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Research shows that organizations that use strategic 
planning outperform others. Why, then, don’t all 
organizations use this valuable tool?
To answer this question, we studied the board of one 
small nonprofit organization. The results point to a 
new planning model for nonprofit boards.
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Barriers to Strategic Planning and  
how to transcend them A	new	
study	uncovers	ways	to	surmount	
strategic	planning’s	major	roadblocks.
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first things first: 
What is Strategic 
Planning?
Strategic planning is a governance ac-
tivity entrusted to nonprofit boards. A 
strategic plan is a set of goals and tactics 
designed to help an organization per-
form its mission and ultimately achieve 
its vision. A key focus of such a plan is 
how to balance conflicting priorities and 
allocate resources most effectively. The 
analysis underlying the process is as im-
portant as the plan itself, because it pro-
vides a lens through which to evaluate 
future decisions.

Who & What  
We Studied
The focus of this study was a nonprofit 
private school in a small southern town.1 
We observed this organization’s board 
before and during a strategic planning 
process.2

Board members were interviewed indi-
vidually to uncover their beliefs and at-
titudes about strategic planning. They 
were also observed during strategic 
planning meetings. The authors then 
identified common themes associated 
with board members’ views of strategic 
planning.

the Strategic  
Planning Process
The board members knew they needed to 
draft and implement a strategic plan and 
were urged to do so by an outside agency 
to which the organization was account-
able. Because the board was unsure how 

to proceed, several members asked the primary author to help 
them. She did so, guiding the board through the following steps:

•  Interviews and written surveys were 
used to determine the organization’s 
strengths and weaknesses, key environ-
mental factors, and major issues the or-
ganization faced.

•  A draft strategic plan was developed. 
It included seven goals and associated 
strategies, an analysis of the organiza-
tion’s strengths and weaknesses, and a 
rundown of the competitive environ-
ment. 

• The board met to discuss, modify, and accept the goals.

•  In a series of meetings, the board developed action plans for the 
goals. One board member volunteered to be the strategic plan 
coordinator. His job was to support people through the imple-
mentation phase, reminding them of action items and deadlines.

Problems Along the Way
Through observing and interviewing the board members, it 
became clear that they weren’t comfortable with strategic 
planning. It’s unlikely they would have completed the process 
effectively without the author’s guidance. Here are some of the 
problems that arose:

BefOre DeVelOPiNg the  
StrAtegic PlAN

•  Although board members recognized strategic planning as a 
board function, they didn’t seem to view it as critical to mission 
achievement. They had discussed updating a strategic plan 
that was developed seven years ago but kept postponing it 
because they were uncertain how to proceed. Only when the 
organization’s accrediting agency strongly urged them to develop 
a strategic plan did they begin to take the activity seriously.

•  Some board members said they didn’t have the expertise to 
complete a strategic plan.

•  A few members believed that boards typically hire consultants 
or staff members with expertise in strategic planning. They said 
they couldn’t create a strategic plan because the organization 
lacked funds to hire such a person.

•  Several board members said they would rather work on specific 
tasks than formulate goals. 

•  Those board members who felt most comfortable acting as 
leaders and thinking strategically were already overextended 
and less involved in board activities than others.

DuriNg StrAtegic PlAN DeVelOPMeNt

•  Discussions with board members made it clear that they didn’t 
understand how to begin the process.

•  During the strategic planning meeting, it was obvious that 
few board members had reviewed the draft strategic plan, 
which made the discussion less than effective. Many members 
remained silent, and it was difficult to keep the conversation 
focused on strategic issues. The first meeting lasted about two 

hours, and little was accomplished. 

A second meeting was more effective 
because board members seemed to have 
a better understanding of the process. At 
the close of this meeting, they were finally 
starting to understand how to connect 
their ideas to actions designed to further 
their mission and vision. They voiced 
strong commitment to developing action 
plans and implementing specific tasks. 

A month later, some work had been done toward completing the 
plan. But the board was still not quite sure how to follow through.
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“Research shows 
that organizations that 
use strategic planning 
outperform others.”

1  This nonprofit school has approximately 150 students and offers preschool through 
middle school classes. It has an annual budget of $650,000 and 15 full-time and 
seven part-time employees. Its mission is to ensure a superior education for 
students. The school must compete with private, public, and charter schools for 
students and funds. It also must attract and retain talented teachers even though it 
can’t offer compensation on par with the public school system.

This article’s primary author observed the school’s board six months before 
beginning strategic planning and continuing through the early implementation 
stages. She had a prior relationship with the organization and provided consulting 
services before and during the strategic planning process. 

2  The research project was exploratory and qualitative so as to develop a framework 
to be tested in a larger sample. A case study method was used to give researchers 
a holistic overview of the research’s context, capture data on stakeholders’ 
perceptions, and help researchers understand the strategic planning process by 
elaborating on theories as they unfolded in the data. Strategic planning was viewed 
as two distinct phases, development and implementation, since it’s likely that 
different factors promote the effectiveness of each phase.

•
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What factors hindered 
effective Planning?
This study suggests a number of obstacles to strategic planning:

•  Board members were more comfortable dealing with operational 
than strategic issues.

•  The board lacked the expertise necessary to develop a strategic 
plan. Although the board included a number of professionals, 
they had never been involved in a formal strategic planning 
process.

•  This particular board had a high percentage of “followers.”

•  The board lacked meeting management practices to facilitate 
implementation of the plan.

What factors encouraged 
the Board to Plan?
Several things encouraged this board to complete the strategic 
planning process:

•  A requirement by the nonprofit’s accrediting agency prompted 
the board to consider the need for a plan.

•  Having the author available as a facilitator was a key reason the 
board initiated and completed the strategic plan.

•  Assigning one board member to coordinate the plan’s 
implementation seemed necessary to facilitate the final phase.

•  Written commitments in the form of an action item list 
encouraged members to follow through.

A New Planning Model 
for Nonprofit Boards
This study clarified four keys to making sure that your board 
completes a successful strategic planning process:

1. Be sure every board member is committed to the 
organization’s success. Without such commitment, it’s 
unlikely that board members will undertake the difficult task of 
planning for the organization’s future. However, even dedicated 
board members often fail to follow through on a strategic plan. The 
next three keys are necessary to convert commitment to action.

2. Tell board members that strategic planning is part 
of their job. Let prospective board members know they’ll be 
expected to help create a strategic plan. Make this expectation 
part of a written job description provided to board recruits. To 
be sure they know what’s expected of them, have them sign a 
commitment form before joining the board.

3. Make certain that board members collectively 
possess the knowledge necessary for strategic 
planning. If people don’t have this expertise when they join 
the board, provide training for them. Create a board orientation 
and training kit that includes information on effective meetings, 
a nonprofit board’s responsibilities, and the differences between 
governing and managing. Provide a library of books and articles 
on board governance, and encourage board members to attend 
workshops and distance-learning courses.

4. Put processes in place to assure that board 
members fully implement the plan. Follow these steps:

•  Create a list of action items. Assign each board member a specific 
task and deadline for completion. 

•  Have board members sign letters of agreement to make certain 
they understand exactly what their tasks are.

•  Choose a board member to remind people of their assignments 
and encourage them to follow through.

•  Make the board’s commitments public. Inform key stakeholders 
of the goals, strategies, tactics, and timeline for the plan’s 
implementation.

•  If the organization is part of an umbrella association, that larger 
group can oversee the planning process. It was this type of 
umbrella organization that prompted the board in this study to 
complete strategic planning.

•  Every year, devote several board meetings to revisiting the 
strategic plan.

•  Hold every board member accountable for implementing the 
plan’s goals. 
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yOur BOArD  
eDucAtiON Kit
Start building a library of information for your board 
with these Nonprofit World resources, available at 
NonprofitWorld.org/members:

Keys to Keep your Board on track (Vol. 16, No. 6)

Planning: What every Board Member Should Know  
(Vol. 11, No. 3)

how to Assess and improve your Board’s 
Performance (Vol. 24, No. 1)

Don’t give up on Strategic Planning: 10 Keys to 
Success (Vol. 22, No. 3)

Needed: A Better grasp of Strategic Planning (Vol. 24, 
No. 5)

Seven creative Ways to energize your Board (Vol. 16, 
No. 3)

Make your Meetings Productive (Vol. 25, No. 1)

Strategic Planning & Board governance learning 
institute programs online at NonprofitWorld.org/
LearningInstitute.


