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Introduction to Strategy 
 

“Chance favors the prepared mind.” 
 

Louis Pasteur 
 
 
 

“It’s not what you look at that matters. It’s what you see.” 
 

Henry David Thoreau 
 
 
 

“Be stubborn on the vision, but flexible on the details.” 
 

Jeff Bezos 
 
 
 

“Rather than selling people on some change,  
you are better off  
identifying the reasons for their resistance,  
and addressing those. 

 
Michael Lewis 

 
 
 
TEACHER:  Winnie, name one important thing we have today that we 

didn't have ten years ago. 
 
WINNIE:  Me! 
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Themes from Our Strategic Plans 
These are topics our organizations have highlighted in recent strategic plans. They are listed 
here in case they will lead you to consider such topics in the future: 

• Update the mission statement 

• Establish diversity and inclusion on the board 

• Conduct board wellness assessments: onboarding manuals, board 
member expectations, policies, and recruitment 

• Increase knowledge 

• Make facilities accessible to people with disabilities 

• Partner with local agencies 

• Create publicity opportunities 

• Produce quarterly newsletters 

• Build awareness with healthcare providers 

• Optimize funding streams to maintain 6+ months of operating 
income in reserve accounts 

• Submit grant applications 

• Submit tax forms 

• Gather lists of volunteers and plan volunteer projects 

• Plan and stage special events 

• Assess community needs for nutrition and identify opportunities to 
expand services and/or clientele 

• Formalize, document, review, and update office processes 

• Mitigate risks in our operating model 

• Teach cultural sensitivity to clients 

• Become familiar with succession planning practices 

• Implement the strategic plan 
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What Makes a Great Strategy? 
Bryan Richards  

 

Have you ever heard someone say, “We need a strategy,” and wondered what that person 
meant? Many books and lectures on strategy say you should set priorities, goals, and 
measures. This is what some people call good strategy. It keeps an enterprise moving, but it 
rarely propels a team to the top. In fact, isn’t not even strategy. It is just planning. 

A great strategy does much more. It accomplishes these things: 

• Captures the imagination 

• Energizes a team 

• Resonates with its marketplace  

• Reflects and satisfies the needs and wishes of those it touches 

• Elevates an organization to deliver sustainable and meaningful impact  

• Differentiates the enterprise from everyone else in the field  

• Brings a clarity of focus  

• Stands for something special 

• Stimulates passion across the organization and beyond 

What does it take to produce this level of strategy? What does such a strategy look like? 
Apply the principles that follow to create a strategy that raises performance and passion 
across your enterprise. 
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Start with a Solid Foundation 
Some elements of a winning strategy are straightforward, so don’t overlook them. Use them 
to your advantage. 
 

Leverage your fundamental strengths 
Recognize what already works well. If one of your services is growing steadily 
and sustainably, study why that is happening and try to replicate it. Be like a 
sports team that discovers its most effective plays, captures those plays in a 
playbook, and runs variants on those plays for as long as they succeed.  

 
Align with the dynamics of survival and growth  
Figure out what you absolutely must get right, such as affordability of services, 
access to grants and donations, and healthy cash flow. Do not develop a 
strategy that drifts away from these fundamentals. This point may seem 
obvious, but have you ever seen an organization that became popular, grew too 
sure of itself, expanded beyond its means, and then flamed out and died?  

A great strategy is aspirational, but it also honors the “laws of nature” for 
organizational survival. Be like an eagle that fills up on enough nutrition and 
oxygen to soar all day with energy to spare. Your strategy must draw energy 
from positive social impact, passionate leadership, an inspirational mission, and 
healthy and stable resources. 
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Achieve Clarity 
Clarity of focus does not mean “do what you’ve always done”; instead, it means you must a) 
recognize trade-offs between the options you face, b) invest in the options that offer the 
most upside in terms of mission impact or organizational performance, and c) decline or 
divest the other options.  
 

Distinguish and differentiate your nonprofit organization 
If the people you serve, or who fund you, can’t tell easily what makes your 
nonprofit special, then it is not special. If it is not special, eventually it will lose 
to a competitor who is. Aim to be unique…or dare to redefine the field.  

Thinking strategically is about deciding what you will do differently than 
everyone else. This is one of the most powerful elements of strategy, yet it 
rarely gets the attention it deserves in traditional “strategic planning” 
discussions. Give this principle your full attention. Consider with your team, 
“What might we do better, differently, and more memorably than anyone else?” 

 

Convey a clear direction in your team and across your community 
Communicate, “This is who we are and this is what we do” in unmistakable 
terms. Ask staff and board members, “If we are to be known for one thing, 
what shall it be?” Align your choice with something your desired audiences will 
love. Convey your choice to your audiences. Say no to items that would muddle 
your mission and message. Keep your identity and direction simple, easy to 
remember, and easy to describe. 
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Combine Pace and Leverage 
Stretch your organization like a rubber band. Extend beyond what you are today, or aim in a 
new direction, for as far as the elastic will take you. 
 

Identify and exploit new combinations and connections 
Reconfigure your community partnerships and stretch your networks to get 
visibility, community engagement, efficiency, and strength beyond what your 
team could do alone. Be like a film producer who weaves together a web of 
movie sets, creative talent, advertisers, and distributors to boost content and 
profits. Think about the ecosystem of support that you could access. Design 
your strategy not only to activate the relationships you have today, but also to 
develop relationships across the community ecosystem you will need tomorrow. 

 

Seek not to maximize, but to optimize 
Aim for bold size, scale, and scope…if your resources can support the growth. 
Be like a team that paces its offense so its defense will get lots of time to rest 
before returning to the field. Be like a farmer who plants the right amount of 
seed for crops to grow healthily without undermining each other. Be like a kitty 
who eats enough to be satisfied…while still light enough to jump! 
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Treat People as People 
Match your approach to a specific audience and listen to your team members. 
 

Choose audiences whose behaviors match your model  
Either surf with or swim away from waves of demand. Be like a music band that 
makes a conscious choice to either play pop music for the masses or unveil a 
new sound to attract and delight a niche audience. Do not waffle between these 
options. Your strategy should be tailored toward the people who align best with 
the services, desired impact, and identity you desire for your nonprofit, so select 
your audience not necessarily by demographics such as age or income. Consider 
choosing your audiences primarily by behaviors and needs, such as by reaching 
out to people who need exercise, education, or nutrition. Do field research to 
understand your customers at the behavioral and emotional level. Use your 
observations as catalysts for future services and outreach or impact strategies. 

 

 
 

Reconfigure your team 
An effective strategy is not about who you are today, but whom you wish to 
become tomorrow, so plan for the team you will need tomorrow. Your 
personnel structure might need to change, but this does not mean you should 
develop strategy behind closed doors and then announce changes that could 
surprise and concern your staff. Such an approach almost always backfires: trust 
erodes and morale suffers. Instead, engage your staff and board members in 
strategy. They will become more motivated to train themselves for the needs of 
tomorrow and they will deepen their trust in your leadership. 
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Reveal and Rethink 
Strategic thinking can free your mind from convention. You may become more curious 
about why people behave the way they do, why nonprofits like yours are structured as they 
are, and where untapped possibilities for progress are ripe to be discovered.  
 

Discover and reexamine assumptions 
Know the lessons of the past, but realize the future may require new beliefs and 
mindsets. Be like a home designer who loves wood tones but then transforms a 
guest bedroom with fresh coats of pastels.  

 

Re-frame problems and opportunities 
Something as simple as changing a word or two can propel future success. Be 
like a dance choreographer who asks, “What if our we danced to ballads rather 
than waltzes?” or a fundraiser who ponders, “How might donor relationships 
change if we promoted monthly subscriptions rather than annual donations?” Apply 
the variety and flexibility of language to unearth exciting new possibilities! 

 
 
Thrive! 
You can create a healthy, distinctive, and purposeful team that will serve your community 
and thrive well into the future. Don’t settle for a plan. You can explore and achieve far more!  
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How to Create a Strategic Plan 
Bryan Richards 
 
A great way to create a strategic plan is to 
start with observation, then interpret what 
you see, and then explore possibilities for 
the future.  
 
Use your observations and interpretations 
as springboards to generate ideas for 
promising new initiatives.  
 
Resolve to strengthen your current 
initiatives that are doing well, too.  
Before launching your plan to a wider 
audience, test your ideas and approaches 
informally and at a modest scale where 
possible.  
 
Commemorate and launch your strategic 
plan in a visible and memorable way to 
set a milestone, to signal your direction 
clearly, and to energize your team and 
your community. 
 

 

It’s hard to do all these things well via a one-day retreat or by only involving the people 
you’re used to involving. Instead, apply these practices to create a great strategic plan: 

1. Decide whether to create initiatives or a full strategic plan. If 
much of your organization runs well and has a clear direction, you 
could simply create one or two new initiatives to address one or two 
major topics that have emerged in your nonprofit or your field. If, on 
the other hand, you perceive issues, needs, or opportunities that will 
affect you in many ways, a strategic plan can help you update and 
align your mission, vision, priorities, and resources organization-wide. 

2. Choose an objective and holistic thinker to guide the process. 
Select a person who is open to suggestion and who is not 
predisposed to favor a certain goal or initiative. This person should 
not be in a position of power that could bias team decisions or make 
others feel uncomfortable speaking up. An ideal planning leader is a 
holistic thinker, too, adept at considering multiple angles and then 
synthesizing ideas across an organization. This person could come 
from within your nonprofit if he or she is impartial. Alternatively, you 
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could recruit a respected peer from another organization who is 
skilled in facilitating, unearthing and challenging assumptions, and 
thinking strategically. It is also helpful to designate a coordinator to 
manage notes, keep schedules on track, and check on items your 
team members agree to complete between team meetings. 

3. Break the planning process into phases. Before you develop your 
organization’s vision and goals, gather observations. Develop clarity 
about root causes and define the major problems and opportunities 
you face. You may need a few weeks for these activities. Once you 
are ready to generate ideas and set goals for the future, organize 
sessions that will be long enough for substantive dialog, but short 
enough for focused energy – no more than a few hours per session. 
Allow time between sessions for participants to reflect upon and 
refine the content that emerges from each planning activity. Later in 
the planning process, gather feedback from outsiders who might 
notice flaws or missed opportunities in your drafted plan. A few 
weeks of iterative refinement will make your resulting plan stronger. 

4. Involve community members from beyond your nonprofit. 
Engage people who can help you think about the “big picture” by 
introducing alternative perspectives, organizational models, and ways 
of thinking. Invite candid community members who can help you 
gauge the practicality of ideas and plans your team is developing, plus 
the cultural context, historical precedents, community politics, and 
other factors your internal team might not know or perceive as fully. 
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Define short-term, medium-term, and long-term actions and 
impact. Short-term items, actionable and achievable within 1 year, 
can help your plan build credibility and momentum. Medium-term 
items, actionable and achievable within one to three years, enable 
your investments in the future to take root and are often fairly easy to 
project when they build upon well-established data and trends. Long-
term items require you to think about what your organization is truly 
designed to accomplish and whether the overall direction will 
advance your team’s mission and vision as fully as you desire.  

5. In your written plan, use language that will be easy for any 
audience to understand. Avoid industry terminology and undefined 
abbreviations as much as you can. Share a draft with audiences you 
serve and hope to engage in the future, and clear up any wording that 
seems unclear to these readers before you publish your plan. 

6. Incorporate visuals to convey concepts and bring more clarity 
to your plan. Design diagrams that summarize your priorities. Insert 
pictures of services and audiences that will be crucial to your future.  
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Strategic Questions 
A strategic plan sets the direction for an organization. Matters of strategy are typically not 
about day-to-day operational refinements, but rather about the position of a nonprofit in a 
field or across multiple fields, as envisioned over several years. When developing a strategic 
plan, explore and resolve questions such as these:  
 

Audiences We Serve 
1. Which audiences are most important for us to address in the future? 

Why do we believe this is the case? 

2. How are our audiences’ needs, wishes, scale, and locations changing? 
In what ways do these factors remain the same? 

3. Which audiences have we overlooked or underserved? Would they 
benefit from approaches that are similar or different compared to the 
ones we’ve been using? 

4. Which audiences are becoming less relevant to us than they once 
were? What are the implications for the ways we use our resources? 

 
Funders in Our Field 
1. What social issues and nonprofit activities are funders becoming 

more – or less – interested in supporting in the future?  

5. What changes are we seeing in the funding methods, goals, and 
demands of legislators, philanthropic foundations, sponsors, 
individual givers, and other sources of support? In what ways do 
these factors remain the same? 

2. How might we take advantage of these factors to become a stronger 
and more impactful organization? 

3. What adjustments to our strategic priorities and operational models 
are we willing to make to accommodate out funders?  

4. What shall we continue to do as before, regardless of funders’ input?  
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Industry Trends 
1. What broad trends are affecting our field? E.g., Major changes in the 

health or employment status of people we serve, consolidation or 
fragmentation among nonprofits in our field, or the emergence of 
more efficient and scalable solutions to a social problem we address. 

2. How are nonprofits within and beyond our field becoming more 
effective at their work? What proven approaches might we adopt? 

3. In our field, what strategies and models for impact have become stale 
or have been deemed ineffective? What are the implications for us? 

 
Pivotal Resources in Our Field 
1. What motivations matter now to potential board and staff members?  

2. What new capabilities might become available to us through new 
diagnostic tools, service delivery equipment, mobile devices, 
reporting software, impact measurement systems, etc.?  

3. Which of these capabilities might cause a fundamental shift in the 
way our field operates?  

 
Competition 
1. Who – and what – is our competition now? E.g., Nonprofits that are 

competing for support from the same sources, or that are trying to 
serve the same clientele; activities and venues beyond our field that 
are luring volunteers and donors to invest time and money elsewhere; 
or alternative theories of how to address social issues we are tackling. 

2. Who and what might our competition be in five years?  

3. What distinguishes us from our competitors in our community and 
relative to other organizations? In what ways is our current 
positioning bland, vague, confusing, or outdated? 

4. How might be develop a more compelling identity among each of 
our core audiences (clients, staff, community partners, funders, etc.)?  

 
These questions may require substantial research and deliberation, so you could assign small 
teams to each address one or two of the above topical areas. You could then gather a 
member or two from each team to participate in the creation of a strategic plan that 
synthesizes insights, ideas, and solutions across all these topics. 
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Favorite Management Practices 
 

Friends of the Theater 
Amy Studabaker 
 
Very early on in our first meetings for Friends of the Theater, my husband sat in on a 
committee meeting. He was walking through as we were meeting, and (since he manages 
people for a living, and I don’t think he could help himself) he sat down for a moment to 
help us brainstorm and facilitate conversation. Before he left he asked regarding a task we 
needed to complete, “So, who’s going to take that action item?” None of us had ever heard 
of such a thing. We assigned the task and put it in writing, and from then on we have 
employed action items. Such a simple and obvious concept, and perhaps this is 
something everyone does—but it was new to us!  
 
Every meeting now, we add action items to our minutes. If the assignment is obvious, we 
add that name beside the action. Otherwise, we leave it blank until the end. We end our 
meetings by reviewing our new (and continuing) action items, and, if something is 
unassigned, we figure out who suits the task best, or we take the opportunity to figure out 
how to spread the love so our work is spread relatively equally. Then, at the beginning of our 
next meeting, we start with a review of our past action items, voicing the work we have 
completed in the last month. This has been an extremely effective way to make 
sure responsibilities are taken seriously and completed in a timely manner.  
 
Technology has further put this practice into action. We use the Google Suite of apps to 
communicate within our board. This is an excellent free resource for nonprofits, and we 
have taken full advantage. When our board secretary sends our minutes out, she assigns us 
tasks within the action items section of our minutes. Upon doing this, we are each sent alerts 
to inform us of our assignments, which serves as a great reminder following the heavy 
discussion of our meetings—it’s easy for things to fall through the cracks if you aren’t 
paying attention. We can each mark items complete as they are finished up. These 
items update live within Google Docs, and we are each kept informed of one another’s 
progress. We can also add comments to notify one another of progress or complications 
before completion of the task. 
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Hancock County Senior Services 
Bob Long 
 
Communications is a heavy focus of my management style. Since I have both bachelor’s and 
master’s in communications related fields (radio-television), I have a tendency to view 
management issues and strategies through a communications lens. 
 
As a leader of a small not-for-profit agency, I am particularly aware of the value that good 
communications brings. Each member of an organization has his or her own perspective. 
Likewise, each department possesses a unique way of viewing things. There are differences 
between supervisors and staffers within a department. 
 
I believe that is it imperative that a good leader do everything in their power to ensure good 
communications reaches every nook and cranny of the organization. 
 
About a year ago, our Director of Operations developed a new time sheet for payroll 
processing. It took several months of explaining the ins and outs of the new document – and 
the reasoning behind it – to implement. 
 
From an accounting perspective, implementation would provide a more accurate picture of 
providing various programs. It would also help with assigning time worked to various 
funding sources for grant reporting purposes. 
 
From a staff perspective, it meant more time and thought were required in filing out a 
timesheet. There is always resistance to change, and we had to do a good job selling 
everyone on the benefits of adapting to the new document.  
 
From the coordinator’s perspective, it meant greater diligence to screening their staff’s time 
sheets. Coordinators already have a lot on their plates. How could we convince them that 
they would ultimately find this helpful? How could we help them communicate the urgency 
of adapting to a new way of doing things to their staff? 
 
We listened to the concerns of each group. We addressed these concerns in the context of 
what ultimate goal was. In essence, we explained the why as well as the how. 
 
It is my sincere belief if you explain why you’re getting ready to change something or do 
something differently, people are much quicker to accept and comply.  A good manager 
should always try to avoid the “do it because I said so” mentality. Eliciting employee buy-in 
through understanding is crucial. 
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Hancock County Senior Services 
Bob Long 
 

From “Learning from the Private Sector:  Three Best Practices for Public Sector Agencies”  

Found online at Rework, a publication of Cornerstone. 

Look at the Work, Not the Job 

Human capital management professionals in both the private and public sectors are regularly 

tasked with filling jobs. However, the private sector differs in its approach, in that businesses 

seek to understand the actual work that is required that warrants an open head count. They 

are not constrained by barriers such as title, department, or functions, and can be creative in 

terms of exploring if the role can be redefined, titles changed, and/or responsibilities divided 

among the existing workforce. It’s less about filling an open headcount and more about 

finding the person or people with the right skills who can successfully take on the work. 

 

I believe that the passage quoted above rings true for our agency, and for many not-for-

profit agencies. We tend to have less staff. Therefore, when a key employee leaves, we often 

rearrange titles, roles, and responsibilities. We do this by necessity, but it is also a best 

practice because it means we are scrutinizing the talents of each and every employee to bring 

out the best in them. Also, when we bring on a new technology, we need to ensure that we 

have the right individuals in place who can adapt to that technology. 
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Meals On Wheels 
 

FUNDRAISING COMMITTEE CHARTER DRAFT 
 
PURPOSE: 
The Fundraising Committee is responsible for creating and leading the organization’s overall 
fund development strategy, which includes special events, direct and indirect grants, and 
direct donations.  The Fundraising Committee will also help manage its implementation. 
 
COMPOSITION: 
The chair of the committee must always be a member of the Board. Chairs of events shall 
also be part of the committee. Additional members may come from outside the board. The 
Fundraising Committee Chair reports to the Board of Directors. The Executive Director will 
sit on the committee and liaise with office staff.  Meeting frequency will be monthly on 
Day/Time, via conference call or email if necessary. 
 
MEMBER EXPECTATIONS AND ROLES: 

• Attend meetings and participate, including coming up with ideas & suggestions to 
increase revenue  

• Hands-on role in planning and execution of major events/campaigns 
• Networking to increase awareness of MOWHC 
• Recruiting other committee volunteers 
• Creating budgets & goals for proposed events/campaigns 
• Reporting strategy and outcomes back to the Board 

 

RESPONSIBILITIES:  

Governance 
• Ensure that all fundraising is consistent with the mission, vision and values of the 

organization; 
• Formulate fundraising goals, budgets, and action plans, in concert with staff, to 

support the organization’s general operations;  
• Periodically review and update policies relating to the fundraising and marketing 

activities for MOWHC;  
• Monitor fundraising efforts to be sure ethical practices are in place, that donors are 

acknowledged appropriately, that fundraising efforts are cost effective, and, in 
conjunction with the Finance Committee, that MOWHC maximizes the amount of 
funds that go directly to our charitable purposes. 

• Ensure that all fundraising operates within the confines of local, state and federal 
laws and regulations. 

 

Commented [EAS1]: The	committee	manages	
implementation	of	events,	but	is	implementation	of	
grants	and	donations	up	to	the	ED?	

Commented [EAS2]: Will	need	further	definition	later	in	
the	document	what	is	meant	by	“liase	with	office	staff,”	
but	I	agree	with	wording	here	

Commented [EAS3]: If	we	enact	this	as	a	policy,	we	don’t	
want	to	be	out	of	compliance.		Suggest	a	softer	wording	
that	doesn’t	require	a	monthly	meeting.		Would	an	annual	
fundraising	plan	be	a	deliverable	from	this	committee?		
Then	once	developed,	other	meetings	as	needed?	

Commented [EAS4]: Because	both	staff	and	board	are	
members,	suggest	splitting	this	into	2	sections	to	further	
define	how	the	roles	differ	

Commented [EAS5]: Be	more	specific-	is	this	targeted	
towards	donors?		If	so,	what	kind	(individual	vs	
business)?	

Commented [LK6R5]: Also	possibly	include	as	an	
expectation	direct	contact	and	recruitment	of	donors.	
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Board Development and Training 
• Provide opportunities for all board members to participate in fundraising. 
• Provide input to the Board nominating committee to ensure the recruitment of 

Board members able and willing to secure financial and other resources for the 
organization towards advancing fundraising efforts; 

• Evaluate board member giving expectations on an annual basis.  It is desirable that 
the board as a whole contributes or raises X% of the total annual funds raised (and 
from Y% of total funds from individuals). 

• Ensure that board members/staff/volunteers have all the necessary tools/resources 
to support fundraising efforts (for example, scripts for interaction). 

 

Fund Development 
• Participate in planning, organizing, hosting and/or sponsoring fundraising activities 

that support fundraising for annual operating purposes;  
• Solicit prospects for annual gifts; 
• Assist in identifying and cultivating prospects, with the intention of moving these 

prospects to becoming annual (and in some cases major and planned) givers; 
• Steward all annual donors, via thank you notes, phone calls, invitations to events, and 

one on one meetings. 
• Provide leadership, advice, and assistance in generating private and public 

contributions to support the charitable endeavors of MOWHC and help in the 
identification, cultivation, and solicitation of potential donors; 

• Raise funds so the MOWHC can meet its proposed budget, working closely with the 
Finance Committee to define MOWHC’s long- and short- term funding needs. 

• Investigate new fundraising projects, activities and ideas for possible future use, 
which includes creating a list of possible fundraising sources (private, corporate 
grants, etc.). 

 
 

ABILITY TO DECIDE: 
• Signing of contracts related to fundraising events, or related to the acceptance of 

grant monies 
o Document signature should be executed by Executive Director (paid staff 

only), with opportunity for the Fundraising Committee to review risks and 
commitments in advance of signing 

• Ability to spend 
o Fundraising committee has authority to spend within annual fundraising 

budget (as approved by the board annually).  Any funds spent in excess of 
$500 of the approved budget require board vote prior to spend. 

• Promotional Materials and Branding 
o Fundraising committee may develop various promotional items or print 

materials to support fundraising efforts.  To ensure brand consistency, final 
approval of Executive Director is required prior to releasing any items that 
contain the Meals on Wheels logo 

Commented [EAS7]: This	is	addressed	in	our	strategic	
plan	to	build	a	procedure	around	this.		Until	that	is	done	
it	is	probably	too	early	to	include	within	this	document	

Commented [LK8]: This	section	is	a	great	addition	for	
consistency	and	accountability.	


