
STRATEGIC PLANNING
FOR PUBLIC AND
NONPROFIT
ORGANIZATIONS

A Guide to Strengthening
and Sustaining
Organizational Achievement

THIRD EDITION

John M. Bryson

Y

Bryson.ffirs  9/5/04  10:43 AM  Page v


Innodata
0787976601.jpg



Bryson.fpref  8/12/04  11:40 AM  Page xviii



Bryson.ffirs  9/5/04  10:43 AM  Page i



More Praise for Bryson’s Strategic Planning for
Public and Nonprofit Organizations, Third Edition

“John Bryson provides the tools leaders need to guide organizations and collaborations

through a strategic planning process. His third edition should be required reading for

anyone leading a nonprofit or public organization.”

—Terri Barreiro, director, Donald McNeely Center for Entrepreneurship,

Saint John’s University, and former vice president for community

impact of the Greater Twin Cities United Way

“John Bryson’s book is an immensely valuable resource for leaders, professionals, researchers,

and other participants in public and nonprofit settings. Anyone professing competence in

public and nonprofit management needs to know what Bryson says about strategic

planning.”

—Hal G. Rainey, Alumni Foundation Distinguished Professor,

School of Public and International Affairs, The University of Georgia,

and author, Understanding and Managing Public Organizations, Third Edition

“The arrival of a new edition of this authoritative and highly usable book is very good news.

Bryson explains strategic planning systematically and clearly in this valuable work.”

—Judith E. Innes, professor of city and regional planning,

University of California, Berkeley

“John Bryson’s book has quickly become the classic guide for making better decisions—and

getting better results. The third edition introduces new concepts like managing for results

and creating public value while maintaining the powerful, disciplined thinking of previous

editions. It is an indispensable guide for anyone seeking to cope with the growing challenges

of managing the tough environment of the public and nonprofit world.”

—Donald F. Kettl, professor of political science and public affairs, University of

Wisconsin–Madison, and author, The Transformation of Governance: Public Administration

for Twenty-First Century America and The Global Public Management Revolution

“If you are committed to the future effectiveness of your organization and the people it

serves, this is the key resource book for you. John challenges our strategic thinking on the

one hand whilst providing us with practical tools to deliver meaningful strategies and plans

on the other.”

—Irene Hewitt, chief executive, The Beeches Management Centre for

Health and Personal Social Services, Belfast, Northern Ireland

“The new edition of Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations brings two needed

gifts to this field: An excellent summary of the principles and theory behind leading and

managing in a strategic way and a solid process and great set of tools that leaders and

future leaders can use to make their institutions more responsive and effective.”

—Bryan Barry, principal consultant, Amherst H. Wilder Foundation Center

for Communities, St. Paul, Minnesota
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PREFACE

H
ow can the leaders and managers of public and nonprofit organizations cope

with the challenges that confront their organizations, now and in the years

ahead? How should they respond to the increasingly uncertain and interconnected

environments in which their organizations operate? How should they respond to

dwindling or unpredictable resources; new public expectations or formal man-

dates; demographic changes; deregulation or reregulation; upheavals in interna-

tional, national, state, and local economies and polities; and new roles for public,

nonprofit, and business organizations? What should their organizations’ missions

be? How can they create greater and more enduring public value? How can they

build on organizational strengths and take advantage of opportunities while min-

imizing organizational weaknesses and overcoming challenges to their organiza-

tions? How can they formulate desirable strategies and implement them

effectively? These are the questions this book addresses.

Scope

Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations is based on the premise that

leaders and managers of public and nonprofit organizations must be effective

strategists if these organizations are to fulfill their missions, meet their mandates,

Y
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satisfy their constituents, and create public value in the years ahead. These lead-

ers and managers need to exercise as much discretion as possible in the areas

under their control, they need to develop effective strategies to cope with changed

and changing circumstances, and they need to develop a coherent and defensible

basis for their decisions.

Strategic planning is a set of concepts, procedures, and tools designed to as-

sist leaders and managers with these tasks. Indeed, strategic planning may be de-

fined as a disciplined effort to produce fundamental decisions and actions that

shape and guide what an organization (or other entity) is, what it does, and why

it does it. In the past forty years strategic planning has become a standard part of

management thinking and practice in the business world. In the past twenty years

strategic planning has become the standard practice of large numbers of public

and nonprofit organizations.

The first and second editions of this book played an important role in pro-

moting the use of strategic planning by public and nonprofit organizations. The

practice of strategic planning has progressed substantially, and new areas of con-

cern have emerged. Thus, although this third edition covers the same topics as

the first and second editions, it also focuses on additional areas requiring special

attention. All of the chapters have been updated, and new cases have been added.

I have supplied new material about

• Creating public value

• Stakeholder analysis methods

• The difference between strategic issues and operational issues

• New approaches to strategic issue identification

• The importance of strategy mapping

• Performance management and balanced scorecards

• New forms of strategic management systems

• Strategic planning in collaborative settings

Four resource sections that were in the second edition have been dropped,

and two new ones have been added. The dropped sections discussed an approach

to external scanning and useful concepts for identifying strategic issues, formu-

lating and implementing strategies, and establishing a vision of success. Some of

the material that was in those sections has now been added to the main text; dated

material has been omitted. The new resource sections are devoted to the partic-

ularly timely topics of stakeholder identification and analysis methods and strate-

gic planning in collaborative settings.

This third edition also explicitly blends leadership, strategic planning, and

management, an approach that reflects a major trend in the field. People realize

xii Preface
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that strategic planning is no substitute for leadership. Instead, strategic planning

comprises a set of concepts, procedures, and tools that can help leaders and fol-

lowers enhance organizational (and community) achievement. People also realize

that it is not enough just to think and learn—organizations must act as well. And

it is not enough just to decide what to do and how to do it—the doing matters too.

Of course these points were all emphasized in the previous editions, but they are

emphasized even more here. This current edition is therefore as much about

strategic management as it is about strategic planning. I have kept the original title,

however, because of the recognition and following the first two editions achieved.

This new edition also highlights the importance of inclusion, analysis, and

speed as means of increasing organizational and community effectiveness (Bryson,

2003a), reflecting another trend in the field. The idea is to get more people of var-

ious kinds and with various skills involved, increase the sophistication and quality

of analysis used to inform action, and do it all more quickly than in the past. The

challenge of course is that doing any two of these three things is not so hard, but

doing all three together is very hard. For example, there are methods that enable

large numbers of stakeholders to be in the same room at the same time working

on strategic planning, but it is hard to inform their efforts with sophisticated analy-

sis. Alternatively, sophisticated analyses often can be done quickly but not when

they involve a large group of people. One of the challenges this book presents to

leaders and managers is to be inclusive, analytical, and quick all at once. Figur-

ing out how to address that challenge effectively is not really solved here and is

one of the continuing tasks for the field.

In sum, in this edition there is a renewed emphasis on the fact that strategic

planning is not the same as strategic thinking, acting, and learning. What matters

most is strategic thinking, acting, and learning. Strategic planning is useful only if

it improves strategic thought, action, and learning; it is not a substitute for them.

The reader should keep clearly in mind that in practice, strategies are formed (and

realized) out of a variety of sources (the vision of new leaders, intuition, group

learning, innovation, what already works, chance) and strategic planning is only

one of them. Wise strategic thought, action, and learning take all sources into ac-

count. As Mintzberg (1994, p. 367) notes, “Strategy formation cannot be helped

by people blind to the richness of its reality.”

Specifically, this book

• Reviews the reasons public and nonprofit organizations (and communities)

should embrace strategic planning and management as ways of improving

performance.

• Presents an effective strategic planning and management process that has been

used successfully by thousands of public and nonprofit organizations; this Strategy

Preface xiii
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Change Cycle enhances the process presented in the second edition with readi-

ness assessment, stakeholder analysis, new approaches to strategic issue iden-

tification, strategy mapping, balanced scorecards, performance management,

and strategic management systems.

• Offers detailed guidance on applying the process, including information on

specific tools and techniques that might prove useful in various circumstances

within organizations, across organizations, and in communities.

• Discusses the major roles that must be played by various individuals and groups

for strategic planning to work, and gives guidance on how to play the roles.

• Clarifies the various ways in which strategic planning may be institutionalized

so that strategic thinking, acting, and learning may be encouraged and em-

braced across an entire organization.

• Describes many new examples of successful (and unsuccessful) strategic plan-

ning practices.

• Relates the entire discussion to relevant research and literature.

Audience

This book is written for two main groups. The first consists of elected and ap-

pointed policymakers, managers, and planners in governments, public agencies,

and nonprofit organizations who are responsible for and who want to learn more

about strategic planning and management. This book will help these individuals

understand what strategic planning and management are and how to apply them

in their own organizations and, to a lesser extent, their communities. Thus this

book speaks to city council members, mayors, city managers, administrators, and

planners; sheriffs, police chiefs, fire chiefs, and their staffs; school board members

and school administrators and staff; county commissioners, administrators, and

planners; governors, state cabinet secretaries, and state administrators and plan-

ners; legislators; chief executive officers, chief administrative officers, chief fi-

nancial officers, and chief information officers; executive directors, deputy

directors, and unit directors; presidents and vice presidents; elected and appointed

officials of governments and public agencies; and boards of directors of nonprofit

organizations.

The second major audience consists of academics and students of strategic

planning and management. Courses on strategic planning and management are

now typically offered in schools of public affairs, public administration, public

planning, and public policy. This book offers participants in these courses a use-

ful blend of theory and practice.

xiv Preface
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Others who will find the book interesting are businesspeople and citizens in-

terested in increasing their understanding of how to improve the operations of

governments, public agencies, and nonprofit organizations. This book can help

these individuals understand and improve their communities.

Overview of the Contents

Part One introduces the reader to the dynamics of strategic planning. Chapter

One introduces the concept of strategic planning and explains why such planning

is important for governments, public agencies, nonprofit organizations, and com-

munities. Attention is focused on strategic planning for (1) public agencies, de-

partments, and major organizational divisions; (2) general purpose governments;

(3) nonprofit organizations; (4) functions, such as transportation, health care, or

education, that bridge organizational and governmental boundaries; (5) inter-

organizational networks; and (6) entire communities, urban or metropolitan areas,

regions, and states seen as economic, social, and political entities. The benefits of

strategic planning are emphasized, as are the conditions under which strategic

planning should not be undertaken. In this chapter I also argue that public and

nonprofit strategic planning is an innovation that is here to stay. The reason is that

at its best, strategic planning can accommodate both substantive rationality and

political acceptability. Finally, readers will be introduced to three organizations

whose experience with strategic planning will be used throughout the book to il-

lustrate key points. The three comprise two public organizations (a school district

and a U.S. Navy organization) and one nonprofit organization (a housing, train-

ing, and social service organization).

In Chapter Two, I present my preferred approach to strategic planning and

management, which I call the Strategy Change Cycle. This approach has been

used effectively by a large number of governments, public agencies, and nonprofit

organizations in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia,

and indeed has been applied successfully on every continent—except perhaps

Antarctica! (Readers of the second edition will find that the Strategy Change

Cycle described here differs slightly from the process outlined previously; the

changes reflect changes in my own thinking—often resulting from the advice of

colleagues—as well as changes in the field more generally.)

Chapters Three through Ten, which make up Part Two, describe in detail

how to apply the approach.

Chapter Three covers the initial agreement, or readiness assessment and

plan for planning, phase of the strategic planning process. Chapter Four focuses on

Preface xv
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identification of mandates and the clarification of mission and values. Chapter

Five addresses the assessment of an organization’s external and internal environ-

ments. Chapter Six discusses strategic issues—what they are, how they can be

identified, and how to critique them. Chapter Seven is devoted to the develop-

ment of effective strategies and plans and also discusses strategy review and adop-

tion. Chapter Eight covers the development of the organization’s vision of success,

that is, what the organization should look like as it fulfills its mission and achieves

its full potential. Chapter Nine attends to the development of an effective imple-

mentation process. Chapter Ten covers reassessment of strategies and the strate-

gic planning process as a prelude to a new round of strategic planning. Chapters

Three through Seven thus emphasize the planning aspect of the Strategy Change

Cycle, whereas Chapters Eight through Ten highlight the management aspects.

Part Three offers two chapters designed to help leaders know what they will

need to do to get started with strategic planning and to make it work. Chapter

Eleven covers the many roles and responsibilities necessary for effective strategic

leadership of public and nonprofit organizations. These roles include sponsoring,

championing, and facilitating the process in such a way that an organization’s sit-

uation is clearly understood, wise decisions are made and implemented, residual

conflicts are handled well, and the organization is prepared for the next round of

strategy change. Chapter Twelve assesses the strategic planning experiences of

the three organizations used as examples throughout the text. This chapter also

provides guidance on how to begin strategic planning.

Finally, three resource sections are provided. Resource A presents an array of

stakeholder identification and analysis methods designed to help organize partic-

ipation, create strategic ideas worth implementing, organize a coalition of sup-

port for these ideas, and protect these ideas during implementation. Resource B

offers process guidelines for using ovals to develop strategic issues maps, discusses how

these maps can be converted into strategy maps, and describes additional uses for

the oval mapping process. Resource C provides guidance on applying the Strat-

egy Change Cycle in collaborative settings, a growing area of need.

Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations will provide most of the

guidance leaders, managers, and planners need to engage in a strategic planning

and management process aimed at making their organizations (and communities)

more effective and responsive to their environments. This book reveals a simple

yet effective strategic planning and management process designed specifically for

public and nonprofit organizations, detailed advice on how to apply the process,

and examples of its application. The entire exposition is grounded in the relevant

research and literature, so readers will know where the process fits in with prior re-

search and practice and can gain added insights on applying the process.
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The Strategic Planning Workbook

The second edition benefited from having a companion strategic planning work-

book that groups and organizations could use to work through the nuts and bolts

of the strategic planning and management process. I have again teamed with Far-

num Alston, a highly skilled and experienced consultant, to coauthor a second

edition of Creating and Implementing Your Strategic Plan (Bryson and Alston, 2004).

This workbook is designed primarily to help those who are relatively new to

strategic planning to guide themselves through the Strategy Change Cycle. How-

ever, those who are experienced old hands are also likely to find it useful.

The workbook is in no way a substitute for this book. Effective strategic plan-

ning is an art that involves thoughtful tailoring to specific contexts. Strategic Plan-

ning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations provides considerable guidance on how to

think about the tailoring process, including many process guidelines, caveats, and

case examples. Thus this book should be read before the workbook is used, and

should be consulted on a regular basis throughout the course of a Strategy

Change Cycle.

Minneapolis, Minnesota John M. Bryson

July 2004
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PART ONE

UNDERSTANDING THE
DYNAMICS OF
STRATEGIC PLANNING

T
he environments in which public and nonprofit organizations operate have

become not only increasingly uncertain in recent years but also more tightly

interconnected; thus changes anywhere in the system reverberate unpredictably—

and often chaotically and dangerously—throughout the society. This increased

uncertainty and interconnectedness requires a fourfold response from public

and nonprofit organizations (and from communities). First, these organizations

must think, act, and learn strategically as never before. Second, they must trans-

late their insights into effective strategies to cope with their changed circumstances.

Third, they must develop the rationales necessary to lay the groundwork for the

adoption and implementation of their strategies. And fourth, they must build coali-

tions that are large enough and strong enough to adopt desirable strategies and

protect them during implementation.

Strategic planning can help leaders and managers of public and nonprofit or-

ganizations think, learn, and act strategically. Chapter One introduces strategic

planning, its potential benefits, and some of its limitations. It discusses what strate-

gic planning is not and in what circumstances it is probably not appropriate. It

also describes why strategic planning is a “smart practice” that is here to stay—

because of its capacity, at its best, to incorporate both substantive and political ra-

tionality. The chapter concludes by introducing three organizations that have used

a strategic planning process to produce significant changes. Their experiences will

be used throughout the book to illustrate the dynamics of strategic planning.

Y
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Part One concludes with an overview of my preferred strategic planning

process (Chapter Two). This process, the Strategy Change Cycle, was designed

specifically to help public and nonprofit organizations (and communities) think,

act, and learn strategically. It is typically fluid, iterative, and dynamic in practice

but nonetheless allows for a reasonably orderly, participative, and effective ap-

proach to determining how best to achieve what is best for an organization and

create real public value. Chapter Two also highlights several process design issues

that are addressed throughout the book.

A key point that is emphasized again and again is that strategic thinking, act-

ing, and learning are the activities that are important, not strategic planning per se.

Indeed, if any particular approach to strategic planning gets in the way of strate-

gic thought, action, and learning, that planning approach should be scrapped!
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3

CHAPTER ONE

WHY STRATEGIC PLANNING IS
MORE IMPORTANT THAN EVER

Usually, the main problem with life conundrums is that we don’t bring to them enough
imagination.

THOMAS MOORE, CARE OF THE SOUL

L
eaders and managers of governments, public agencies, nonprofit organiza-

tions, and communities face numerous and difficult challenges. Consider, for

example, the dizzying number of trends and events affecting the United States in

the past two decades: an aging and diversifying population; changes in the nature

of families; an apparent shift to political conservatism; tax cuts, levy limits, and

indexing; dramatic shifts in federal and state responsibilities and funding priori-

ties; a huge bull market in equities followed by one of the longest bear markets in

history; a closing of the gap between rich and poor and then a reopening of that

gap; the emergence of children as the largest group of poor Americans; dramatic

growth in the use of information technology, e-commerce, and e-government; the

changing nature of work and a redefinition of careers; fears about international

terrorism; and the emergence of obesity as an important public health concern.

Perhaps most ominously, we have experienced a dramatic decline in social capi-

tal in recent decades (Putnam, 2000), and citizens in the United States and other

developed countries appear to be less happy now than they were thirty years ago

(Lane, 2000; Institute of Education, 2003).

Not surprisingly, we have seen sustained attention to governmental and nonprofit

organizational design, management, performance, and accountability as part of the

process of addressing these and other concerns. Indeed, in the public sector, change—

though not necessarily dramatic or rapid change—is the rule rather than the excep-

tion (Peters, 1996, p. vii, Rainey, 1997, p. 317; Light, 1997, 2000; Kettl, 2002).

Y

Bryson.c01  8/12/04  11:33 AM  Page 3



Globally, the spread of democracy and a beneficent capitalism seemed almost

inevitable after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Schwartz, Leyden, and Hyatt,

1999; Giddens, 2002). Now, progress seems far more uneven (Huntingdon, 1998;

Friedman, 2000; Sardar and Davies, 2002). Dictators—even tyrants—still abound;

concerns about labor dislocations and exploitation persist; unemployment rates

are high in many, perhaps most, developed and developing countries; many of the

world’s fish stocks are depleted, and so on. Poverty and ill health are far too wide-

spread, even when some of the worst effects of ill health might be removed for

literally pennies per person per day through ensuring clean water and sanitation

facilities and easy access to immunization and generic drugs. Global environ-

mental change shows up in hotter average temperatures, changed rainfall pat-

terns, prolonged droughts, an increasing number of catastrophic storms, and

increased skin cancer rates. The Worldwatch Institute (2004) claims in State of the

World 2004: Richer, Fatter, and Not Much Happier, that worldwide consumerism has

put us on a collision course with environmental disaster. Terrorism is real and

deeply threatening, and must be countered if democracy, sane economic growth,

and peaceful conflict management are to occur. And Sir Martin Rees, a renowned

astrophysicist and Britain’s astronomer royal, guesses the world has only a fifty-

fifty chance of escaping a devastating global catastrophe of some kind sometime

in this century (Rees, 2003).

So do I have your attention? Organizations that want to survive, prosper,

and do good and important work must respond to the challenges the world pre-

sents. Their response may be to do what they have always done, only better, but

they may also need to shift their focus and strategies. Although organizations typ-

ically experience long periods of relative stability when change is incremental,

they also typically encounter periods of dramatic and rapid change (Gersick,

1991; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Mintzberg, 1994). These periods of orga-

nizational change may be exciting, but they may also be anxiety producing—or

even terrifying. As geologist Derek V. Ager notes, “The history of any one part of

the earth . . . consists of long periods of boredom and short periods of terror.”

(Gould, 1980, p. 185).

These environmental and organizational changes are aggravated by the in-

terconnectedness of the world. Changes anywhere typically result in changes else-

where. Or as novelist Salman Rushdie (1981) says, “Most of what matters in our

lives takes place in our absence” (p. 19). This increasing interconnectedness is per-

haps most apparent in the blurring of three traditionally important distinctions—

between domestic and international spheres; between policy areas; and between

public, private, and nonprofit sectors (Cleveland, 2002; Kettl, 2002). These

changes have become dramatically apparent since the mid-1970s.

4 Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations

Bryson.c01  8/12/04  11:33 AM  Page 4



The U.S. economy is now intimately integrated with the economies of the

rest of the world, and events abroad have domestic repercussions. My wife and I

own two U.S.-made cars—whose engines and drivetrains are Japanese. Deflation

in Japan in the last few years has aroused fears of deflation in the United States

and elsewhere. When I was growing up, the Soviet Union was the enemy; now

the Evil Empire, as President Ronald Reagan called it, does not exist, and Russia

is an ally on many fronts. Threats to U.S. oil supplies from abroad prompt meet-

ings in and actions by the White House, the intelligence agencies, and the De-

partments of State, Defense, and Homeland Security.

Distinctions between policy areas are also hard to maintain. For example, ed-

ucational policy is now seen as a type of economic development and industrial

policy to help communities and firms compete more effectively. Strengthening the

economy will not eliminate the human service costs incurred by the government,

but letting it falter will certainly increase them. Physical education programs, ed-

ucational programs promoting healthy lifestyles, and parks and recreation bud-

gets are viewed as ways of controlling health care costs.

Finally, the boundaries between public, private, and nonprofit sectors have

eroded. National sovereignty has “leaked up” to multinational corporations, in-

ternational organizations, and international alliances. Sovereignty has “leaked

out” to businesses and nonprofit organizations. Taxes are not collected by gov-

ernment tax collectors but are withheld by private and nonprofit organizations

from their employees and turned over to the government. The nation’s health, ed-

ucation, and welfare are public responsibilities, yet increasingly, we rely on private

and nonprofit organizations to produce services in these areas. Weapons systems

are not produced in government arsenals but by private industry. When such fun-

damental public functions as tax collection; health, education, and welfare; and

weapons production are handled by private and nonprofit organizations, then

surely the boundaries between public, private, and nonprofit organizations are ir-

retrievably blurred. But beyond that, sovereignty has also “leaked down”—state

and local governments have been the big gainers in power in the last fifteen years,

and the federal government the big loser. Now, as Governing magazine’s editors

note, “In the first decade of the new century, the federal government is no longer

the instrument of first resort when it comes to dealing with the most complex social

and economic problems. State and local governments are the problem-solvers—

uncertain, under-funded and disunited as they frequently are” (“The Way We

Were and Are,” 2002, p. 37). The result of this “leakage” of sovereignty up, out,

and down and this blurring of boundaries between public, private and nonprofit

sectors has been the creation of what Brinton Milward and his colleagues call the

hollow state, in which government is simply an actor—and not necessarily the most
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important actor—in the networks we rely on to do the public’s work (Milward,

Provan, and Else, 1993; Provan and Milward, 2001).

The blurring of these boundaries means that we have moved to a world in

which no one organization or institution is fully in charge and yet many are in-

volved, affected, or have a partial responsibility to act (Cleveland, 2002; Kettl,

2002; Crosby and Bryson, forthcoming). This increased jurisdictional ambiguity—

coupled with the events and trends noted previously—requires public and non-

profit organizations (and communities) to think, act, and learn strategically as

never before. Strategic planning is designed to help them do so. The extensive ex-

perience of public, nonprofit, and private organizations with strategic planning

in recent decades offers a fund of research and advice on which we will draw

throughout this book.

Definition, Purpose, and Benefits of Strategic Planning

What is strategic planning? Drawing on Olsen and Eadie (1982, p. 4), I define

strategic planning as a disciplined effort to produce fundamental decisions and actions that shape

and guide what an organization (or other entity) is, what it does, and why it does it. At its best,

strategic planning requires broad-scale yet effective information gathering, clari-

fication of the mission to be pursued and issues to be addressed along the way, de-

velopment and exploration of strategic alternatives, and an emphasis on the future

implications of present decisions. Strategic planning can facilitate communica-

tion and participation, accommodate divergent interests and values, foster wise

and reasonably analytical decision making, and promote successful implementa-

tion and accountability. In short, at its best strategic planning can prompt in or-

ganizations the kind of imagination—and commitment—that psychotherapist

and theologian Thomas Moore thinks is necessary to deal with individuals’ life

conundrums.

Figure 1.1 presents the ABCs of strategic planning, a capsule summary of

what strategic planning is all about. Detail can be added as needed to this basic

understanding. A is figuring out where you are, B is figuring out where you want to

go, and C is figuring out how to get there. Leaders and managers come to under-

stand A, B, and C as they formulate, clarify, and resolve strategic issues—the fun-

damental policy choices or challenges the organization has to face. The content

of A and B are the organization’s existing or new mission, structure and systems,

communications, programs and services, people and skills, relationships, budgets,

and other supports. The content of C is the strategic plan; plans for various func-

tions; ways to redesign, restructure, or reengineer; budget allocations; and other ve-

hicles for change. Getting from A to C involves clarifying vision, mission, and goals.
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Getting from A to C is the process of strategy formulation, whereas getting from

C to B is strategy implementation. To do strategic planning well, you need to fig-

ure out A, B, and C and how they should be connected. You accomplish this prin-

cipally by understanding the issues that A, B, C, and their interconnections must

address effectively. This summary also makes it clear that strategic planning is not

a single thing but a set of concepts, procedures, and tools.

So that is how strategic planning is defined and briefly what it is. But why en-

gage in strategic planning? At its best the purpose of strategic planning in the

United States and elsewhere is to help public and nonprofit organizations “create

Why Strategic Planning Is More Important Than Ever 7
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public value,” in Mark Moore’s compelling and evocative phrase (Moore, 1995,

2000). Moore discusses creating public value primarily as the responsibility of in-

dividual managers, whereas I see creating public value more broadly as an indi-

vidual, group, organizational, and community responsibility. Creating public value

means producing enterprises, policies, programs, projects, services, or infrastruc-

tures (physical, technological, social, etc.) that advance the public interest and the

common good at a reasonable cost. In the United States, creating public value

means enhancing life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for all while also fos-

tering a more perfect union. It means ensuring that the beneficial effects of our

institutions and efforts carry on into the indefinite future and that we change what

we must so that the world is always left better off than we found it. Strategic plan-

ning is about listening to “the better angels of our nature,” as Abraham Lincoln

called them in his First Inaugural Address—it is about organizing our best and

most noble hopes and dreams, making them reasonable and actionable, and bring-

ing them to life. In this sense, strategic planning is about “the manufacture of tran-

scendence” (Krieger, 2000) and finds its inspiration in the deepest sources of “the

real American Dream” (Delbanco, 1999). Beyond that, strategic planning in the

United States and elsewhere is meant to help its practitioners and beneficiaries

“pursue significance” (Denhardt, 1993)—in short, to create public value.

Most of the thinking about strategic planning has focused on its use in for-

profit organizations. Until the early 1980s, strategic planning in the public sector

was applied primarily to military strategy and the practice of statecraft on a grand

scale (Quinn, 1980; Bracker, 1980). That situation changed, however, with the

publication in 1982 of J. B. Olsen and D. C. Eadie’s The Game Plan: Governance with

Foresight, which marks the beginning of sustained applications of strategic plan-

ning to the broad range of public organizations and the inception of scholarship

on how best to do so. Strategic planning for nonprofit organizations has proceeded

in parallel, with the most important early publication being Barry (1986). I am

pleased to be able to say that the first and second editions of this book, published

in 1988 and 1995, respectively, also played an important role in expanding the

use of strategic planning by public and nonprofit organizations.

Experience has clearly demonstrated that strategic planning can be used suc-

cessfully by

• Public agencies, departments, and major organizational divisions (for example,

Dair, 1999a, 1999b; Abramson and Lawrence, 2001; Barzelay and Campbell,

2003)

• General purpose governments, such as city, county, state, and tribal govern-

ments (for example, Berry and Wechsler, 1995; Jurkiewicz and Bowman, 2002;

Eitel, 2003; Hendrick, 2003)
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• Nonprofit organizations providing what are basically public services (for ex-

ample, Medley, 1999a, 1999b; Allison and Kaye, 1997; Crittenden, 2000; Kap-

lan, 2001; Berger and Vasile, 2002)

• Specific functions—such as transportation, health, or education—that bridge

organizational and governmental boundaries (for example, Nelson and French,

2002; Poister, 2003; Burby, 2003)

• Interorganizational networks—such as partnerships, collaboratives, alliances,

and coalitions—in the public and nonprofit sectors (for example, Stone, 2000;

Linden, 2002)

• Entire communities, urban or metropolitan areas, regions, and states (for ex-

ample, Chrislip, 2002; Wheeland, 2003)

This book concentrates on strategic planning for public and nonprofit orga-

nizations. It also considers, in lesser detail, the application of strategic planning

to communities and services that bridge organizational boundaries. (The term

community is used throughout to refer to communities, urban or metropolitan areas,

regions, and states.) Although the process detailed in this book is applicable to all

the entities just listed, the specifics of its implementation may differ for each case.

When strategic planning is focused on an organization, it is likely that most of the

key decision makers will be insiders, even though considerable relevant informa-

tion may be gathered from outsiders. Certainly, this will be true of public agen-

cies, local governments, and nonprofit organizations that deliver “public” services.

When most of the key decision makers are insiders, it will likely be easier to get

people together to decide important matters, reconcile differences, and coordi-

nate implementation activities. (Of course, whether or not the organization’s

board of directors or governing body consists of insiders or outsiders may be an

open question, particularly when the members of this body are publicly elected.

For instance, are city council members insiders, outsiders, or both? Regardless of

the answer, it remains true that typically a major proportion of the key decision

makers will be insiders.)

In contrast, when strategic planning is focused on a function—often crossing

organizational or governmental boundaries—or on a community, almost all the

key decision makers will be outsiders (Huxham, 2003). In these situations the focus

will be on how to organize thought, action, and learning more or less collaboratively

within an interorganizational network or among networks where no one person,

group, organization, or institution is fully in charge but where many are involved,

or affected, or have a partial responsibility to act. We should expect that it might

be more difficult to organize an effective strategic planning process in such a shared-

power context (Bardach, 1998; Huxham, 2003). More time will probably need

to be spent on organizing forums for discussion, involving diverse constituencies,
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negotiating agreements in existing or new arenas, and coordinating the activities

of numerous, relatively independent people, groups, organizations, and institu-

tions (Innes, 1996; Burby, 2003; Huxham, 2003).

Organizations engage in strategic planning for many reasons. Proponents of

strategic planning typically try to persuade their colleagues of its value with one

or more of the following kinds of statements (Nutt and Backoff, 1992, pp. 9–17;

Barry, 1997, pp. 3–4; Borins, 1998, pp. 41–49):

“We face so many conflicting demands we need to figure out what our

focus and priorities should be.”

“The rules are changing on us. We are being told to emphasize measurable

outcomes, the competition is stiffer, funding is getting tighter, collaboration

is being pushed, and we need to figure out what we do or can do well that

fits with the changing picture.”

“We have gone through Total Quality Management, reinvention and

reengineering, downsizing, and rightsizing, along with the revolution in

information technology. Now people are asking us to take on process

improvement, performance management, balanced scorecards, knowledge

management, and who knows what else? How can we make sure all of this

effort is headed in the right direction?”

“We can expect a severe budget deficit next year, and the public will suffer

unless we drastically rethink the way we do business. Somehow we need

to figure out how to do more with less through better integration of our

activities, finances, human resources, and information technology.”

“Our city is changing, and in spite of our best efforts, things do not seem

to be getting better.”

“This major issue is staring us in the face, and we need some way to help

us think about its resolution, or else we will be badly hurt.”

“We need to integrate or coordinate better the services we provide with the

services of other organizations. Right now, things are just too fragmented

and poorly resourced, and our clients needing more than one service are

suffering.”

“Our principal funder [or board of directors or new chief executive] has

asked us to prepare a strategic plan.”

“We know a leadership change is coming, and want to prepare for it.”

“We want to use strategic planning to educate, involve, and revitalize our

board and staff.”
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