma snapshot in time

. Pretending to be objective
. Frystrating staff through bad data, inaction, or both .

Let's look more closely at how a nonprofit could arrive at a strategic plan
containing a set of goals so deeply disconnected from. sound sirategy thata
mission to “end hunger in our community” is served by a strategy diffusely
expressed as © investigate the possibility of and requirements for establish-

ing an endowment fund.” -

Mistaking Goals for Strategy

No matter what resources yot consult, books you read, or consultants you
interview, you are likely to see 8 proposed process something like that out-
Jined in Exhibit A, Traditional Strategic Planning (page 9)- Well call this
process traditional strategic planning o emphasize that it has been done
this way for along time nOw. You can see from this linear and closed-ended
process how a grand mission OF vision can boil down to some pretty pedes-
trian goals and objectives. Perhaps you can also imagine how the goals and
objectives are likely to be set. The process is earnest and well meaning, but
flawed. The reason, quite plainly, if nonsensically, is that most often a con-

sideration of strategy is absent from the strategic planning process. When

you focus ot goal-setting rather than strategy formation you get goals that,
‘\while valuable in themselves, may not add up o anything bigger.

R
Rt

Exhibit A Traditional Strategic Planning

CHAPTER T Why a Strategy Revolution?

i . . v

Step 2: F [ i
p 2: Form a planning committee composed of key board and staff leaders

d . .

Step &
p 4: Convene the committee for several meetings; go through the following

process:

» Review and rewrite the mission
s’;at_ementwusually defined as the
social good the nonprofit wants
to create

;;\r’gculate a vision—usually

efined as the future the no

. h

will create proft

Use surveys, interviews, focus
groups, SWOT analysis, and
Internet research to learn all
abo.ut the nonprofit's external
environment—profile com-
Petitors, describe client needs,
identify demographic and funding
trends, etc. '
From all the data that s gathered
and sifted try to identify either:
_ - Three critical issues you must
address (the critical issues
approach)

- Four future scenarios that might
occur (the scenarios approach)
- Some other definable variables
youl think are important
This involves wide consultation
among stakeholders because it Is
the pqlnt where, essentially, the
‘orgamzation says “This is what Is
important.’
Step 5:
hecessary to obtain near-consensus.
Step 6: |

 Set goals for:

- Addres§ing aach of the ¢ritical
issues (if using that approach)

- Board composition or performance
(e.g., find four new members)

- Programmatic performance
(e.g., serve 400 people)

- Financial management or
perfarmance {e.g. build a reserve)

- Human resource management

{e.g., reduce staff turnov
. er b
50 percent) ’

- Fur}draising (2.9, increase annual
giving by 10 percent) -
- Facilities (e.g., replace the r "
. X oof next &
vear before it rains) :

- O.utcomes {e.g. 60 percent of
c[le'nts will get better); set dates by
which each of the goals will be met

Der:;elf)p three to five “action steps”
or "objectives” for gach goal

Set dates by which each of the
objectives will be met

Assign responsible parties for each
goal and objective

Draft the plan and include all the
research In appendices

Sh i
are the draft with each stakeholder group;, obtaln feedback, and redraft as

Askthe
board to approve the plan, covering the next three years, Print it

bind It hicely, and distribute @
A tribut i i .
o v ute it widely within the organization and to external
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Generating More Goals
Than Can Reasonably Be Pursued

Exhibit A outlines eight standard “goal areas” (the newly identified crit-
ical issues, and the standard areas of concerm: board, program, finances,

human resources, fundraising, facilities, and outcomes). Other process

models might suggest a larger of smaller number of areas, but eight will do

s agsume you need to set three goals per area—except,

for our example. Let
of course, for the program area where, if you have many programs, you
’s estimate that in each of

might need more goals to cover them all. So let

seven areas you set three goals (subtotal; twenty-one goals) and add to that
number nine more goals in the program area (covering three programs),
for a total of thixty goals. Nows each goal will aeed at least three action steps 1
or objectives to carry it out, So, in the end you will have set thirty goals and
Jeveloped ninety action steps. 1
ften encounter clients with previous strategic
plans that count far more goals and objectives than these! Obviously, no
one is going to be able to keep track of all these commitments, much less
wotk steadily on so many disparate issues at once. The result is either t0

pick and choose, or 10 ignore the document entirely. 3

T T

1 am not exaggerating. We o

3

Expecting Strategies to Fit within a Rigid Timeline

enough, something ¢lse happens that can rendet

As if this were not bad
the entite process moot. The typical time frame for a strategic plan today
five years, The problem

seems to be three years. Twenty years ago it was
with these multiyear projections is this: not only does the nonprofit set a
long-term vision, but it tries to anticipate the goals and objectives needed
over the next three years t0 get there, In practice, when I encountet a client
with an existing strategic plan, I rarely find that most of the goals projected
to be completed anywhere beyond the first year are still taken seriously by
the board and staff. In our rapid—respohse, VUCA world, it is just not pos-
sible to anticipate what will be important to work on (at that level of detail)
one full year, in advance. Moreoves, the more goals you set,
mes in people’s minds.

- g

yeats, ot even
the less crucial accomplishing each beco

Of course, traditional strategic planning 18 elastic. When we find that we

are no longer pursuing our goals after the first year, we switch to setting
only one year’s worth of goals, We institute yearly checkups in which we set
the next year’s goals and objectives, thus keeping the time frame for review
shorter, while the overall vision remains intact.

CHAPTER T Why a Strategy Revolution®

This elasticity
y is good, Several years

Strategic Planning,” years ago I dubbed this method “F

plannign ‘iilrlll(nng,l beal:ause 1 was still trying to make traditi-onalassttthracll(

ment ofgmy cli:ax?tz’z with a shorter time frame and a less intensive iivigsic

esources. Still, many goalsset in thi )
or sound good at the tim y goals set in this way are too rigid
e they are written b e

reality on the n but do not correspond t

- m'f}(’)re e glrgu:d a few short months later, I think it is safg to sa; tLl:E
percent of all the goals set by nonprofits using a process

Ct.)nfusing Strategic Planning
with Consensus Building

Take a moment to revisit Exhibit A. U,
ake @ mome . . Unless you are new to non
;; . dangei:: ilz Iflarc;cess. 'Step 5'-review'b'y stakeholders—is piizfi:f—’
e b the ,Or ‘ y e‘nta:cwe decisions made during the process can be
St 5y 0 3 sy s o gt i e et of g e
gect 2y 10 t0 a, p in the interest of gaini
Consse,nr;cl)llsﬂ:i m;ljdlgev%tably‘ arise. The well-meaning nonirlorz‘? irgi:rzaz;
consensis can un hmme -dlfﬁcult, but necessary, priority-setting deci-
ger inherent in Step 5 is directly tied to what so many non

profits cite as the reason fi .
or strategic planning; s
EvEryone on the same page:, gic p ng: thatitisa good way to “get

While unde i ;

ing consensf:stiziufxf ;:Ci llinp; ctof :Stra'l:egy on constituents is vital, seek-

stymied: unable to reach ¢ damaging, such as when the organization is

without it, This weakn consensis, yet equally. unable to move forward

described as unit seelt?SS " JCI'B..dltlonal strategic planning could best be

can be strategi 1Y o W,hﬂe reaching consensus or even unanimi
gically helpful, it is not a good reason in itself to form s’;:;;zy

_giesb
? but rather a byproduct of a good strategic process

L'did not pick the 10
fevealed e 10 percent figure out of thin air. So
Search of Excellence) 5&111'%2121 this report, management guru Tom Peters (a ?cflmEd
d.Patrick Sanaghan }i at figure was “wildly exaggerated!” (Rod N; " OE-OH?
s High Impact Tools and Activities for Strategic Pl;rfil?fl;’gcg:}::ti'dlej
: ive

118 quesf[] aCiH ng‘ Yo»l[r ( ’?‘gﬁm'zz ! 3 pl F
5 a 1 l fati

6 3 ) [ MCG ol
199 tg ocess Ilew Yofk. A raw
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Forecasting the Future from @ Snapshot in Time

Traditional strategic planning requires a nonprofit to devote adequate
resources to researching various aspects of its external environment (aka
its market). This process is usually referred to in traditional strategicplan-
ning as the “market research study” or the “environmental scan.” This is an
expensive and time-consuming process, often especially beyond the reach
of grassroots OF otherswise resource-thin organizations. It is equally unap-
pealing to groups that need to move quickly or (hat are in an especially
dynarmic, rapid-response environment, and o those needing to be nim-
bler in developing strategies for moving ahead. The environmental scan,
usually done at the outset of the process, 18 often quite broad and poorly
focused: “Tell us what people think of our organization, what our strengths
and weaknesses ar¢, and what opportunities we should pursue next” is &
common starting place handed to consultants. Unless those consultants
take the time to contextualize the work, that is, to focus it on the issues

most pertinent t0 this organization at this time, the resuls of this under-

taking can be both broad and shallow.

Often, an environmental scan of any depth ox size i condycted by inde-
pendent consultants who bring their own methodology and pace to the
process. While consultants also bring expertise and neutrality to tradi-
rional strategic planning, oytsourcing the environmental sgan it foto does
not help the organization learn how to conduct its own on-the-ground
market research—an important elernent in building its internal cap acity to

think and act strategically on an ongoing basis.

A strategy engagement with Peninsula Open Space Trust (POST), a highly
regarded land trust Jocated just south of San Francisco, which had vecently
completed a $200 million capital campaign to fund land acquisitions, asked
«iphat’s next?” Throughout this engagement our client acted as a team with
the consultants, both determining the precise questions to be answered
by the market research, and increasingly, as the process unfolded, doing
the research themselves. Walter T. Moore, then executive vice president of
POST, and now its president; spearheaded the process. He says: “We did
not start off with an environmental scan, but worked it into the process
once we were underway and were able to focus it MOLe narrowly on out
specific needs. Even then, by the end of the process, We Were doing the

work ourselves, The consultants were resources for us, and helped us make
sense of what we learned, but by largely doing the scan ourselves we also

{earned a skill we will use long into the future.”

Finally, the very act of undertaking an environmental scan presupposes
that the organization’s world will remain relatively stable, or at least that the

.. 1z
7 Karl E. Weidle, Sensemaks
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changes it will experi
ence are foreseeable. Otherwi
scan is nothi “ab e, LILETwise, the environm
us today, Th 11;8; gzz;:lhvalt a;lsnapshot in time: this is how the world 100T:;t$
- intelligence in the sh '

three-vear pl _ ort term, but problemati
-~ Ze ul};re;n. In dy'namm and unpredictable VUCA engir01:1nr1entlsC for;
ental sgcan y eXPe.rlence across the sector, the forward-looking ety =_SUC

. may quickly become a glance in the rearview mirro% e

Remembe ' L
ontial elzcl“:io(:v ;chg news media misjudged the outcome of the 2016 pr: .
tons of dollars El;e( tOIt’}fl}G I know that reference was painful.) Despitepnfisl-
nt, their polling was skewed. 'Th J L .
to pause a ; ; . ed. 'That should give you
o Enderstsa z’l(zlu:[ Eonsnder investing a few thousand dollars e‘fery threzeason
e complex world your nonprofit lives in right now. v

Karl Weick .

horme, saYir;gal‘l‘tThlsg c;)ci;e nsemak;ng in Organizations, drives the point
> inance of retrospect 1 .

reason wh : pect in sensemaking is ;

ning stratz -Stuc}entsr of sensemaking find forecasting, con‘cing en: miJor'

ond ;nisleac%ilz P! ?n}?1ng, and other magical probes into the futﬁre V\Yaft af?;jl
g if they are decoupled from reflective action and histor;”12

Making sense of the world around us is a pri

ing, But, , . prime goal of all strategic think-
haiing :ix?sdvi?:;;l; P}:’E[I;lts out, we make sense of our world in ri‘t:s:;i{t
oredict coming ¢ Vge . e Pjvents of the day—not in advance, as we try tc;
et researc}gl v Ij V\lnthout understanding their context. Triennial
a5 Weick suggests };ensesu ;Elts may Provide some clues to the future, but

be deeply engage;l o ai:l 1ng requites more; the organization itself mus‘z
ation and its histo; n ongoing basis, in understanding its current situ-

y to have any hope of accurately forecasting the future.

And thus th ; .
forecacts m:ai?:egl with forecasting in traditional strategic planning:
present-day snapshot apfi strategy for three years, are derived from .
researchers—with cur,s(:: el? taken by photographers—external market
sense of its historical : ¥ knowledge of their subject nonprofit and little
requlres constant attentfmtext. Good forecasting, for strategic purposes
history and a close o ion 'to the present, informed by a strong sense ot,”
of strategies infor zllnec‘uon tf) both the failed and successful outcomes
med by previous forecasts. Such predictions are best

madﬁ b’}f the .
_ people who will i :
their own forecasts. experience firsthand the consequences of

7°1995), 30, ng in Organizations (Thousand oaks, CA; Sage Publications
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Pretending to Be Objective

Let’s turn to another popular tool of traditional strategic planning, the

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats, or «gWOT” analysis.

No other process ot tool is 50 closely identified with strategic planning
as this one. In fact, I have heard strategic planning referred to as SWOT,

as in the request “Can you facilitate a SWOT for us?” Despite the evident
uniqueness of every nonprofit I have encotntered, in my experience, the
strengths and weaknesses Of “SW” portions of almost every SWOT analy-

sis I have seen are essentially the same. Participants typically say things like

those contained in the short list in Exhibit B, Typical Strength/Weakness

Results,

Exhibit B Typical strength/Weakness Results

strengths Weaknesses .

{ have never seen.

We have a great leader
We have a weak leader.

(Boilerplate: Every nonprofit says this).
I hgve never seen:

We have a talented and dedicated staff
We have terrible staff. =

(Boilerplate: Every nonprofit says this},

We have a stellar board. \We could use a strongef board.

We have great cash flow. We have a cash flow problem.

We have a great reputation. No one knows who we are.

Qur clients jove us. Our clients are impossible to please.

es and statements of the

The list goes on, but you get the idea: platitud
obvious, This exercise could almost be done usin
choices. It is difficult to get at any depth, and espect
but necessary-to-discuss truths, using this superfict

setting with internal stakeholders se
an essential part of many traditional nonprofit strategic plan

On the other hand, the opportunities and threats or “OT” portion of

SWOT exetcise may indeed bring to ligh
threats. Perhaps it 1s because this part of the discussion is focused exter

nally, where participants feel less responsibility for (and ownership of) th
results. Because they are externally focused, it is

comments (“ABC seems 10 be encroaching on our cli
likely to hurt their colleagues’ feelings, and thus to endanger their oW

g a checklist of about fifty
ally at any unpleasant
al process in a group
eking cotisensus. Nonetheless, it is stitl
ning processes.
the

t real opportunities and dangerous

also true that their hones
entele”) may be les

:
&
g
i
g
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Eosition, than, for example, saying, during the SW portio

tﬁten; ;;c;cg;z;eec‘}gec?tol stirllks.” Still, when the OT fesultsr;;;f ;lszseeﬁ:;sii

e e;nt'a le list or table, and then juxtaposed with the gener-

b acﬁgonabia;ltudtas that comprise the SW list, most groups fail to

e (Seﬂeamnlgi away frorr‘l the exercise. '[his is a shame, since

e eaton 1bgh semaking, in Weicks terminology) that can result in
. al behavior change is what strategy is ultimately all about.

Even bringing i ;

partn:rl;lnglzg in outside stakeholders (clients, funders, referral source:
b Stmr; antenzo forth) to sit in on the meetings does not always courr::;;
would begver ;T;EY (;f the SWOT group process toward SW platitudes. It
in a meeting x);tll i IflfOt to mention socially awkward, for anyone to .sit

ith an ineffective executive direct ,
« orand d
that “A lack of leadership is a major weakness.” eclare to the group

Frustrating Staff through Bad Data, inaction, or Both

So far, we "
trad'lt; ;:fle x:‘}:l seen that traditional strategic planning relies on processes and
timelinesf at cogfuse goals with strategy, force-fit strategies to a specifi
lack the ’Ola;‘_rort}“.lltY over strategy, employ ineffective forecasting, aJﬂcliJ ofteri
A if‘c 1v1t3; to émcover true strengthsand weaknesses. These and
ions of traditional strategic i ; '
. planning, which I fi
O : . > rst noti
anl?g exe;utlve director in the early 1980s, have become ever moreC Zi iy
o me during more than two dec pat-
adesasac :
nonprofits to develop strategic plans. onsultant helping scores of

Th her

o ee::o?;i ;ulE:irljbﬂltle; in traditional strategic planning, but they can be

e Strategiz plangs gt(lzalot processes and good consulting, It is not as though

Honerer homn o 1CLladso many nonprofits have developed are useless,

i Tt fn amental Eroblems with traditional strategic plén-

gy el t.y reform wouldr’t do—why we have needed a nonprofit
: ution, The worst of these difficulties—we might collectively

€

on under-reli .

nd resu f;l?iec tc:.:’lcla, (231 tlll’lle delays that put the organization on hold
, and ultimately (3) the f ;
an e frustratio

d volunteers who must act on the strategies n of the very staff

o -
. verreliance on under-reliable data

childr

N :I]; :Eer]e; the perfect target market demographic at the height of
d:e~schoolerz rloolm c')f the 1990s. One of the arguments they made—as
| o less!—for buying more of these stuffed animals was
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as Marisa, then nine years old (and now an adult working in a r.1cunplroﬁt.)]i
put it: “They’ll be worth something someday.” I didn't rffally behev.e it; ;m

we bought lots of Beanie Babies, some of which came with protective ¢ e;r
plastic dust covers like the one my mother used to put on the statue of the

Virgin Mary in my parents’ bedroom.

As Fxhibit C, Beanie 'Baby Mania (below) demonstrates., bad data, a .ch‘ang-
ing world, or just plain wishful thinking can lead to ?:mstaken predlctmn's.
Unfortunately, the consequences are often far more dlS‘dSt‘I'OIIS than an attl;
full of small, cute, and all-but-worthless stuffed toys. '1_111'8 problem of ba
data or poor forecasting sounds like the problem with enVLronmenta:l scans,
discussed above. But it is deeper than that, It is a fundamentally flawed
belief that good data, if it is available, will yielc'l good str?tegy. Most no;b
profits mistakenly believe that if they ask the right .questlons on a ;tegu -ag
three-year cycle, they can predict major demograph1c or market s}gll s, atr111
then figure out what to do about them in a timely way, thus enabling 1e
nonprofit to set goals that will bring success in the futare. In practice it sel—1
dom works out that way. In place of occasional concerted attempts to fmetei
major changes in their future envitonmeit, nonprofits nefed to con.tmuous y
scan and engage with their environment as part of thﬁ?ll‘ strategic ei?forts.
Current planning puts too much distance between predlction and action.

~-
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2. Time delays put organization on hold

Just as traditional strategic planning distances prediction from action, it
puts too much time between strategic thinking and action. A nonprofit
typically requires six to twelve months (or longer) to complete its strategic
planning process, In fact, the David and Lucile Packard Foundation con-
ducted a study that revealed that the average length of time for a strategic
planning process supported by an organizational effectiveness grant from
the foundation was fourteen months,” which is certainly inadequate to
address the demands of a rapid-response world, During this time it is often
difficult for the organization’s leaders to respond to emerging opportuni-
ties or challenges, as their strategic thinking energy is bound up in the
ongoing strategic planning process and, until it is concluded, they have
no “direction” They may thus be immobilized by concern that any new
commitments the organization makes will be out of line with the official
strategic direction, which, of course, has yet to emerge from the planning
process. The organization may come to feel as though it is “on hold,” unable
to move until its strategic plan is completed. Such hesitation can be costly,
particularly when the organization takes a pass on stellar opportunities
that require action.

“T don’t know whether we should jump at one or both of these opportu-
nities. Our strategic planning process is just getting started,” said Ruth
Bolan, a participant in an executive director leadership program that I was
leading. She directed O’hia Productions, a unique “local-style” children’s
theater in Hawai’i that had been offered both the possibility of providing
the Christmas entertainment at the state’s largest shopping center for the
next five years and, in an entirely separate situation, a contract to provide
drama activities for kids with the state’s largest child care provider. During
a break we discussed how strategic opportunities, such as these, do not
automatically follow the completion of a strategic planning process. In fact,
it was darn inconvenient of them to turn up now, at the very outset of that
process. I asked Ruth two questions: What was her sense of the fit of each
of these opportunities with her organization? What was the organization’s
capacity to carry off one or both of these new ventures right now? I heard
back from her a week later. She studied the programs, ran the numbers,
engaged her staff and board in discussions of what she had learned, and
decided to go after both opportunities, greatly strengthening O’hia’s finan-
cial position and widening its audience base. What's more, she did all of this
before launching her strategic planning process.

* Stephanie McAuliffe, then of, The David and Lucile Packard Foundation, in remarks
at the Council of Foundations’ annual conference, May 7, 2006, in a session we co-led
titled Strategic Planning: Less Than Meets the Bye?
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Exhibit D, The Planning-Doing Cycle (page 19) depicts the difference

between the requirements of traditional strategic planning and the real
strategy needs of nonprofits, As Ruth Bolan learned, the reality of nonprofit
continuous cycle of strategic thinking and action as

life requires a faster,
hic, not a separation of organizational life into

portrayed in the second grap
reflective and active periods, as the first graphic implies.

Moreover, planning is, of necessity, usually carried out by a select group
tation from

of board members and managers, with at best token represemn
frontline staff. Yet the plan, if it is to succeed, must be embraced and imple-
mented throughout the organization, typically by many individuals who
had little involvement in its creation, and who thus may have little stake in
its success, In the management classic, Good fo Great, Jim Collins suggests
that prior to charting an organizational direction, it i8 critical to first “get
the right people on the bus, and the wrong people off the bus” In other
words, strategy is the result of the work of a group of people—hopefully the
“right” group. He offers compelling evidence that processes, siach as stra-
tegic planning, may not be as effective as generally thought in producing
results, particularly in building the culture of success and can-do spirit that

are essential to entrepreneurial nonprofits. w

Nonprofits need processes that are inclusive, that make _people want to

jump on the bus, and that allow every voice to be heard in discussions of
the bus’s destination. Yet nonprofits also need to make decisions, which

they sometimes must say no to valued
ideas backed by solid constituencies. They also need to stick with a course
of action until it either achieves success or is determined to be less work-
able than another alternative. These dual ends—engagement and action—
are best accomplished through continual processes, where organizational
stakeholders come to believe that their input is truly important and always
needed, not just once every three years through strategic planning focus
groups whose proceedings seem to have little bearing on the organiza-

tion's life.

means to achieve greater focus

1 Jim Collins, Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . . and Others Don't

{New York: Harper Business, 2001}, 21

SRR e

Exhibit D The Planning - Doing Cycle

Traditional planning:
Long, discrete, and separated from the external environment

Strategy Formation

External Environment

Year 1

Reality:

Nonprofits need ongoing strateglic thinking and acting in the context of the environment

Strategy Formation

External Environment

Ongoing
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her hand, find that their perfor- continuous, responsive consideration of strategic challenges is the path to
; I hand, ¥ : ; ‘o : ;
Many nonprofit executlc\{eis, tc;In t?:(););plishment of very specific goals as timely, successful strategic decision making and actions.
is tied to tne & iti ; , . . , .

e aSSE§Smeni 1ste ic plan, This admirable attempt at accountability Of course, the work usually associated with strategic planning has merit.
articulated in a straieg i fit leaders working very hard to However, it must be understood in a more useful context. Recall the exam-

ofit boards can result in nonpro ‘e newl o . . « s -
by nonpr have become less important than addressing ¥ : ple of the organization with the mission to “end hunger in our community.

accomplish goals that
emerging opportunities.
strategic plans may even b

'The overly specific goals that result from mos't
e rendered irrelevant by shifts in the organi-
strategic planning can be more

The mission is at a suitably lofty level, and some of the organization’s goals
could be acted upon. Yet, this strategic formulation misses—oddly—strat-

L ironment. In such situations, : d egy. If you could deploy a process that focuses clearly on forming strategy,
s en:f:han hell;ful’ causing nonpofis fo 1os valusble e, expen 8 much of the work that is currently devoted to strategic planning could still
detriment d divert their attention from higher-value activities. b wndertaon Hoene o devoted o g panning ol il
§carce resources, an

gic thinking that must precede it, not replacing it with operational goals
and objectives that are often not implemented.

e e et

3. Frustration of staff and Yolunteers Finally, there is the too-frequent outcome that a strategic plan, after all the

time and money spent on its completion, simply fails to make any signif-
icant difference in the organizatior’s life. The standard phrase is that the
plan “sits on a shelf gathering dust.” This is more than a colossal waste of
resources in itself (and I don’t mean just shelf space); it also serves to blunt
the organization’s appetite for any future strategy work. “If we have to go
through that again any time soon, I'll quit” is the oft-heard, desperate plea.
This is perhaps the most unfortunate result of all because forming strategy
is an ongoing process—it affects everything, By making it into a triennial
slog through a swamp of petty details, the nonprofit both wastes its leaders’
energy and dulls their appetite for the real struggle to find and implement
effective strategies, There has to be a better way, a way to engage nonprofits
in forming strategies that work in real time—when they’re needed.

Let me conclude this chapter with a quote from Henry Mintzberg, who is
characteristically straightforward:

After fifty years of careful research and plar)nipg, Ernlest,
Leonard, and Yictor were ecstatic abou.t ﬁmshmg theit
strategy for winning triathlon compefitions.

Strategic thinking. .. is about synthesis, It involves intuition and
creativity, The outcome of strategic thinking is an integrated per-
spective of the enterprise, a not-too-precisely articulated vision of
direction ..., , Such strategies often cannot be developed on sched-
ule and immaculately conceived. They must be free to appear at any
time and at any place in the organization, typically through messy
processes of informal learning that must necessarily be carried out

by people at various levels who are deeply involved with the specific
Issues at hand.!s

i i t
pernicious effect of traditional strategic plan]zﬁn'g is flicf}:sy
i egin.
it wears out the participants just when the game is supp?sedoioare gm e
¢ either frustrated and disappointed at the 1ac1'< of action e
ifle voluminous document they have created. E.lther wlay, t ng o e
"Thus, the traditional three-year strategic planmng cye e Zen_ument o
01'; message: that the process was about producing .a ocdless o
chlTlran ibout changing the organization. Partic?;ar'lts, after;exzﬁve e
i i be forgiven for offering a o _:
of strategic planning, may d,
least thags out of the way for the next three years!” Instea

Perhaps the most

. HEHI’Y Mintzberg, “The Fall and Rise of Strategic Planning,” Harvard Business Review
Oanuﬂry—?ebruary 1994): 107-14 [adapted from Henry Mintzberg, The Rise and Fall of
Strategic Planning (New York: Free Press, 1994), 108].
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Conclusion:
Hence the Revolution

Many of the process and practice problems 1 have described are regularly
dealt with and overcome by the slills and experience of good strategic
planners, whether they are consultants, experienced leaders, or just “natu-
rals” at strategy. But nonprofits need a sysitem that responds to today’s rap-
idly changing environment and that does not require clever workarounds
like “fast track strategic planning’ Nonprofits should not have to rely on
finding an especially Skillful consultant to avoid some of the worst time-
and energy-wasting aspects of traditional strategic planning practice. For-
tunately, good strategic thinking is available to all nonprofit Jeaders, right
there in theit own heads and in the heads of their colleagues. They just
need a better system in which to undertake it.

Disconnected and nnreliable data, the long time lag, and the sheer draining
quality of unending months of process combine to doom most traditional
strategic plans to a space in the storeroom. You say you want a revolution?
In the next chapter you will meet the Strategy Pyramid, a deyice for under-
standing the types and levels of strategic considerations your nonprofit
faces. This concept will provide a context for our upcoming discussion of

revolutionary new approaches to strategy. .

A R )

Chapter Two:
The Strategy Pyramid

“Rt § | .
is not mandatory to change. Survival is not mandatory?”

~—W. Edwards Deming!6

THROU . '

theoristsizlnoffli{ ?ESEARCH and interviews with dozens of strateg

. comma;nl profit leaders, and consultants, I realized there is a need fiy

sbove. adm c?l?igsiage “Vg‘ien talking about strategy. As Deming, also qﬁote;
) es: “If you can’t describe what you’ g 3

oudon L you're doing as a pro

ng Pﬂafliiln ow what you are doing™” Toward this end I devised the Strat

categories of ;S a system or organizing tool that helps us fo think about

Pyramid and O?P?Oﬁt strategy. In this chapter I introduce the Strate .

e b .d:ici)rﬁ;n the smgle and straightforward process of using thgl}sr

. ibe nonprofit strategy. The St ' ,
systermn 8 . . 7 rategy Pyramid is i
ystem'® and it can indeed be described as a process: a}:;’Stem ;1:2(:?11&
' rks

to provide a non i
. profit with the el e
it requires, ements of strategic thinking and action

The St . ‘

_graphizaizgy Pyram}d is pictured in Exhibit E (see page 26). It is a simpl
Font e ]gzzsenta‘aon of the categories or types of challenges that ccll)ne
) ers of nonprofit organizations. Beginning at the P}’Témid’;

base, operati
: .
| -adm’i ni Spt ra’:l;‘:‘lrons and operational strategy are concerned with routine
o H6;1131riotcess‘ﬁ:s and management systems, and also with plannin
_ strative needs. A sound operational infrastructure allowi

iW. Bdwards De '
_ ming as quoted +f :
Deming/quote/iongs, P A0tes deming org/authors/W._Edwvards

CW. Edwards Demi
' Dering, ing as quoted at http://en.thinkexist.com/quotes/ W_Edwards

e Merrigm-Webster!
! ster’s Colleginie Dicti
Weracting or interdep ender‘;g ictionary, 11th ed. (2003), a system is “a regularly

t group of items forming a unified whole”
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an otganization to develop a programmatic strategy and so to offer one or
more programs, which are developed using the staff’s (paid or voluntary)
unique capabilities within the context of available resources and the organi-
ration’s culture and values. Most of a nonprofit’s resources are dedicated to
its programs. At the organizational strategy Jevel, big-picture issues about
the organization, starting with its mission and vision, are addressed within
an ongoing effort to assess trends in the environment and marketplace, and
with an awareness of other actors in the nonprofit’s market.

3

Aligning Organizational, Programmatic,
and Operational Decisions

The Strategy Pyramid represents the successful resolution of often mun-
dane but essential operational challenges as a necessary base upon which
to build the organization. Programmatic decisions—determining how
best to advance the mission—-rest upon this successful base of oper-
ations, Organizational strategies that determine the nonprofits market
position and success at acquiring resources rest on. its programs at the
top of the pyramid. Thus we have a pyramid, with each ievel of organi-
sational building blocks supported by what is, ideally, a solid and wider

base underneath.

However appealing from 2 civil engineering standpoint this bottom-up
approach to strategy formation might be, the Strategy Pyramid is actu-
ally best built from the top down, First you determine mission, vision, and
desired market position, which inform yout organizational strategies and
yout choice of programmmatic approache“sﬁ These in turn dictate the opera-

tional requirements of the entire enterprise.

For example, consider & nonprofit with a mission 1o defend the rights
of immigrants. It needs to know who else is working in this area, what
resources are available, and the most promising approaches to the problem.
1t needs also to understand its own unique contribution to the field. These
deliberations will result in programmatic choices: for example, deciding to
fle lawsuits on behalf of individual immigrants, or to work with Congress

sive immigration reform, or o run a public education

to pass comprehen
media campaign to lessen anti-immigrant prejudice. These programmatic

choices will in turn dictate the kind of organization that is needed to sup-

port them.

CHAPTER 2 The Straiegy Pyramid

Will it w: i

e %;1;; ;Jfﬁces. in afeas around the country with high concentration

in Washigngtofl (Sclld(intf{fy immigrams in need of legal representation) oi

) o facilitate its public poli . ’

Los An . policy work), or in New Yor

- wﬁj:;s (fc;r the me‘dm work)? Programmatic choices will also Z(j;or
er the organization hires a staff primarily composed of la I

Wyers,

of lobbyists and advocates
- © , Or Of i 3
kind of culture it will form. media relations people, and thus what

Asa i : '
choiclejaza]g::;::i ;:ifr’ we lselo',c-m tllﬂnk of these issues as completely open
member, board merz;ua v Com.e 1nt(‘) an existing organization as a staff
many of these desislo er, executive director, or consultant, and find that
hired, locations to ber;s;:il:dt)’fslti sl;(;géams to bedoifered, staff to be
been m: : . e ¢ nurtured—have long si
. COnSidaS;;:Illle;fe:%:;tl:])zﬂr()(;rt’lsn;g1:11:137- But }fven s, it is useful tf b;z:
Catd . ategy at the top of the pyramid wi
Efﬂﬁl;&j;;i sgrziegies, and then to look for alignment wlijt}lfl theli: :\:;h
then iz ifs Oper;tionsar(r)l'ong th,e organizations programmatic choices and
tion, review, and u dat Ilc:fe this process is complete, ongoing implementa-
strategies ca:n ) .p e of organizational, programmatic, and operational
g egin at any level, If the organization is not aligned top té

bottom, the pyramid is
’ not well-built oo Y
apex, is subject to collapse. and the mission, which sits at its

Where'’s the Revolution?

wi '
\ r::geacil dtZ; {::ic:ir;fuilk?n arf)und the term strategy, we have developed a
nied {missmnn . ‘a\t all-gps the highest considerations of nonprofit
s e ro, vision) W!th progr.ammatic choices and operational
ety topdoce§ts}:as. This c!eﬁnltlon reflects what the better nonprofit
e comprEhensyl\:.” strategic planning, It brings much-needed clarit
ot stratory Non i |ﬁ:y to this essential but often-confusing concept !
° buzzwor(;{ Canp:jro IIeaolers who realize that strategy is more than
st ca evelop and r'ecognize true strategies—organized
action that dramatically increase the success of their organi-

zations. The revolutfon? Wi
e
practice more, 7We may hear the word strategy less, but see it in

T
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Exhibit E The Strategy pyramid

© ORGANIZATIONAL
Deatermine mission, vision,
" trends, competitors, partners;
and market position '

|
3
1

PROGRAMMATIC
Decide on approaches and offer programs and
activities to achieve specific outcomes related to the
target audiences _
D

OPERATIONAL
sterns, policies, an
communications,

Administer and oversee sy d personnel in aréas, such as
and information technology

finance, human resources,

ee levels. Beginning at the-base:

can be formed at any of the thr
profit's administrative

s are aimed at enhancing a non
and execuftion. Examples include:

Strategies

Operational strategie
efficiency, preparedness,
« A new model for staff tralning
+ Along-range plan for repair an
« Integrating a Neéw technology i
website

ant as it ages

d replacement of the physical p!
h as the use of @

nto the programmatic work, suc

programmatic strategies are intended to lncreése program_m-atic impact,
Examples include:
o Anew approachto the work that promis

« Anew type of work that will better address the problem
« A new way of thinking about the problem
| strategies help the nonprofit
ion. Examples include:

competitor in the market
t responsive player

funders by becoming the mos
attract new clients

o5 better results at lower costs

to garher resources of all kinds as it

Organizationa
pursues Its miss

o A merger with the higgest

« An effort to appeal to more
+ An offering of services in a new geographic location to

ation, the strategies align from bottom to to
eve the organization's mission.

pto

In an ideal nonprofit organiz
produce OUtCOMes that achi
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Successful Strategies Embody Implementation

The adage “execution trumps’ »

profit world, as it is i 'Ps strategy” is indeed largely true i

nd well imple ml;: ;:;C:r; iiasusmess.' A good, solid stra’tegg'}’»Y Widel;nerﬁgrzznci

a far more brilliant strc,)k lﬁlore. likely to produce its intended result thane'

understood by the siz ﬂf‘ o }6111(:) 15111;12::1:. Optirationalized because it is Poorll)sf

board, ot half-h . implement it, unsuppo

strategies contaiiﬁiily llnglemented by resistant manageprsl.ntgicgé tfh‘;

programmatic levels th own implementation plan. At the operational S Uii

{ional strategic planniney énaY look like the goals we all know from tr acrll‘

of actions, Here g but are often bigger, requiring a coordi o
are examples related to each level of the S’cra‘ceg,ry1113mted Szt

yramid:

Operational Strategies

» 'To keep our staff’s ski
s skills on the cutti '
the new “Gee Whiz” he cutting edge we will fally impl
a oot 0f$23’7\(7)1(1;)2 Sta.ﬁ training model, over the next }trwelsee:nn o
,000. Guillermo, our human : onths,
oversee. resources director, will

P p p P 3 L

and other key s ;
ystems in our buildin
we will create a sinki g over the next twent
o e: a s.ﬁlkmg f.und to provide for these needs ]O};Kears, ?nq
ger, will coordinate with Sally, our chief ﬁnan‘cial }I;)ur welk
] officer.

+ We will devel
o . ,
departrments }151::1 n;lx:r intranet to improve communications acro
departy . shka, our technology director, will mple
ation and training. i oversee mple

iﬂogrammu;ﬁc Strategies

eginning in Jany
: ary, we will offer fami
e amily therapy to supplemen
| et oo t;lrliutal cli)unseling. This has been shownl?é acczllz:r t
e d? shorten its duration while improving out -
ke this 11?ector, will ensure that staff have the tgrai gt
i o will report initial results within six rnv;)nthmng N
- 1, we will integrate GIS i .
i wetlond ; (satellite and computer i
¢ Hugo Ours preservation efforts to more closel)rl;noni?c miEng
20, it comy elior or thei
e programp(lil'ter whiz, .wﬂl provide the technical 'suppor]‘i
: irector, will oversee the move online ,
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+ By the end of the year we will hire two lawyers and begin offering legal-
services to our clients, as well as emergency shelter and counseling.
Maykao, our executive directos, will manage this.

As you can see, operational and programmatic strategies resemble tradi-
tional strategic planning goals. However, at the organizational level, strate-
gles are quite different. This is because traditional strategic planning tends
to focus on operational and programmatic concerns, not organizational
strategies. At the otganizational level, strategies tend to be more complex,
while still containing direction for theit own implementation. Three exam-
ples follow:

Organizational Strategies

. We will immediately pursue negotiations toward a merger with Big,
Bad, and Ugly, our biggest competitor, to solidify our dominant posi-
tion ifi the market and eliminate them as a comp etitive challenger.
Mark, our CEO, will lead a team of board members in this effort. If
negotiations fail, we will devise a new strategy for successful head-to-
head competition, as we cannot just ignore them.

. We will form a market research teamm composed of board members
and staff from throughout the organization o continuously study our
market and thus to keep us abreast of the most likely developments in
our field. Dasheka, our CEO, will facilitate the meetings, which will
begin next month.

« After studying the market and yunning the numbets, we will rent a
space in Fairlands, a community adjacent to our current location,
hire staff, and begin operations by July-1. Opening this new office will
double our potential market, and there appear to be no competitors in
Fairlands. Janice, our CEQ, and Bill, our program director, will coordi-
nate this growth initiative.

Conclusion:
A Framework to Fuel Change

The Strategy Pyramid is a tool for thinking about categories of strategy;
that is, the types of concerns that exist at different levels throughout the
organization, It is also a tool for understanding the relationships among
the different levels of strategic thinking and decisions that are needed in
any organization, It offers a new clarity and the framework upon whicl

SR i

l .
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the i
e ?)Zﬁlfr?ﬁ; ;égategyhrevolutlon will be built. Since the publication of
kin » we have been heartened |

| ; to hear of—and i

ihis : see directly—

e eefflsmi n'umbers c'>f nonprofits using the pyramid as an organizin 1?ifn

c fed torii eir strategic conversations. To use this framework organizgalsio ;

. 11

ools and processes for developing and implementing strategies thai

will help them to succeed, buildi , .
strategically. , building an ongoing capacity to think and act

A corne ion i
& oo ;stone of our re.:vol‘utmn is that organizational strategy comes first
ocus on organizational strategy in the next two chapters .
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