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n doing strategic planning, nonprofit organiza-
tions are faced with a predicament. Most prob-
lem solving incorporates solutions learned
while working on past problems. Although
these methods may have been effective in the
past, they may not be particularly helpful in

solving an organization’s future problems. The danger we
face is that today’s thinking won’t lead to tomorrow’s
state of the art—or that we won’t acquire it in time to be
competitive. Gary Hamel states this rather boldly when
he says that “experience is valuable only to the extent
that the future is like the past” and urges planners to free
themselves from the “tyranny of experience.”1 As Henry
Mintzberg points out, most strategic plans attempt to
reconfigure what already exists, while “real strategic
change requires not merely rearranging the established
categories, but inventing new ones.”2

Blockbuster innovation can’t be guaranteed from
every strategic planning effort, but you can approach
planning in ways that will encourage innovative thinking
and flexible approaches to problem solving. You need to
start with the idea that things are always changing,
accept change as a given, and try to maximize and
embrace it. Like martial arts experts, who leverage the
force of their opponents, you will be more effective if you
work with change than if you resist it or keep it at bay.
Use the following four tenets to assure more innovation
in your strategic planning:

EXPAND ORGANIZATIONAL
BORDERS

In his videotape series, Discovering the Future, Joel
Barker suggests that to be innovative you must read out-
side your area of expertise and explore beyond tradition-
al organizational borders. Insights, fresh ideas, and new
rules are most likely to come from outside or at the
fringe of your organization.3 

The author recently visited a county welfare depart-
ment in central Wisconsin that, while addressing the
enormous transition involved in welfare reform, was
struggling to define a newly created position they called
“job coach.” Before welfare reform, this position didn’t
exist in the welfare department. By looking outside the
organization, they discovered that another field (develop-
ment disabilities) had been using the job coach idea for
years to establish workplace opportunities for disabled
adults. Despite major differences between former wel-
fare recipients and developmentally disabled adults,
there were enough similarities (such as social stigma and
the need for basic skills development) for the welfare
department to benefit from the experience of their col-
leagues in another field..

In addition to looking outside of the organization,
strategic planners need to draw expansively from within
it. The planning process can be elitist and often taps only
a small portion of an organization’s creativity. Strategic
planning should incorporate the perspectives of  as
diverse a constituency as possible. An example of
expanding internal  borders occurred recently when the
Special Olympics in Portland, Oregon, added a “special
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“Experience is valuable
only to the extent

that the future is like the past.”
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athlete” (a developmentally disabled adult who competed
in the Special Olympics) to their board of directors.
While this addition required a considerable change in the
culture and workings of the board, it was a valuable
chance to develop a deeper understanding of the people
the organization serves.

PROMOTE INTUITIVE
THINKING

At its worst, strategic planning is merely the gather-
ing and analysis of a lot of data. Effective strategic plan-
ning, however, isn’t about analysis as much as it is about
synthesis.  The most helpful insights are often intuitive in
nature. Good strategic planners honor the intuitive
understanding and “soft data” of constituents (especially
those who are immersed in the community and closest to
the customer) as much as they value the analytical analy-
sis of hard data. Albert Einstein reflected on the impor-
tance of intuitive processes when he said, “I believe in
intuition and inspiration....At times, I feel certain that I
am right while not knowing the reason....Imagination is
more important than knowledge, for knowledge is limit-
ed, whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stim-
ulating progress, giving birth to evolution.”4

If we succeed in developing new paradigms, it will be
because we have incorporated the thinking of a less con-
ventional kind of strategic planner. “This planner is a cre-
ative thinker who seeks to open up the strategy making
process,” according to Henry Mintzberg. “As a ‘soft ana-
lyst’, this planner is prepared to conduct more quick and
dirty studies. He or she likes to find strategies in strange
places and to encourage others to think strategically. This
person is somewhat more inclined toward the intuitive
processes identified with the brain’s right hemisphere.
We might call him or her the left-handed planner.”5

TAKE RISKS AND COURT
FAILURE

Innovation demands risktaking and the prospect of
failure.  It is impossible to experiment without some ele-
ment of failure. Although many organizations view them-
selves as risktakers, they often discourage or penalize
those who fail. Leaders need to ask the following ques-
tions of their organization:

• What are our rules for failure?

• Do we accept only tried and true approaches to prob-
lem solving? Or do we tolerate and encourage experi-
mentation?

• Are we willing to spend resources of time and money
on new approaches that may not be successful in an
effort to learn and change?

If an organization does fail, it should see it as a learn-
ing opportunity and ask, “What can we learn from this
experience?” Unless we are willing to encourage and cel-
ebrate failure, we will limit ourselves to doing only those
things that we already know how to do. 

One example of nonprofit boldness and risktaking
was demonstrated by the National Committee to Prevent
Child Abuse when it developed a strategic goal to reduce
child abuse by 20% over a five year period. The organiza-
tion was committed to showing that their programs and
services could make a real difference in the lives of vul-
nerable children and families. Because the goal was so
ambitious, it caused a great deal of tension among staff
and board members. They failed to meet the goal during
the prescribed time period. Yet having the goal forced
them to look seriously at results, develop outcome meas-
urements, and change their programs and services. Such
dramatic change would never have happened if the staff
and board had chosen only safe goals and implemented
strategies they knew they could accomplish.

CHALLENGE
EVERYTHING

Strategic planning has taken on a language the likes
of which we haven’t heard before in nonprofit organiza-
tions. Such words as “subversive,” “abandonment,” and
“revolution” have risen to the forefront in planning dis-
cussions. As Frances Hesselbein states, nonprofit organi-
zations must challenge conventional wisdom. “There are
no sacred cows. You challenge everything—policies,
practices, assumptions and the status quo,” she says.

3
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Effective strategic planning
isn’t about analysis as much as it is

about synthesis.

“Strategy is revolution;
everything else is tactics.”
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“One of the most difficult tasks is
the planned abandonment of what
works today but will have little
meaning for the future.”6

An example of “planned aban-
donment” occurred recently when
the Child Center of Our Lady, a 50-
year-old behavioral health care and
child welfare agency in St. Louis,
went through an entrepreneurial
planning process. During this
process, board and staff conducted a
portfolio analysis of their programs.
They judged the relevance and via-
bility of these programs against a
“mission/money matrix” developed
by the National Center for Social
Entrepreneurs.7 As a result, the
Center decided to cut its 15 service
lines in half, move out of long-term
residential care, and focus more on
its diagnostic “niche” and intermedi-
ate care business. Even though they
had provided residential care for 50
years, other organizations in the
community were now furnishing
such care more efficiently. The chal-
lenge the Center faced was to
redesign its programs based on the
current service market, even if it
meant abandoning cherished beliefs
about its old program mix.

Gary Hamel urges us to be “sub-
versive” in our planning. Identify the
10 or 20 most fundamental beliefs
your organization holds dear, he sug-
gests. Then see what opportunities
present themselves when you relax
these beliefs. It’s this kind of open
thinking that will lead to new organi-
zational paradigms. As Hamel states,
“What is required is not a little tweak
to the traditional planning process
but a new philosophical foundation:
strategy is revolution; everything
else is tactics.”8

Harold Williams, a strategic
planning guru, sums up the innova-
tive aspect of planning as follows:
“You try something new and build on
what works. You start small. You
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honor people trying a new approach
that you might not happen to like.
You do not require strong theoretical
underpinnings. You focus on the pay-
off of learning such as to change
strategies over time.”9

Organizations that incorporate
this approach are much more likely
to produce innovative models  and to
approximate what Arie de Geus, for-
mer strategic planner for Royal
Dutch Shell, refers to as the real pur-
pose of planning—”to change the
microcosm, the mental models that
decision makers carry in their
heads.”10

The next time your organization
develops a strategic plan, try the
“left-handed” approach. You just
might be surprised by the results! ■
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