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Think Towards the Future 
 

“The most successful companies are masters not of addition. They 
are masters of subtraction.” 

 
Michael Zipursky 

 
 

“Parents often talk about the younger generation  
as if they didn’t have anything to do with it.”  

 
Haim Ginott 

 
 

" Many a false step was made 
by standing still."  

 
Fortune cookie 

 
" If you don’t see what you are looking for 

you’ve come to the right place."  
 

Optometrist’s office 

 
 

" Discovery consists of seeing what everybody has seen 
and thinking what nobody has thought."  

 
Albert Szent-Györgyi 
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Tools to Guide Strategic Thinking II 
Charts, tables, and diagrams help teams summarize and study data, organize thoughts, and 
evaluate options for the future. During earlier sessions and readings, we discussed visual 
tools, including these ones that focus on strategy: 

• Impact Matrix (Session 3) 

• Community Ecosystem Map (Session 3) 

• Evolution Chart (Session 3) 

• Renewal Ring (Session 4) 

• Elevate, Empower, Simmer, and Set Aside (Session 5) 

• Superpowers, Kryptonite, & Seismic Shifts (Session 11) 

• Desirable – Feasible – Sustainable Wheels (Session 11) 

• GHOST Framework (Session 11) 

 
Let’s now learn additional tools to examine social issues, life experiences, and opportunities 
to set priorities and design programs: 

• Heat Maps 

• Root Cause Analysis 

• Stakeholder Narratives 

• Risk Meter 

 
The end of this reading contains a “Check the Taste” checklist to help you ensure that your 
strategy or initiative covers several important elements of effective strategy.  
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Heat Maps 
Heat Maps can help you make sense of complex social issues and decide which to tackle. In 
the example below, a community-wide nonprofit could address Impact Areas such as 
educational attainment, health and nutrition, senior care, transportation infrastructure, or 
other topics, but it may decide that it should channel its efforts toward only the areas with 
the greatest community need and market demand, and where its board and staff have the 
strongest capabilities, resources, and desire to make an impact.  
 

 
 

You can create such a Heat Map by identifying potential Impact Areas (in the leftmost 
column above) and then scoring each Impact Area in terms of the stakeholder input, 
research studies, statistics, or other factors that are germane to your decision (in the 
“Engagement or Validation Score” columns). Each score should be based on criteria and 
thresholds that you define. For example, you might decide that stakeholder input is an 
important criterion. You could then define hot, warm, neutral, or cold threshold points that 
correspond to the median scores that emerge from a stakeholder survey. You could then 
conduct a survey in which respondents would rank their level of concern or desire for 
improvement in each Impact Area you are considering. Impact Areas that generate the 
highest median scores would qualify as hot. Those that yield lower scores would qualify as 
warm, neutral, or cold. Some scores may be based on numerical data, as in the case of 
demographic statistics. Others may require judgment calls based on the nature of comments, 
observations, or other qualitative input you gather, as in the case of interviews. This process 
of choosing criteria and thresholds will, by itself, help you set a clearer direction for your 
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nonprofit. You must as questions such as these: Whose input should matter? What kinds of 
information should matter? How much value should you place on each kind of input? By 
blending multiple factors, you can establish a solid basis for your choice of strategic focus. 
 
By plotting all the Impact Areas and their color codes onto a single page, as in the example 
above, it becomes easier to analyze and discuss your options than if your whole team were to 
spend a strategy session flipping back and forth through dozens of documents. The color-
coding process also helps ensure that your decisions will be based on what is actually 
happening in the field, instead of what you might assume to be happening, or what rumors 
might be circulating, or what stories might be commanding attention from the local media.  
 
The choice of focus is only part of the equation. Once you have color-coded the Impact 
Areas onto your Heat Map and identified the most promising Impact Areas to pursue, you 
must decide what role you should play (in the rightmost column of the chart). You might 
ask, “What form of engagement would best align with our mission and resources?” You 
could choose to become a leader, a financial supporter for other organizations, or a 
convener of advocates in that space. For low-scoring Impact Areas, you may elect to stay on 
the sidelines while other organizations tackle those issues.  
 
If your team struggles to agree on the choice of Impact Areas, keep in mind that your Heat 
Map is designed for a moment in time. You could revisit it periodically, update it with new 
insights, and then reassess whether your nonprofit has chosen the right Impact Areas or 
should switch to others.  
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Root Cause Analysis 
Root Cause Analysis is a thought process that is geared towards unearthing the core reasons 
a social issue exists. This process helps a team overcome the temptation to fixate on the 
symptoms, which are usually relatively easy to observe and tackle, but that are unlikely to 
disappear for good unless you make a deeper intervention.  
 
 

 
 
 
How can you tell the difference between a symptom and a root cause? The key is to delve 
down several levels below your surface observations. To give an example from daily life, 
suppose you are chronically sleepy in the afternoon. A nap or a bucket of coffee might 
refresh you one day, but you might eventually conclude that you need more sleep each night. 
But perhaps you don’t get enough sleep because you toss and turn, worrying about your 
personal finances. But you won’t be able to stop worrying about money until you have 
enough to cover your daily needs and your debts. In fact, the cause of your financial 
instability may be a job that pays too little, a lifestyle that is beyond your means, or a 
crushing debt. As you reflect upon your situation, you might conclude that certain personal 
values or life skills are influencing either your career path, your pursuit of a flashy lifestyle, or 
your daily decisions about whether to spend or to pay off debt. If you then resolve to get a 
new job, seek a raise, buy more economical dinners or shoes, or channel more of your wages 
into paying off your loan, you might address the root cause and eliminate the symptom. You 
might never again get sleepy in the afternoon! 
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The Root Cause questioning approach is an effective way to hone in on the root cause of 
any social issue your nonprofit faces, too. Ask “why?” at least five times. For example: 

1. Why are people hungry? If it’s because they don’t have enough money to buy 
decent food,  

2. Why don’t they have enough money? If it’s because they’re unemployed,  

3. Why are they unemployed? If it’s because they lack the skills to 
qualify for a job,  

4. Why haven’t they gained those skills? If it’s because they don’t 
want to learn those skills,  

5. Why don’t they want to learn those skills?  

Perhaps some people are perpetually hungry because, at the root, 
they are scared by changes in the workforce and they need help 
addressing this fear. If this is the case, a transformational solution to 
chronic hunger could be to provide counseling.  
 
There could be other “whys” that lead to different discoveries about 
why people are hungry and what solution might work. Keep asking 
“why?” when you meet people who are often hungry. You might 
ultimately identify two or three fundamental interventions that would 
improve the situation for most cases of chronic hunger. 
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Stakeholder Narratives 
Strategic thinking is often about “the big picture” of where a nonprofit wants to go, but the 
big picture often encompasses lots of little pictures, so it’s just as important to understand 
the little pictures. If you develop a deep understanding of the challenges, wishes, frustrations, 
and successes of people in everyday life, you may generate insights about breakthrough 
opportunities. Often the most transformative inventions in the world arise from tiny 
observations about behavior and everyday life – new college students like to check each 
other out, hence the birth and rapid popularity of Facebook; prickly burrs get stuck on the 
fur of a hiker’s dog, hence the invention of Velcro; and so on. When one invests heavily in a 
solution to a vexing everyday problem or to capitalize on a service that satisfies an instinctive 
human behavior, one is making a strategic bet that the effort will yield major gains.  
 
You may wonder whether a solution will work in practice, though, so a quick and 
economical way to test a new concept is to pick up a pen and paper, think about the people 
you serve, and imagine how those people might interact with the solution you’re considering. 
You could observe or interview such people, too, to deepen your insights. Gather this 
knowledge as your starting point and then let your imagination flow. Write about when a 
person would use your project – at what time of day? Before or after leaving for work? 
While commuting or while sitting at a desk or while eating lunch? Ultimately, what goal does 
this person want to reach? Would your solution be effective, attractive, and affordable within 
this person’s life context? Would it be good enough to convince the person to switch to it? 
 

 
Imagine what pressures this mother faces in raising her kids. What is her daily life like from morning 

through night? When would she be able to access your programs conveniently? Would your programs have 
to involve not just her, but also her whole family? What resource investments would your nonprofit need 

to make for this solution to be as effective, attractive, and viable as possible? 
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Consider the perspectives of current and desired program users, implementation staff, 
referring agencies, and other pertinent audiences. Invite each member of your strategy team 
to draft a couple narratives. You could place all these narratives on a shared online drive so 
your team members could gain inspiration from each other. To make the narratives even 
more tangible, you could also draw or take pictures of the kinds of people, materials, 
locations, etc. that would accompany a strategy or an initiative you are considering.  
 
Once you’ve generated a set of narratives, you will have a better idea of the resource 
investments your nonprofit must make. What kinds and quantities of staff would you need 
to hire and train in order to serve these persons well? Where and how would you need to 
locate or deliver your service in order to encourage participation? What community outreach 
efforts would you need to finance? This “bottom up” approach to planning will help you 
assess whether your concept would be worthy of a major strategic investment by your 
organization. Complement this research with data on overall population trends, social 
services, and other “big picture” items, and you can emerge with a strategy that works! 
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Risk Meter 
A conversation about the future may trigger spirited debates about how much to spend on 
an initiative, how much to expand or contract operations, whether to partner with another 
nonprofit, whether to change the programmatic mix, or whether to change your mission. 
Comments like “that would cost too much” or “we are doing fine the way we are” or “we’ll 
never know unless we try” or “that was then, this is now” may enter the conversation. At the 
heart of such debates, there often resides some unstated or vaguely suggested difference of 
opinion about risk. Sometimes the “culture of risk” is clear and strategic decisions carry a 
consistent tenor. In one nonprofit, an adventurous spirit reverberates across the board and 
staff. In another, caution stands as tall and resolute as a lighthouse. But eventually, 
differences surface. New board and staff members may not have realized the cultural norm 
when they joined, and they might soon chaff against it. Veteran members may adjust their 
perspectives on risk over time, but they don’t tell others that, so then their colleagues 
become confused. Tension then surfaces.    
 
Early in a discussion about strategy, take a moment to ask each person, “Do you prefer to 
glide along a calm sea or to brave the waves in search of new lands?” Ask each person to 
plot his or her position on a risk meter: 

 

 
 

By making risk tolerance explicit, it becomes easier to explain the context behind one’s 
thinking. One person might say, “I’ve always been a low-risk guy. I don’t even let my cats 
out the front door unless they’re on a leash.” Another might respond, “I’m the opposite. I 
enjoy letting raccoons into the kitchen just to see what will happen.” Not all members of 
your team need to have the same risk tolerance – in fact, a mixture of views often leads to a 
more robust solution – but when participants take a moment to think about the role that risk 
places in their thoughts, they become better at distinguishing emotion from logic, more open 
to revisiting their assumptions about an idea, and more empathetic to others’ points of view. 
You can then distill difficult conversations into analogies that lend themselves to clear 
choices, such as whether to chart a course into a swift current or float in shallow waters. 
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Check the Taste: Strategy Checklist 
Score your nonprofit 0-4 for each strategy ingredient listed below. 
 

0   We’d better get better at this or we might fail for good. 
1 We’re too vulnerable to outside forces or we’re performing far below our potential. 
2 We’re okay. This item isn’t hurting us, but it isn’t helping us, either. 
3 This is a plus for us. 
4 This is a competitive advantage or point of strength for us. 

 

Ingredient Key Question Our Score 

Mission Fit Are we matching our capabilities with our 
community members’ needs? 

 

Strategic Intent Is our future direction clear?  
Is it moving us towards a better tomorrow? 

 

Differentiation Can our audiences tell easily what makes us different 
and special? 

 

Unity Do our audiences easily perceive us as a single entity 
with a cohesive identity? 

 

Evolution Do we have clear steps for how we will evolve and a 
sound reason for each step? 

 

Calibration Ate we pacing our aims to match our capabilities, 
our market demand, and our likely resources? 

 

Emergence Is our strategy designed to allow for changes in our 
community’s needs and our market environment? 

 

Defensibility Are our capabilities strong enough to resist or beat 
competitive pressures?  

 

Trade-offs Have we made tough but clear choices about our 
priorities? Do we know what we will and won’t do? 

 

Personal Leverage Is our strategy designed to make the most of our 
team’s abilities and resources?  

 

Field Integration Does our strategy take advantage of community 
assets that could upgrade or extend our impact? 

 

Excitement Does our strategy inspire and energize our team? 
Does it inspire and energize our audiences? 

 

 

The higher your total score, the stronger your overall strategy is. 


