What Does A Typical Strategic Planning Process Look Like? 
	The fundamental phases of the strategic planning process are usually presented as a logical series of phases and related steps that allows for flexibility and creativity. These recommended phases are not the only "recipe" for cooking up a strategic plan—other sources might recommend different steps or variations on these phases—but the Strategic Planning Process described below outlines the essential ingredients to the planning process and the usual results. 
 


 

The Strategic Planning Process
	Phase
	Steps
	Outcomes

	1
	· Identify reasons for planning 
· Check readiness to plan 
· Choose planning participants 
· Summarize organization history and profile 
· Identify information needed for strategic planning 
· Write a "plan for planning" 
	Agreement on Organizational readiness to plan and a strategic planning workplan

	2
	· Write (or revisit) your mission statement 
· Draft a vision statement 
	Draft mission statement and draft vision statement

	3
	· Update information needed for planning 
· Articulate previous and current strategies 
· Gather input from internal stakeholders 
· Gather input from external stakeholders 
· Gather information about program effectiveness 
· Identify additional strategic issues or questions 
	A list of critical issues which demand a response from the organization and a database of concrete information that will support planners in choosing priorities and strategies

	4
	· Analyze interplay of strength, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
· Analyze competitive strengths of programs 
· Choose criteria for use in setting priorities 
· Select future core strategies 
· Summarize the scope and scale of programs 
· Write goals and objectives 
· Develop long-range financial projections 
	Agreement on future core priorities, long-range goals, and specific objectives

	5
	· Write the strategic plan 
· Present draft of plan for review 
· Adopt the strategic plan 
	A strategic plan

	6
	· Develop annual operating plan(s) 
· Develop annual operating budget 
	A detailed annual operating plan(s) and budget

	7
	· Evaluate the strategic planning process 
· Monitor and update the strategic plan 
	An evaluation of the strategic planning process and an ongoing assessment of the strategic and operational plans.


	Phase 1: Getting Ready
To get ready for strategic planning, an organization must first assess if it’s ready. While a number of issues must be addressed in assessing readiness, that determination essentially comes down to whether an organization’s leaders are truly committed to the effort, and whether they are able to devote the necessary attention to the "big picture" at the time. For example, if a funding crisis looms, or if the founder is about to depart, or if the environment is so turbulent that everyone is putting out fires, then it doesn’t make sense to take time out for this effort at this time.
An organization that determines it is indeed ready to begin strategic planning must then do five things to pave the way for an organized process:
• Identify specific issues or choices that the planning process should address
• Clarify roles (who does what in the process)
• Create a Planning Committee
• Develop an organizational profile
• Identify the information that must be collected to help make sound decisions
The product developed at the end of Phase 1 is a Strategic Planning Workplan (Plan for Planning).
Phase 2: Articulating Mission and Vision
A mission statement is like an introductory paragraph: it lets the reader know where the writer is going, and it also shows that the writer knows where he or she is going. Likewise, a mission statement must communicate the essence of an organization to the reader—and an organization’s ability to articulate this indicates its focus and purpose. A mission statement typically describes an organization in these terms:
• Purpose. why the organization exists and what it seeks to accomplish
• Business. the main method or activity through which the organization works to fulfill this purpose
• Values. the principles or beliefs which guide an organization’s members as they pursue the organization’s purpose
Whereas the mission statement summarizes the what, how, and why of an organization’s work, a vision statement presents an image in words of what success will look like.
"A vision is a mental model of a future state...built upon plausible speculations...reasonable assumptions about the future...influenced by our own judgments about what is possible and worthwhile....A vision is a mental model that people and organizations can bring into being through their commitment and actions."2
With mission and vision statements in hand, an organization knows what it is doing, why it is doing it, and what it hopes to achieve. The next phases of the process discuss how to get the job done.
The product developed at the end of Phase 2 is a draft mission statement and a draft vision statement.
 

Phase 3: Assessing the Environment
Once an organization has established some clarity on why it exists, what it does, and what it hopes to achieve, it must take a clear-eyed look at its current situation. This step requires gathering up-to-date information about the organization’s internal strengths and weaknesses, and its external opportunities and threats—assessments that will refine and possibly reshape the list of critical questions that the organization faces and that its strategic plan must address. These could include a variety of primary concerns, such as funding, new program opportunities, changing regulations or changing needs in the client population, and so on; the point is to choose the most important issues to address. Typically a Planning Committee will agree on no more than five to seven critical questions or issues around which to organize the strategic plan.
The products of Phase 3 are an understanding of the critical issues which demand a response from the organization—the most important issues the organization needs to deal with—and a database of concrete information that will support planners in choosing priorities and strategies.
Phase 4: Agreeing on Priorities
Once an organization’s mission has been affirmed and its critical issues identified, it is time to figure out what to do about them: the broad approaches to be taken (strategies) and the general and specific results to be sought (the long-term and short-term goals and objectives). Strategies, goals, and objectives may emerge from individual inspiration, group discussion, or formal decision-making techniques, but the bottom line is that in the end the leadership agrees on its top priorities.
This phase can take considerable time. Discussions at this stage may require additional information or a re-evaluation of conclusions reached during the environmental assessment. It is even possible that new insights will emerge which change the thrust of the mission statement. It is important that planners do not fear going back to an earlier phase in the process in order to take advantage of available information to create the best possible plan.
The product of Phase 4 is an outline of the organization’s priorities: the general strategies, long-range goals, and specific objectives of its response to critical issues.
Phase 5: Writing the Strategic Plan
The mission has been articulated, the critical issues identified, and the strategies and goals agreed upon. This step essentially involves putting the pieces together into one coherent document. Usually one member of the Planning Committee, the Executive Director, or even a planning consultant, will draft a final plan document and then submit it for review by all key decision makers (usually the board and management staff). The reviewers should make sure that the plan answers the key questions about priorities and directions in sufficient detail to serve as a guide for the organization’s members. Revisions should not be dragged out for months, but action should be taken to answer any important questions raised at this juncture. The end result will be a concise description of where the organization is going, how it should get there, and why it needs to go that way—ideas that are widely supported by the organization’s staff and board.
The product of Phase 5 is your strategic plan!
Phase 6: Implementing the Strategic Plan
All of the work described above is for naught if it doesn’t align the day-to-day work with the strategic priorities so carefully chosen. The interface between the strategic directional thinking embodied in the strategic plan and day-to-day work is a concise and easy-to-use operating plan. It should coincide with the organization’s fiscal year and accommodate the need for other, more detailed program-level planning related to funding cycles or other reporting cycles.
The nature of a particular organization’s operating plan will be influenced by its strategic priorities, its organizational structure, and its previous planning process. The essence of the operating plan, though, remains the same: a document which defines the short-term, concrete objectives leading to achievement of strategic goals and objectives, and which is easy to use and monitor. Ironically, the level of detail is not the deciding factor in how useful the operating plan is; the most important factors are the clarity of guidelines for implementation and the precision of results to be monitored. The operating plan should be closely tied to the operating budget.
The products of Phase 6 are a detailed annual operating plan and budget.
Phase 7: Monitoring and Evaluating
The strategic planning process is never really finished. There are cycles, and periods of more and less intense activity, but the process of being responsive to a changing environment is ongoing. Each organization needs to choose the appropriate length of time for planning and re-evaluating. Many nonprofits use a three-year planning cycle. The first strategic plan is completed with a three year time horizon and a one year annual operating plan. At the end of years one and two, progress toward the priorities of the strategic plan are assessed and adjusted as necessary, and a new annual operating plan is developed. During year three a renewed strategic planning process is undertaken. Depending on the extent of change in the organization’s internal and external environment, the strategic planning workplan is more or less intensive. By the end of year three a new three-year plan, as well as a new annual operating plan of course, is approved and the cycle begins again.
What is important is that the planning process is ongoing and remains responsive to the changing environment. The documents are less important than the quality of the thinking and the degree of commitment to the core strategies and priorities of the organization.
If the core strategies and priorities agreed to for the future remain valid, which is not uncommon, the time frame outlined briefly above works well. On the other hand, if the environment changes in ways that are fundamentally different from the assumptions underlying the strategic plan, then it is necessary to regroup and re-strategize earlier.
The product of Phase 7 is a current (quarterly or annual) assessment of the ongoing validity of the decisions made during the strategic planning process.


