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There is an often-repeated saying during strategic planning endeavors: "It's not the plan. It's the

planning." Strategic planning processes certainly present excellent opportunities for college and

university communities to revise or recommit to core values and mission, to collaborate on new

initiatives, and to develop a stronger sense of common purpose and community. However, strategic

planning is not only a means to community building; it also is an end—the strategic plan itself. Thus,

both the process and the product require attention.

In recent ongoing activities at Susquehanna University, we have attempted to combine work on

our decennial reaccreditation with work on a strategic plan. To date, much of this work has been

successful. Here, I share some lessons that I have learned from both this strategic planning process and

others in which I previously have participated. These lessons do not apply exclusively to department

heads and, because I learned them at private, liberal arts institutions, they will not apply equally at all

institutions. However, I believe that everyone can find something on the list that they can apply to and

build upon in their own planning processes.

PREPARE YOUR PEOPLE, ESPECIALLY YOUR LEADERS

The members of your campus community are the most important people to your strategic planning

process. (In this case, "community" includes alumni, trustees, and other friends of the institution.) In all

likelihood, none of these people will be professional planners, and very few will have had any training

that may have prepared them to participate in the strategic planning process. They will need assistance

and support if they are going to make their best possible contributions. While those people who are

assuming different roles in the process will need different types of preparation, there are at least four

general areas of preparation that might be supported: knowledge, skills, comfort with change, and

preserving community relationships.
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1. Develop Knowledge and Experiences that Support Informed Participation

Ideally, planning efforts would occur on campus, where all members of the community have substantial

knowledge of both history and current trends in higher education and so would be familiar with a range

of options that planners might consider for their institution's future. In practice, most of us spend the

largest portion of our professional time trying to do our daily jobs as well as we can—informing

ourselves beyond that is an all-too-rare luxury. Successful strategic planning efforts usually include at

least some opportunities for institutional communities to share a variety of ideas and thus develop some

common understanding and language for subsequent planning discussions. Some institutions precede

formal planning activities with a "time of exploration," during which the people involved in strategic

planning conduct activities to provide a foundation for planning discussions. Such activities might

include book or article discussion groups, conference attendance with subsequent discussion on campus,

or a speaker/visitor series that focuses on topics that planners anticipate will be relevant to planning.

2. Develop Skills

Build participants' skills. It also may be necessary to build the skills of those participating in the

planning process. Each institution will need to inventory the skills available on its campus, as well as

those that need development. Once these needs are understood, helping those on campus develop

appropriate skills can take a number of forms. At one point in our process, we conducted workshops for

group leaders on delegating committee work and being inclusive during committee discussions.

Model the process or, do as you want done. The planning processes will be communicated

much more powerfully by what people do than by what people say. Effective, consistent modeling of

the process can require substantial time on the part of those responsible for organizing planning

activities. It requires repeatedly asking and answering two questions: "What are the goals of this

activity?" and "What design of activity is most likely to realize these goals successfully?"

Choose activities that build community strength. Goals often take two forms: what moves the

community closer to a strategic plan and what strengthens the community so that it can successfully

create and implement that plan. The design of activities can move a community either toward or away

from these goals. As one successful example, in our latest round of planning we wanted to cultivate a

process that was as inclusive and participatory as it could be. We began the formal planning process

with a kickoff ceremony, to which we invited every member of our campus community. After a very

brief statement from the president that strategic planning was beginning and that everyone's
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involvement was necessary and important, the audience broke into discussion groups and then submitted

information that became the first data for our strategic planning process.

Emphasize the importance of communication: If you want it to flow in, be sure it flows out.

As the previous example illustrates, individuals commit to a planning process and participate more fully

in it when they feel that they are a valued part of that process. Thus, communication is perhaps the most

important process that needs to be modeled for successful strategic planning. This begins with laying

out the plan for planning. Early on, the community needs to know the general timetable for planning, an

outline of the steps along the way, and an anticipated completion date. Because everyone involved in

planning is doing it in addition to their regular duties, strategic planning committee members will need

to remind them of this information repeatedly. Further, the outline of the steps will need to be unpacked

at times and to levels of detail as appropriate for different stages of planning.

Planners need to develop a means of communicating about the planning process so that attention

to it becomes routine. This also supports implementation of the plan becoming routine, when planning

efforts reach that stage. Web pages, listservs, threaded discussion groups, and other electronic means

can be excellent ways to disseminate and collect information about planning. However, planners should

not neglect opportunities for face-to-face interaction if community building is part of the goal. During

one phase of planning on our small campus, we held a series of focus groups. With careful attention to

inclusive membership in these groups (and substantial investment of time by facilitators and recorders),

we were able not only to collect important information, but also to facilitate important interactions and,

potentially, establish working relationships among members of our campus community who might not

otherwise have been in contact.

3. Create Comfort with Change

An inevitable aspect of both planning processes and strategic plans is the expectation for change. On

some campuses, concerns about change at any level can be a challenge to successful planning. One way

to help people become more comfortable with change is to remind them that change is a constant

phenomenon. Finding opportunities to discuss an institution's history in the midst of planning for its

future often is an excellent means to contextualize change. This combination of looking back and

looking forward can move the focus from the present in ways that make the change component of

planning and plans less threatening.

Start with mission if you must, but you must have a vision. "How far back do we start?" is a

question that planners need to ask very early in the planning process. Some institutions will choose to

start by reexamining their mission. This may be especially necessary if circumstances have changed at
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the institution or in the environment since the development of the last strategic plan. However, unless

there has been a genuine change in mission, rewriting the mission statement may not be all that

important. Such rewriting can be time-consuming and contentious, and the resulting new statement may

make little difference in the institution's operation.

However, strategic planning must include vision. In fact, agreeing on the vision can be an ideal

point of departure for strategic planning. It also is much better to start with vision than with resources.

Struggling to realize a vision with limited resources almost always is preferable to allowing concerns

about resource limitations to constrain vision. Beginning to envision the institution into the future—with

the end point of the plan about to be written as the next step in that future—can be an important way to

begin the planning process and place it in context. Attention to both vision and context, especially a

context that emphasizes history and continuity, also can generate excitement and enthusiasm (through

the vision), while reducing anxiety about change (through the context).

Remind participants: It takes longer than you think, but moves faster than you want. It is not

unusual for an institution to devote a significant period of time to developing its next strategic plan.

Counting time in exploration and other preparation for planning, the planning process itself, and

working the plan through various levels of informal and formal approval, the process may take as long

as several years. Even at institutions that accomplish the entire process much more quickly, there will

almost always be moments in the planning process during which there does not seem to be enough time

to accomplish the next step. During these moments, strategic planners often opt to take a shortcut. In my

experience, shortcuts almost always serve the plan itself rather than the planning process.

Shortcuts—such as not soliciting input from as broad a group as necessary, or not allowing enough time

for digesting information and discussing it—are seldom worth their cost. Some plans are not as

successful as they might be, not because people object to their content, but because they object to the

process by which that content was created. The solution, if there is one, lies in the ability to organize the

planning process, as the next and final point addresses.

4. Preserve Community Relationships

It is easy to think that the most important goal of strategic planning is the final, written version of the

plan. However, those responsible for organizing the planning process must actively practice a

combination of working in the here and now and keeping that immediate work aligned with longer-term

goals. This can become additionally challenging as the need to rest and celebrate along the way conflicts

with the need to keep the process moving and adhere to necessary deadlines. Such tension between the
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present and the future is not limited to strategic planning efforts; it characterizes much of our daily

work, as well.

For the sake of the planning process itself, and as a means to develop a process that will support

implementation of the plan once developed, it is imperative that at least some members of the planning

team assume the role of keeping their eyes on the larger picture. The leaders of the planning effort must

support this larger perspective and usually must allow it to take precedence over more immediate

perspectives. The point is, if you accomplish the writing of a plan but weaken your community in the

process, you may yield a net loss, rather than a gain, at the end of the planning process.

CONCLUSION

This brings us full circle to our starting point: By talking about planning, we have focused our

discussion on the strategic plan, only to be reminded that the planning process itself remains critical.

Undertaking strategic planning can present substantial challenges to an institution. However, since the

planning process often is a miniature, concentrated version of how a campus functions, doing it well

also provides opportunities. These opportunities include not only reorganizing an institution's vision and

its future, but also improving the means and processes by which it will realize that future.


