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Introduction

ASAE & The Center for Association Leadership supported a research project to create 
consensus guidelines for association practice. In areas in which there are not clear and 
measurable outcomes to establish best practices, the use of a consensus conference of experts 
in the field is an accepted manner of establishing guidelines for practice (see methodology 
section below). While ASAE & The Center funded the study, it is important to note that the opinions 
expressed in this paper are those of the authors and the panel, and not necessarily those of ASAE & The 
Center. 

On May 21 and 22, 2007, a panel convened to discuss the process of strategic planning, with the goal of 
creating a paper that could be helpful to association boards of directors and executives in devising their 
planning strategies. This paper is not intended to be a template but rather a discussion of the various steps 
in the planning process, which can be adapted by associations to meet their circumstances. Depending on 
many factors, including the size and complexity of the organization, internal and external change, 
opportunities and threats, and resources available, an association may conduct a more or less elaborate 
process. This paper presents is designed to present the issues in a manner that permits an association to 
select the appropriate steps and design a process to fit its needs. Different processes may be appropriate at 
different times in the association’s life cycle. For example, an initial plan conducted by an association with 
adequate resources and facing an ambiguous future may include all of the elements discussed in this paper. 
A stable association that is reviewing and revising an existing plan may, by contrast, engage in a process 
more limited in scope.

The panel agreed that the essence of the strategic planning process is focused on ends, or intended 
outcomes, and the means by which they are accomplished. By framing the discussion around ends and 
means, clarity of purpose in strategic planning is achieved. This is a living process that seeks to solve 
mysteries, as defined in the following quote by Gregory F. Treverton, director of the RAND Corporation’s 
Center for Global Risk and Security:

“Puzzles can be solved; they have answers. But a mystery offers no such comfort. It poses a question that 
has no definitive answer because the answer is contingent; it depends on a future interaction of many 
factors, known and unknown. A mystery cannot be answered; it can only be framed, by identifying the 
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critical factors and applying some sense of how they have interacted in the past and might interact in the 
future. A mystery is an attempt to define ambiguities.” Treverton, G.F. (2007). Smithsonian. June, page 98.

The work of this panel and this report are the result of many years of strategic planning practice by 
corporations and associations. The major concepts discussed in this paper reflect the work of many who 
have helped to develop and refine the process of strategic thinking and planning by boards of directors and 
professional staff over decades. The panel attempted to identify generic concepts commonly found in 
strategic planning literature and practice. A bibliography of papers and books from which many of the 
concepts are drawn is attached to this report.

II. Methodology

A. Consensus Conference 
A consensus conference is a recognized methodology for use in areas in which firm metrics are difficult or 
impossible to obtain. It is a technique whereby experts in the field meet and reach consensus on guidelines 
in the area under study—in this case, strategic planning. By its nature, the guidelines are reflective of the 
combined experience and knowledge of the participating experts.

B. Selection of Topic 
An analysis of responses by association CEOs to an ASAE & The Center survey in December, 2005 in 
which they were asked what issues were of most importance to them in conducting the affairs of their 
associations, and about what things they most wished to receive guidance. Analysis of the data from this 
survey revealed that the most requested topic by association CEOs was strategic planning.

C. Selection of Participants 
A literature review of publications about strategic planning was conducted using the following sources: 

ASAE & The Center for Association Leadership•
BoardSource•
The Harvard Business Review•
Academic publications•

All of the participants in the panel have published articles or books about strategic planning. The panel was 
composed of association executives; consultants to associations, nonprofit and for-profit entities; and 
academics. An initial questionnaire about strategic planning was completed by the members of the panel, 
and distributed to all participants in advance of the meeting (Appendix A). Its purpose was to begin the 
meeting with an understanding of the perspectives of the members of the panel and begin thinking about the 
process in advance.

The consensus meeting was facilitated by Michael E. Gallery, PhD, CAE, and Susan B. Waters, EDM, CAE. 

Also participating in the consensus study were members of ASAE & The Center staff and other invited 
guests. The participants were:

 

D. First Responders 
The report of the consensus meeting was first reviewed and edited by the participants, then sent to a group 
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of first responders, all recognized as experts in association strategic planning. Their comments were 
reviewed by the expert panel, and suggestions were incorporated into this report.

The first responders were:

 

E. Conduct conference: 
Panel members participated in a two-day conference, which occurred at ASAE & The Center headquarters 
on May 21–22, 2007. During the conference, each panel member presented his or her views of best 
practices on the topic of strategic planning. Panel members then debated and discussed the elements of 
best practices for the selected topic. “Consensus” means substantial, not unanimous, agreement. Therefore, 
decisions about what elements to include were based on a three-quarters affirmative vote of the panelists. 
Those panel members who disagreed with any of the elements were allowed to submit a minority report. In 
actual practice, there were no elements of the report that did not receive unanimous agreement.

F. Final Review and Revision 
The panel met via conference call and carefully reviewed the comments from the reviewers and made 
changes to the document based on the group’s consensus of which changes recommended by the 
reviewers should be adopted. The final document appears below.

Report of Consensus Panel 
On Strategic Planning

The Development of Consensus Guidelines for Strategic Planning in Associations was written for 
association leaders, both staff and volunteers. This document does not proffer a new model for strategic 
planning. Rather, it attempts to explain generic concepts commonly found in strategic planning literature and 
practice. Nor does the document tell the reader what to do in a step-by-step manner. Instead, it offers a set 
of guidelines based on best practices that leaders should consider when they want to engage in strategic or 
long-term planning for their association.

The guidelines include the following:

Definitions of terms commonly used by associations when developing plans, both strategic and 
operational;

•

The 10 key questions a well-done strategic plan should help answer;•
Suggestions on how frequently an association should develop or revisit its strategic plan, or address 
each of the specific questions;

•

Suggestion on who should participate in the process;•
The nine critical elements that should be considered when planning;•
The seven common mistakes made by associations when planning.•

Collectively the guidelines clear up many misconceptions about what planning is, when and why it is done, 
what questions it is intended to answer, and who and how to use the results. 

You will find the guidelines most helpful if you or your association leadership intend to spend time and effort 
on strategic planning.

Nomenclature

Writers in field of strategic planning often use different terms to describe similar behaviors. While intended 
meanings may parallel each other, the terms used to describe them often differ. A first step, then, is to 
develop a set of definitions for terms commonly used in strategic planning.
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Vision – defines the organization’s desired contribution to society. This is a statement of how the world (or 
some portion of it) will be changed because the organization exists. It is a broad, aspirational statement that 
is not intended to be directly measurable. Many organizations find it helpful to initiate planning with a vision 
statement.

Mission – defines the organization’s desired contribution to its constituents. This is a broad statement of the 
organization’s function or role in its environment. It is not a statement of how the organization will go about 
accomplishing its work. A mission statement is a long-term view of why the organization exists and, like a 
statement of the organization’s vision, it is not operational or directly measurable.

Vision and mission statements have the following attributes:

A vision statement is not necessary for all organizations; a mission statement is essential.•
Some organization use the terms “vision” and “mission” interchangeably, although the panel argued 
that the distinctions are important.

•

These statements set the context within which goals, objectives, and strategies can be developed.•
These statements do not refer to outcomes; they indicate directions and aspirations.•
Vision and mission statements should be broadly understood by members and serve as guidance to 
staff and leaders of the organization.

•

Values—guiding principles of the organization that set the parameters within which the organization will 
conduct its business. Values reflect the inviolable principles that guide decisions and against which any 
action can be evaluated. They reflect the moral precepts within which the organization will operate. Value 
statements guide individuals’ behaviors that are taken in the name of the organization. 

Value Propositio—defines the organization’s benefit to its constituents (member/customer), as seen by 
those constituents. The value proposition answers the question: “What is my benefit from associating with 
the organization? The value proposition may be viewed as a specific return on investment or may be 
altruistic; the key point is that it should be defined by the organization’s members or customers and 
understood in their terms by the organization’s leadership.

A member does not “owe” the organization anything—membership is voluntary, so members must 
support the value proposition or their continued membership is vulnerable.

•

The value proposition conveys the external views of those who associate with the organization.•
There is an implied marketing perspective in the value proposition.•
The value proposition is not necessarily developed separately—it can be embedded in the 
organization’s mission.

•

Goals—the end results sought by the organization. Goals are statements of broad outcomes, or ends, that 
the organization seeks to achieve. The goals are a statement of what the organization intends to 
accomplish. A goal statement begins to move from the very broad mission statement to what the 
organization will achieve. Goal statements:

Define in general terms the desired achievements of the organization;•
Are limited in number;•
Are broad in aim;•
Are not operationally measurable.•

Objectives—derived from goals, statements that are measurable and achievable. Each objective should be 
observable and measurable. Objectives are time-limited. Objectives are:

SMART: specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, timely (Doran, 1981);•
Usually multiple in number for each goal.•

Strategy—Strategy outlines a general or conceptual approach to accomplishing the mission and goals of 
the organization. Strategy refers to general choices made by organizations in order to achieve its objectives. 
The term “strategy” implies the following concepts:

Strategy is the approach to be adopted for achieving a goal.•
Strategy implies choice in the deployment of resources. It states “how” the organization seeks to 
achieve its goals and objectives.

•
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Reflects an understanding of the organization’s environment.•
Reflects an assessment of the organization’s internal strengths and weaknesses.•
Describes the general approach to accomplish mission, goals, or objectives.•

In another sense, embedded in this use of the word strategy are the following concepts:

Tactic—the specific steps to accomplishing a strategy. Tactics describe the concrete steps to be taken to 
accomplish a strategy. Tactics are: 

A deliberate approach for putting strategies into action.•
A description of “how,” drilling deeper to the specific action level.•
The outcome of a tactic is measurable and can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
organization’s planned actions.

•

Effectiveness—sustained accomplishment by the organization in a specific environment. An expression of 
the organization’s performance over time, often a dynamic setting. The concept of effectiveness implies:

Strategies, in the context of an environment, strongly influence organizational effectiveness.•
Organization achieves desirable outcomes consistently and over time.•
Organization embodies efficiency.•

Strategic Planning Purpose

Strategic planning is a critical management process for creating and sustaining organizational effectiveness. 
It involves a systematic way to answer the following questions:

1. What are the compelling reasons for our continuing existence? This is the first and 
most basic question that should be addressed in the planning process. It raises the questions 
“who are we” and “why are we here”. Following is a list of more focused questions that 
organizations need to address in order to frame strategic planning.

What intended impact does the organization have on its external constituencies and on 
the society in general?

•

Who are our members/customers and potential members/customers?•
What are their needs?•
Who cares if we exist?•
If we didn’t exist, how would our members/customers meet their needs?•
What are our legal obligations?•
What are our ethical obligations?•
What does the history of the organization tell us about our identity?•
Has the environment changed or is it heading in a direction that necessitates a 
reevaluation of our organizational vision and mission?

•

Frequency of deliberation 
This broad question should be addressed at the time of formation, during times of major crisis 
or transition, periodically to orient the organization strategically, and to ensure the 
organization’s continuing relevance of the organization’s mission.

Who participates in discussion 

Ultimately, the board must answer the question of why the organization exists.•
Other leaders and staff provide input.•
Chief executive officer provides key input and ensures all relevant parties have input.•

2. What is the nature of the environment in which we exist and how is it changing? All 
organizations exist within external environments, and they need to be attuned to those 
environments. Formal environmental assessment and forecasting, or future-focused research 
and deliberation, should be incorporated into the periodic review and creation of a strategic 
plan. Following are questions that help to assess the environmental issues an organization 
faces. 

What elements in the environment will aid or impede the achievement of our mission?•
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How is our current and potential membership/customer base changing?•
What societal changes will affect us (demographic, technology, economic, etc. and so 
on)?

•

What public policy issues are affecting or will affect us?•

Frequency of deliberation 

Staff and volunteers give constant attention to the environment and report periodically.•
Formal environmental assessment should be incorporated into the periodic review and 
creation of a strategic plan. 

•

Who is responsible 

Delegated staff and volunteers.•
Board of directors.•

3. What are the organization’s current strengths and weaknesses? An analysis of the 
organization’s strengths and weaknesses is key to evaluating its performance and its potential. 
The following questions may help in this assessment.

What works and does not work in carrying out our mission?•
How well are we doing the things that we need to do?•
What is the turnover rate of our members/customers and of our staff?•
How well do we make decisions?•
Does our infrastructure support our mission?•
Are we structured most effectively to accomplish our mission?•
What is our reputation—how are we perceived? •
What is the status of our current resources (e.g., cultural mind set, discipline, volunteer 
commitment, commitment to the mission, skill set, and financial resources)?

•

Frequency of deliberation 

Annual operational review (e.g., budgeting).•
Ongoing for products and services.•
During the creation and periodic review of the strategic plan.•

 
Who is responsible 

Board.•
Members.•
Staff.•
Committee/task forces.•

4. What must we accomplish to sustain our effectiveness? This question occurs during 
the periodic review of the organization’s plan and addresses its performance and opportunities 
over time. The following questions may assist in evaluating effectiveness.

What gaps or opportunities exist?•
What is most important to accomplish?•
What is the importance of each issue?•
What gaps exist between our current status and the ends we desire?•
What are the implications of not closing those gaps?•
In what areas does the organization have the most potential for achieving success?•

Frequency of deliberation? 

During the periodic review.•

Who is responsible? 

Board.•
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Others need to provide input.•

5. How do we seek to achieve our desired outcomes? These questions help to craft 
strategies and tactics of the organization. 

What should we continue, start, change, leverage, or stop to better achieve our ends?•
What alternative courses of action exist?•
What means will we employ to achieve our goals?•

Frequency of deliberation 

During the periodic review.•

Who is responsible 

Staff.•
Volunteers.•
Board should have general oversight, but should not be involved in development of 
programmatic strategies and tactics.

•

6. How do we best deploy the necessary resources (people, money, intellectual capital, 
skills, policies, procedures, practices, commitment and culture)? All too often, the issue 
of resources is overlooked in the planning process. A board’s responsibility is to provide the 
resources needed to accomplish the organization’s plan. Staff has an important role in defining 
needed resources, but the board ultimately has the responsibility to provide them and to make 
the necessary choices to deploy available resources most effectively. These questions may 
help in this deliberation. 

What resources are required? How can they be most effectively deployed?•
For what purposes do we have enough, and for what purposes are we lacking 
resources?

•

For the resources that are required: what do we have in hand, what can we acquire or 
purchase, what can we develop, or what resources can be redeployed within the 
organization to accomplish our plan? 

•

Frequency of deliberation 

During annual operational review.•

Who is responsible 

Staff develops estimates of required and existing resources.•
Board makes final allocation.•

7. How do we track our progress (measure the achievements)? Evaluation is key to 
understanding whether the organization is achieving its mission, goals, and objectives and to 
charting a future course. These questions may be helpful in assessment of organizational 
performance.

Do we have resources employed efficiently?•
Are we doing what we planned?•
What indicators will tell that we are on or off course?•
What behaviors are we seeing and not seeing in our organization that give us 
confidence or are cause for concern as we assess our achievement?

•

What information about our performance needs to be collected? •
Who is charged to review and make judgments about this information?•
How frequently do we want to track each performance indicator?•
What information is readily at hand, and what information systems need to be 
developed?

•

Frequency of deliberation 
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Dependent upon the measure.•

Who is responsible 

Dependent upon the measure.•

8. How do we know whether we have succeeded? Ultimately, the board must decide 
whether objectives have been achieved. If success has not been achieved, the board needs to 
understand what led to the lack of success. These questions might assist in the evaluation 
phase.

Did we accomplish each objective?•
If not, why not?•
What do we do next?•
How can we use the evaluation process to improve future efforts?•

Frequency of deliberation 

Dependent upon the measure.•

Who is responsible 

Dependent upon the measure.•

9. What did we learn about the process that can help us determine what to do better the 
next time? In addition to assessing outcomes, it is important to assess the planning process. 
How well did the planning process serve the organization in achieving its desired ends? 
Questions that might assist organizations in this phase include: 

Was the mission clearly understood by staff and leaders?•
Was there a shared understanding of desired ends?•
Did we have needed information when it was needed? •
Did we seek out and receive input from staff, volunteers, members, and community 
leaders?

•

Were our projections and timelines realistic?•

Frequency of deliberation 

At the end of a planning cycle.•

Who is responsible 

Staff.•
Board.•
Volunteers.•

Strategic Planning Process

The panel recognizes that there are many acceptable models for strategic planning that assist organizations 
in addressing these questions. Effective strategic planning addresses three critical planning elements: 
outputs, performance, and inputs. Models may differ in their approaches to addressing these elements, 
however, the panelists concluded that successful models will contain similar elements. The panel does not 
endorse or recommend any particular planning model. It does recommend that, regardless of the model 
selected, the organization ensures that the selected model address the strategic planning questions posed 
above. In the following sections of this report, these critical questions are referenced by number when 
elements are discussed. The success or failure of the planning process is understood in the outputs of the 
organization. The achievement of vision and mission by the organization is the standard for the 
effectiveness of the planning process.
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Critical Elements of Planning

An effective strategic planning process will include the following critical elements:

1. Identification of critical issues. 
Organizations should conduct both an internal or external assessment. An internal 
assessment assists the organization in identifying issues related to its capacity to carry out its 
mission and a careful analysis of its strengths and weaknesses (planning questions 2 and 3). 
Moreover, the organization should identify external issues that either help or hinder the 
organization’s ability to carry out its mission (planning questions 1, 2, and 3). 

2. Identification of organizational needs 
A need is the gap between the organization’s current position (“what is”) and the organization’s 
desired position (“what should be”). Examples of such gaps include: a) the organization’s 
membership currently represents 50 percent of the available market. It’s objective is to 
represent at least 80 percent of the market. b) Currently, some leadership positions have only 
one or two candidates. The organization would like to have several qualified candidates for 
each leadership position. c) Current federal regulation restricts organization’s abilities to offer 
products and services in a competitive manner, when the organization would like to see an 
environment free of restrictive regulations (planning questions 1, 2, and 3).

3. Development of goals and objectives. 

The identification of gaps provides the organization with a meaningful foundation for 
developing achievable goals to reduce or eliminate those gaps (planning question 3). As 
noted, the panel defines goals as “statements of broad outcomes, or ends, that the 
organization seeks to achieve.” These broad statements of intent are then further defined by 
statements of objectives that the panel defines as: “statements that are measurable and 
achievable.” 

The panel says goal statements are optional and objectives are essential. That is, some 
organization may elect to move step by step from the broad to the specific when addressing 
gaps. Other organizations may choose to omit goal statements and move directly to identifying 
objectives to address identified gaps. What organizations should avoid is stopping at the goal 
stage. Specific, measurable objectives are essential for proper management of the other two 
elements of planning: performance and structure (planning question 4). 

4. Design and implement the event sequences to achieve desired outcomes. 
Effective plans specify what people—staff and volunteers—will do to meet identified goals and 
objectives. The focus is on how the organization will pursue its desired ends (planning 
question 5).

5. Specification of organizational inputs.  
The organization carefully evaluates its capacity to carry out the required sequence of events. 
It addresses such questions as: Do we have the right people in place? Will our current policies 
and procedures support the effort required? Do we have the finances to carry out the 
proposed strategies? Changes in the current structure or the proposed strategies, or both, 
follow from this assessment (planning question 6). 

6. Evaluation. 
Evaluation has two purposes: to improve and to prove. As regards strategic planning, both 
process and outcome are the subjects of evaluation. Organizations continually assess, both 
formally and informally, whether they are executing the plan as intended—and if not, why not? 
They also hold themselves accountable for producing results. They measure whether they 
have achieved the ends they set out to achieve (planning questions 7 and 8). 

7. Implementation of changes based on evaluation data. 
Successful organizations use evaluation information to effect change. If the data warrant it, 
organizations make in-course changes to the plan at the input or performance level. They 
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understand that such changes may affect their ability to achieve desired ends. In such cases, 
they make adjustments to objectives as well (planning question 9). 

8. Alignment of strategic systems. 
To be successful, a strategic plan must be part of the fabric of an organization. It must be 
understood and implemented by all elements within the organization. Staff and volunteers 
need to share an understanding of the organization’s mission, vision, goals, and objectives. 
Moreover, each person needs to understand his or her role in the plan. Organizations make 
sure that all human, physical, and financial resources are working in harmony toward a 
common end (relates to all planning questions). 

9. Stakeholder participation. 
A successful alignment of strategic systems requires that the plan receive the input from and 
participation of all organizational constituencies or stakeholders. Each should understand its 
role in the process and in the organization’s success (relates to all planning questions).

Common Challenges and Mistakes

The Consensus Panel also identified common problems and mistakes that organizations should keep in 
mind. These issues include:

Inadequate preparation: Prior to beginning the planning process, organizations should ensure that 
they have all the information, time, and resources required to make adequate decisions.

•

Confirming the “what is”: It is not uncommon for some leaders and staff to attempt to use the strategic 
planning process to justify the status quo. Strategic planning is designed to push organizations out of 
their comfort zone. 

•

Broad goals that never lead to specific measurable objectives: As has already been noted, without 
specificity and measurement, there is no accountability.

•

Focusing on how before agreeing on what: Organizations often engage in debates over methods and 
means before agreeing on outcome. Clear objectives should drive the discussion of methods.

•

Plan with no execution: Mission, goals, and objectives are only parts of a plan. Effective planning 
must contain plans for action and those plans must be carried out and monitored.

•

The plan does not consider capacity: Effective plans take into consideration the resources available 
(either internally or externally) to the organization.

•

Board does not buy into the plan: The board is ultimately responsible for the plan. Without the board’s 
involvement, endorsement, and active sponsorship, the strategic plan is doomed. 

•

Michael E. Gallery, PhD, CAE is the president of OPIS LLC. He can be reached at 
mgallery@opisconsultants.com.
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