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A Planning Primer 
By Doug Borwick, Ph.D., Founder and Former Director, Not-for-Profit Management Program/Salem College 

CEO/Outfitters4, Inc. 
 

A plan, in any of its forms (e.g., strategic, business, operational, marketing, funding), is one of the most 
important tools a not-for-profit organization can possess. The sector is focused on an abstract (the mission) and 
turning that abstract ideal into action requires planning. The limited resources at our disposal further demand 
careful consideration of the best ways to utilize them. 
 
Unfortunately, many people’s experience with planning has been so bad (inordinate time wasted in the service 
of no results) that the specter of planning sends them running to the hills or sitting in passive-aggressive 
disinterest. This is a tragedy for the field. And it is an avoidable one if we properly understand the causes of poor 
plans (and planning) and work to eliminate them. 
 

The Tragedy of Planning: 
“Been There, Done That, . . . Doesn’t Help” 

Why Plans Fail 
Plans can fail for a variety of reasons. Principal among them are poor processes, poor content, poor 
implementation, and poor evaluation/feedback mechanisms.  
 
Poor Processes 
Lack of support 
Effective plans, as will be shown in a moment, require input from all stakeholders. The only way pervasive input 
can be achieved is by having unanimous (or nearly unanimous) support of the planning process. Resistance, 
whether from “the top” or from staff and volunteers, is almost always the result of poor experience with 
planning coupled with overwork; and, of course, overwork is very nearly a state of being in the not-for-profit 
sector.  
 
A secondary source of resistance is suspicion of the motivation for planning. If there is a perception that 
planning is being conducted for the purpose of eliminating staff or programs or as a means of justifying the 
implementation of a controversial program, the planning process will be undermined. 
 
The path to “buy-in” in the first instance is almost always acknowledgement of the fact that plans have a high 
failure rate. Articulating how the process being entered into will eliminate the pitfalls that cause plans to fail will 
go a long way toward lessening, if not overcoming, this concern. In the second instance, assurances must be 
given that hidden agendas do not exist (assuming that they do not). This is just one of ways in which outside 
consultants or facilitators can be helpful. If they are given a transparent mandate (made public to all 
constituents), there can be greater trust that an unbiased result will be attained. 
 
Lack of Input 
Unlimited uncensored information is the lifeblood of successful plans. The answer to the question, “Who should 
be involved in a planning process?” is “Everyone.” Of course an individual and small group need to direct things, 
but good plans require access to as much information as possible. As an example, there is no set of stakeholders 
more able to comment on physical plant needs than maintenance staff. 
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Whether out of fear or a misplaced sense of competence, planning leaders in some organizations attempt to 
limit input. This certainly saves time because information gathering and analysis is a laborious process; but not 
knowing that the plumbing needs to be replaced in a building renovation would lead to serious flaws in the plan.  
 
Deliberately closed processes, which could be called Star Chamber Planning, sometimes attempt to disguise the 
lack of participation by providing pseudo-input opportunities in which stakeholders are asked to comment on 
the plan after it is too late to make any real adjustments. This is clearly not effective and simply serves to 
antagonize people. 
 
Another, somewhat less insidious, form of closure results from the intense focus planning committees have on 
their work. It is not uncommon for groups to realize at a very late date that there has been insufficient 
consultation with constituencies, often at a point where it is felt that too much work has been done to 
incorporate new data. This can be avoided if an inclusive process is outlined at the beginning as part of the 
committee’s charter. 
 
SWOT Disease 
Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) serve as shorthand for situational assessment. This is 
important as the foundation upon which to construct a workable plan. 
 
At the same time, SWOT analysis has been justifiably critiqued for a variety of reasons–two of which are, on the 
surface, contradictory. First, people have a tendency to fixate on negatives, making some SWOT documents 
over-focus on weaknesses and threats. It is important to know both; but progress, growth, and enhanced 
mission fulfillment almost always come from building upon strengths and opportunities. This is one of the 
reasons for the development of appreciative inquiry as a planning method. 
 
Conversely, when peers–or worse, administrators and subordinates–gather to consider the state of the 
organization, there is an understandable tendency to minimize negative performance. No one (or few) wants to 
“out” a peer or a boss (or themselves) whose work or programs need improvement. 
 
In both cases, the information gathered is incomplete or even faulty, making plans built upon it highly 
susceptible to failure. The dangers inherent in SWOT analysis must be understood and addressed to avoid this 
problem. An outside facilitator can mitigate both tendencies. 

 
Rushing the Process 
Information gathering and analysis take time. There is no way around that. Where stakeholders have ready 
access to technology, online survey tools have been a boon to speeding up planning processes and improving 
the quality of responses. Beyond that, however, shortcuts have a tendency to reduce plan effectiveness by 
limiting the quantity and quality of information upon which the plan is based. 
 
Losing sight of the mission 
In the not-for-profit world, mission–an abstract concept–is central. Plans are an effort to operationalize the 
mission. Yet in planning processes, the closer an organization gets to day-to-day reality–who does what and how 
resources are allocated–the more contentious things can become. The details of “the what” become central. It is 
at this point that attention can be diverted from the mission in order to arrive at specifics that are deemed 
workable for the organization. If those details are not directly aligned with the mission, the plan–as a means of 
identifying the most effective way of serving it–can be severely flawed. 
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Unrealistic proposals 
If a plan is unrealistic, it will fail. “Doability” is a factor of resources–human, financial, and capital. If the process 
does not “cost out” proposals and determine that the resources required are indeed available, the plan will be 
DOA. All elements of a plan must be thoroughly vetted by those who will be responsible for carrying them out 
and for supplying (or seeking) the financial resources required. All involved must–without coercion–confirm that 
the plan is realistic before it is adopted. 
 
Organizational/Operational Paralysis 
One of the most frustrating aspects of traditional approaches to planning is the need to place the entire 
organization “on hold” until the process is complete. (“We can’t make decisions about anything new until the 
plan is finished.”) Important opportunities can be lost if there is no mechanism for taking advantage of the 
unforeseen. Plus, the ennui of stasis is a drag on productivity. 
 
In addition, planning processes that last too long (without the energizing effect of implementing new work) have 
a tendency to consume all the creative energy organizations possess. This can leave little or nothing for carrying 
out the plan once it is placed in operation. The book cited below, David La Piana’s The Nonprofit Strategy 
Revolution, outlines a process that addresses both of these issues. 
 
Poor Content 
Lack of Strategy 
Astonishingly, many “strategic plans” (and, of course, other kinds of plans) lack strategy. This is a consequence 
of a pervasive lack of understanding of the nature of strategy. This is perhaps one of the most significant 
problems in not-for-profit management today. One consequence (and a symptom) of this lack of strategy is that 
plans can have a tendency to be a collection of goals and thus become “to do” lists, neither of which does much 
to enhance either efficiency or mission effectiveness. The following mini-essay attempts to articulate the issue. 

------------------------------------ 
Reclaiming Strategy 

 
In decades of teaching, consulting, and reading about strategic planning, I have participated in countless 
discussions of and exercises in it. With disturbing frequency, a critical element was absent: strategy. 
 
Early in my career, despite having a deep passion for planning, I did not talk much about “strategy” 
because, frankly, I was fuzzy on how to define it. In the examples I had seen, there was not a common 
thread that I could identify that clarified the essential nature of strategy.  
 
Fortunately, the plans themselves were sometimes good (although not always or even frequently) 
because the process of creating them identified a very limited number of goals to pursue. When the 
goals were closely aligned, making for a narrow target collectively, so much the better; but the planning 
process did not specifically seek an “aligned goals” result. When it happened it was serendipitous. 
 
I was always impressed with stories of narrowly crafted goals and how they dictated organizational 
focus, notably Southwest Airlines’ early vision of flights from Dallas to Houston that were “cheaper than 
a bus.” But since I did not have a theoretical construct for how to arrive at such clarity, I was seldom 
able to replicate it. 
 
It was not until I read David La Piana’s Nonprofit Strategy Revolution that the tumblers finally clicked 
into place. To clarify, this is not a La Piana hagiography. There are some points in the book that remain 
confusing to me, and I anxiously await a second edition for a clearer, more streamlined process. 
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However, his deconstruction of the failures of strategic planning, the clarity with which he defines 
mission (“the social good a nonprofit intends to create”), and particularly his definition of strategy and 
his description of its application to planning have served to crystallize my thinking so that strategy now 
is a central element (along with mission) of all my planning work. 
 
To summarize his point, strategy is a unifying principle that guides decision-making and action. 
Strategies can be identified and applied to any time frame and any management or program function. 
The goal is focus in all things and the result is elimination of mission drift, program proliferation, and 
operational inefficiency. Strategy can:  
• Be long-term: Over the next 75 years, our church will buy every property that comes available within 

a half-mile of our campus: or  
• Short term: For the next three months we will focus our sales efforts solely on twenty-something 

single ticket buyers;  
• Address operations: We will outsource all management functions that are not directly related to 

mission;   
• Address programs: We–an arts organization–will select each program this year to reflect an interest 

or concern of our community; or  
• Address fundamental approaches to mission: We–an advocacy organization–will seek redress of 

grievances exclusively through nonviolent action. 
 
For an industry–the not-for-profit sector–that is by definition resource poor, the tool of strategy and the 
promise it represents is a goldmine of opportunity for achieving effectiveness and efficiency. When you 
next encounter a strategic planning process, ask what is meant by strategy. The answer need not be the 
same as the one presented here, but there should be a very clear answer. 

------------------------------------ 
 
Lack of Flexibility 
A pernicious, though often unconscious, assumption in strategic plans is that they are road maps to be followed 
religiously. Pejoratively described as “cast in stone,” plans approached this way are organizational 
straightjackets. Assuming that it is possible to plan with specificity two, three (or even five) years in the future is 
not only unwise; it is a prescription for massive failure. 
 
Decades ago, people spoke of ten-year or long-range plans. In the last ten to twenty years, the maximum time 
frame was reduced to three or five years. Today, anything over three years is considered foolhardy; and even 
that time frame is fraught with peril if there is an assumption that specific plans for year three will be 
implemented.  
 
The world changes too rapidly to support multi-year specificity. Far better is the establishment of strategic 
principles or areas of strategic focus coupled with one-year operating plans that are updated regularly. Effective 
plans are far more like a compass pointing direction than a map on which is drawn a specific route. 
 
Poor Implementation 
The necessity of realism with respect to resources connected to plan proposals has already been addressed. 
Without adequate funds, facilities, and personnel to implement a plan it will, obviously, fail. Just as important, 
however, is the establishment of accountability for each part of the plan. Clarity about who is responsible–
incrementally and ultimately–for each element is the only way to ensure that someone is paying attention to 
and following through on a plan’s recommendations. 
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Poor Evaluation/Feedback Mechanisms 
To ensure that planning proposals will be addressed and because the future is unknowable, evaluation and 
feedback mechanisms must be built in to any plan. A clear review process ensures that the individuals 
responsible for implementation know that their work will be evaluated. This will focus their attention on the 
tasks assigned. In addition, since it is impossible to predict future circumstances, a regular evaluation process 
serves as a means to update, modify, or eliminate activities as changes–external and internal–occur. 
 
Much of what is discussed here falls in the category of common sense. However, any of these potential pitfalls 
can, by itself, derail a plan. There is, therefore, a real need to be intentional about the application of these 
elements of common sense to planning processes.  
 

------------------------------------ 
 

What Effective Planning Looks Like 
 
With all the ways that planning can go awry, perhaps it is not surprising that many plans lie moldering on the 
shelf. The good news is that intentionality about process can go a long way toward both better plans and ones 
more likely to be implemented. 
 
Charter 
Borrowed from the world of project management, the idea of a charter–a written description of the planning 
process, time frame, and the division of responsibilities–can ensure that important elements are not forgotten. 
It can also serve to help constituencies feel better about the prospects for real results and the lack of hidden 
agendas. 
 
Background (SWOT) 
A snapshot of the world in which an organization exists and of its own functions is the starting point for 
planning. An analysis of the external environment has particular value for large organizations. Understanding the 
opportunities and threats that may impact the ability to function is important. Small organizations may 
streamline this step by incorporating relevant issues in later stages. Since the external environment can be both 
geographically and discipline specific, research and data gathering is often best carried out by individuals in the 
organization. The results can be reviewed by all constituencies (and, if used, by an outside consultant) to help 
ensure transparency. 
 
The internal “state of the organization” is the cornerstone upon which a plan is built. Analysis of governance and 
management systems, financial health and controls, and program effectiveness will identify areas in need of 
improvement (weaknesses) and aspects upon which the organization can build.  
 
Core Principles 
Values, Vision, Mission 
The essence of a planning process lies in articulating the essence of an organization. This begins with clarifying 
its values, vision, and mission. This need not, and often should not, mean rewriting the mission statement, a 
process that can quickly degenerate into a tedious wordsmithing exercise. However, discussion among the 
Board and staff about these elements can illuminate areas of misunderstanding and often unconscious 
disagreement. It is surprising how often, absent this step, there is a sense of unanimity about the mission that is 
unfounded. People often have subtle or even profound differences of opinion, assuming that all constituents 
share their view. Arrival at a set of  “mission principles” on which most, if not all, agree is critical to planning. 
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Market Niche 
Understanding its unique area of service is essential to the health of any organization. Jim Collins, in Good to 
Great, urges corporations to identify that work at which they are the best in the world. Some not-for-profits 
have difficulty with that concept, but arriving at a description of their market niche is vital. If an organization 
cannot articulate why donors should support them (as opposed to others) or beneficiaries should come to them 
for service, they will not be successful.  
 
Areas of Strategic Focus 
A fundamental truth of the not-for-profit sector is that there are too many needs, too many good ideas to 
address them, and too few resources for implementation. Focus is essential. A planning process helps an 
organization identify those few things on which to concentrate energies and resources and, perhaps more 
importantly, those many things that must be ignored if any good is to be accomplished. 
 
 “Opportunity Filter” 
Opportunity filter is a concept derived from David La Piana’s Nonprofit Strategy Revolution. This is a set of 
questions, based on strategic principles, to help evaluate whether or not to undertake opportunities that arise 
during (and after) planning. This element is central to a fluid process that does not demand an organization stop 
innovating while planning is underway. 
 
The Plans 
An implementation plan that addresses the areas of strategic focus is the ultimate goal of the entire process. It 
should be coupled with marketing (public communication) and funding strategies in line with strategic 
principles, and, depending upon what was discovered with regard to finances in the organizational assessment, 
it may be necessary to develop new financial controls and procedures. These elements should all be synthesized 
into a twelve- or eighteen-month operational plan guiding work in all of these areas. (Especially if an eighteen-
month time frame is chosen, a process for reviewing it in light of changing circumstances should be included.) 
 
An important element of a plan is sometimes forgotten or given short shrift. An evaluation process serves two 
essential functions. First, as an accountability mechanism it can serve the role of ensuring that responsible 
parties keep on task, knowing they will be asked about progress on the action items. Second, the evaluation 
process, if properly constructed, will allow the organization to adjust or eliminate elements as circumstances 
change and devise new means of addressing areas of strategic focus as opportunities arise. 
 
Conclusion 
Time Frame 
The process described here can, in general, be carried out in under a year. The most important factor with 
respect to timing, however, is that the essential upfront work–through the identification of core principles–can 
be accomplished quickly, often in under three months. This enables an organization to get on with its business 
as the rest of the planning process is carried out. 
 
Outside Facilitation 
There is no question that it may seem self-serving to advocate for outside facilitation of planning processes. 
However, the value of objectivity and outcomes neutrality to successful planning is vital in achieving “buy-in,” 
credible information, realistic self-assessment, and honest feedback on feasibility. Additionally, process 
expertise is important in accurately identifying strategic issues and smoothly following through on all steps. 
These are legitimate arguments and are not specific to any particular service provider.  
 

mailto:info@outfitters4.com


 

301 North Main Street, Suite 2405 ∙ Winston-Salem, NC 27101 
888.929.9499 ∙ www.outfitters4.com ∙ info@outfitters4.com 

7 

Moreover, what is the price of a failed or ineffectual plan? A consultant can guide an organization to a workable 
plan. It might also be helpful to reframe the thought to focus on the fact that those supplying outside facilitation 
do so because they believe so strongly in the importance of the work for individual organizations and for the 
sector as a whole. 
 
Importance of Planning 
It is difficult to over-emphasize the importance of planning in attaining effectiveness and efficiency and, 
therefore, fulfilling legal and moral responsibilities in the sector. Stewardship of resources and responsibility to 
beneficiaries should propel us to continual improvement of these processes. They can enable us to be the best 
public servants possible. It is tragic that poor processes resulting in ineffectual plans have led to a sense of 
cynicism about and avoidance of planning. Good planning is essential, but poor planning is so detrimental that 
no planning is preferable. 
 
Incarnating an abstract concept–the mission–is no trivial matter. To move from that abstract concept to 
something that gets carried out in the world–what one does “on Monday”–requires planning. The act of 
planning is, therefore, arguably the most important work–other than the direct provision of services–to be done 
in the not-for-profit sector. 
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