STRATEGIC PLANNING FOR THE MASSES

An old adage says, "people don't plan to fail, they fail to plan."

Many choruses don't go through a strategic planning process either because they are intimidated by the notion or they simply don't make the time for the effort. Done right, strategic planning can be a motivating tool which can help you tackle the big hairy goals you want to accomplish.

Strategic planning is not an event or a document. It is an ongoing process of taking time away from the day-to-day fires and focusing on your mission. Effective planning defines achievable goals and charts a course toward those ends with tactical actions.

1. Get your board ready

Will Adams, board chair of Rocky Mountain Arts Association (Denver), says "the first step is to stabilize the board.  So many of our choruses started with boards that are popularly elected”.  Make sure you have “confidence that the board is really made up of dedicated, strong people with low turnover”.  Strategic planning should be undertaken after a strong board and governance process are already in place, and you may need funding if you use a consultant (although many grants are available to support this type of capacity building).

2. A strategic plan is not a thesis

A strategic plan does not have to be a gargantuan undertaking or a 90-page thesis. In fact, in the four choruses I surveyed preparing this article, each of the plans was under three pages. Depending on the size of your organization you may need more, but the largest, most established chorus I heard from had the shortest plan.  Be concise, and remember that the document should connect actions and goals to your mission.

3. Be audacious

Done right, your plan is a way to accomplish the big, hairy goals that you would otherwise not find the time or means to conquer.  Plan the huge fundraiser.  Commission the moving masterpiece.  Get the funding you need to make a difference in your community.  None of it will happen without foresight and disciplined progress reporting.

4. Live the plan

Update your membership and patron base regularly on your progress against your plan. Own it.  Be accountable.  It's important to review the plan during board meetings to track your progress and identify risks to success.  Gene Dolphus of the Turtle Creek Chorale said that their plan “keeps us focused on the big goals ... by doing that we can take care of the smaller things that might pop up.”

5.  Keep it fresh

Most choruses surveyed have a plan of three years, but several were planning to go to a five-year model.  Your full board should re-evaluate your plan on a regular basis – usually during an annual retreat – to be sure that the goals are still aligned with your vision.  Don't be afraid to make adjustments and changes as the needs of your chorus change.

Organizations with a strong strategic planning process can use the outcomes – achievements and plan documents – to recruit and attract new donors and board members.  Nothing will represent your board better than a well-thought plan of action.  It shows your foresight and brings your members and patrons into the process.

Resources recommended by those interviewed include the sessions at the GALA Annual Conference, GALA's Eve Campbell, local planning consultants, your local nonprofit association, and Managing a Nonprofit by John Riddle and Tere Drenth.

