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PPPPllllaaaannnnnnnniiiinnnngggg
IIIImmmmpppprrrraaaaccccttttiiiiccccaaaallll    oooorrrr    IIIImmmmppppeeeerrrraaaattttiiiivvvveeee????

bbbbyyyy    MMMMaaaannnnaaaaggggeeeemmmmeeeennnntttt    CCCCoooonnnnssssuuuullllttttaaaannnnttttssss    ffffoooorrrr    tttthhhheeee    AAAArrrrttttssss

When it comes to the value of prognostication, most people’s views probably fall somewhere between
those of this playwright and CEO. It’s true, the future can be forecast with neither surety nor
precision. Yet those who make little or no attempt to chart their future can find themselves, by
default, simply reacting to change and opportunity.

Planning is a particularly important issue for the nation’s cultural community. It’s also a familiar one.
The very nature of many cultural organizations’ work requires that major artistic and programmatic
decisions be made two or three years in advance, and donors and government agencies often
require long-range or strategic plans as a condition of funding. Planning is also a timely issue. The
current environment may discourage some from engaging in strategic thinking – after all, why plan
when so much can change so quickly? We even know of one Washington D.C.-based consultant
who regularly declares, “Planning is dead.” Yet, it is precisely during turbulent times that a clear,
firmly-grounded sense of direction is most valuable.

Ironically, nearly every cultural organization we work with has something they believe qualifies as a
plan or strategy. Some of these documents are cursory. Some are wish lists. What we encounter
most often, however, are plans that have little real life within the organization. Even plans that are
thorough and realistic can sit, ignored, on a shelf or in a filing cabinet.

In this paper, we share our observations on planning–its value to cultural organizations and, in
particular, how to design a process that will produce a plan that is dynamic and actually put to use.

Our views have been shaped by our work with scores of cultural organizations, large and small, from
across the nation. Some of the things we’ve learned from these interactions are, as one might
expect, idiosyncratic to the organization and its people. But we think we’ve also learned which truths
are constant. We’d like to share those with you.

We won’t outline a rigid checklist on how to develop a plan, and the bottom-line of this paper isn’t
that you should hire MCA or any other firm to write a plan for you. That’s because we don’t think
effective plans can be bought. The most successful plans are those that gain ownership by the key
leaders within the organization – the kind of collective ownership that coalesces only when the ideas
are generated and developed by the people themselves.

We also believe the planning exercise should proceed from mission – the organization’s reason for
being. The plan can and should express the organization’s aspirations. But, fundamentally, it should
be about how the organization can, over time, breathe life into its mission, fulfill it and manifest its
mission in its work. As futurist Bill Smith notes: “Purpose is power.” Remaining true to mission will
prevent a plan from being either little more than a wish list or driven solely by financial objectives.

SSSSttttrrrraaaatttteeeeggggiiiicccc????    LLLLoooonnnngggg    RRRRaaaannnnggggeeee????
For simplicity, we call this management tool “planning,” although strategic long-range planning may
be more precise and descriptive – and also unwieldy.

Strategic implies strategies – specific action plans designed to reach certain objectives. That’s
important to note because some people equate “long range” planning with the setting of pie-in-the-
sky goals instead of something more achievable.
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Planning certainly generates dreams. It’s perfectly appropriate for a slice or two of “pie” to be
incorporated into a strategic plan. In fact, some organizations are so embroiled with day-to-day
concerns, they don’t take enough time to raise their sights and look beyond the crisis of the moment.
Adding weeks to the season, launching a major exhibition, hiring additional musicians, buying that
choice property – these may be out of reach today, but, if they are consistent with the organization’s
mission, they need not be out of the question. What is critical is to translate dreams into approaches
that stand up to scrutiny in terms of support for the mission, human resources and financial capacity.
The plan must do more than list the organization’s aspirations. It must outline concrete steps leading
to their attainment.

“Long range” also makes an important point about planning. Plans ought to describe an
organization’s direction and activities over a period of up to about three years. We’ve found that it is
unrealistic to project with any kind of accuracy how things will be beyond three years or so. At the
same time, a plan that looks ahead only 18 to 24 months will tend to be myopic, more tactical than
strategic.

What initiates the planning exercise varies. The impetus could be a change in leadership, financial
difficulty or, as we’ve noted, the requirements of third parties. Many plans are conceived in times of
crisis. Yet some organizations have discovered that there is great value in planning from a position of
strength. That’s because they have the resources available to implement their plans.

We observed this with a museum that had experienced enormous growth. It had built a new facility
and doubled attendance. The museum’s leadership realized they needed to expand the organization
to accommodate this growth, but they had no experience to help determine whether the growth
would continue or decline once the newness of the new facility faded. They developed a plan that
took control of the growth by planning an aggressive exhibition, education and publicity program,
coupled with increased fundraising to tap new sources of money.

They also came to see how important it was to develop a vision for the museum’s long-term future,
not just a plan for the next three or four years. In order to remain vital and exciting, they realized they
needed to develop and have in mind goals that went beyond what had already been accomplished.

OOOOnnnn    PPPPllllaaaannnnnnnneeeerrrrssss
While many organizations turn to consultants to help them develop a plan, we do not believe
effective plans can be written by any individual laboring in isolation. That applies to trustees and
staff, and it certainly applies to people outside the organization.

We believe consultants best serve their clients when they help the organization’s leadership map out
how the plan will be developed, facilitate the planning process, help ensure everyone involved stays
on track and push to resolutions. Consultants may share insights and offer suggestions from their
experience – frankly, that’s an added value they ought to bring, particularly in looking for the powerful
linkages that can be created by integrating the various objectives and strategies of a plan.
Consultants may be asked to synthesize all of the inputs in a final document. Yet the content of the
plan must be developed primarily by the people who make up the organization and others who have
more than a temporary or casual interest in its success.

Planning should be the responsibility of a task force or a committee established by the board and
senior staff. The committee may be headed by a trustee or a past or incoming president. Whoever is
selected, the chair should be someone who is sympathetic to and respectful of the planning process,
someone who will nurture a collaborative spirit among the committee’s members. In fact, the key
ingredients for all committee members are sympathy and courage.

The planning committee should be made up of people drawn from different segments of the
organization: trustees, staff, volunteers, the community. You want different voices to be heard during
the planning process, even if that means those voices will be in conflict at times.
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Disagreements are inevitable, so expect them. In fact, welcome divergent views. As long as the
committee doesn’t deteriorate into a speech and debate club, constructive dialogue can be extremely
valuable. It sifts ideas and sharpens them. It also strengthens relationships. This was an important
byproduct of a Midwest cultural center’s planning process. The center had been contracting at a
steady rate. Income was being drawn from a trust fund, but it was not keeping pace with costs, and
there was no plan to expand the trust.

We were engaged to help develop a plan to reverse this trend. It was with the explicit understanding
that the planning process could examine all aspects of the center with one exception: governance.
That need not be discussed, we were informed, because oversight of the center sat squarely (and
solely) with a municipal agency.

As we learned more about the center through interviews and meetings, however, it became clear that
many groups felt they had a role to play in determining the center’s future. There was a not-for-profit
organization created to raise money for the center, a major foundation that provided funding, two arts
organizations using space at the center, and the staffs of at least four other institutions. All were or
wanted to be involved to one degree or another. All believed they had the best interests of the
community and the cultural center in mind. But they had different ideas of what the center should be
and how it should be operated. The challenge became figuring out how to get the various players to
be open to the points of view of others so that the best ideas could surface.

Collaboration among these groups, as well as the involvement of the community, was encouraged.
The parties met with each other repeatedly to wrestle with the tough issues: How do you find money
to keep the place running? How do you respond to the community’s perception that the center is a
place they don’t want to visit? How should the center be managed and by whom?

The planning process had begun with the goal of helping solve a fiscal problem. The resulting plan
addressed that. But as a direct result of the collaborative process, the organization touched on larger
issues that were just as important, though not directly tied to finances. The parties realized that their
fiscal decline was a symptom of a systemic problem. People thought the center was under the control
of a small and insulated body. No one was going to contribute money to an entity perceived as
having a distant relationship with the community. Much of that perception stemmed from a very real
lack of trust between the parties. At some point during the planning process, that evaporated and
the governance issue was allowed back in the room.

In the end, among the solutions proposed and implemented was the creation of a new entity
charged with operating the center and sharing responsibility for its governance. Today, it includes
representation from all the appropriate groups.

As this case demonstrates, you sometimes have to really work to get the best ideas out and not be
afraid of arguing and talking through delicate subjects. The collaborative approach is time
consuming. It requires personal commitment by the participants and a willingness to openly and
candidly discuss ideas and issues. The entire exercise may take six months to a year, but reflective
time is critical since significant decisions will be made. There is another benefit. Collaboration has a
galvanizing influence and engenders buy-in. If a wide variety of people invest in the plan’s
development, chances are better that it won’t be abandoned on a shelf.

TTTToooooooo    MMMMaaaannnnyyyy    CCCCooooooookkkkssss????
We have all experienced the dark side of collaboration: bureaucracy. Too many people involved. Too
many meetings. Too many compromises made along the road to consensus.

Call it paralysis by analysis.
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This is where facilitators are most valuable. They can lay out milestones, identify who will do what and
in what time frame. The committee members will still do the bulk of the work. The facilitator’s job is to
stage manage that work over a sustainable period and ensure that it goes somewhere.

If the process is managed with discipline and focus is maintained, the quality of decisions that are
made will benefit from having more, not fewer, voices heard. We observed that while working with an
east coast symphony.

The planning cycle was initiated with one goal above all others: sell more tickets. The symphony’s
leadership thought that if they could just generate more revenue, everything would be fine. We did
the math. Even if capacity utilization improved from 55% to 90%, which everyone agreed would be
extraordinary, the symphony would still be left with an operational deficit of several hundred thousand
dollars. So, while selling more tickets would help, it wasn’t the only issue that needed to be
addressed.

A series of discussions between trustees, staff and musicians was arranged. It became clear that for
many of these people these sessions were the first time they had ever talked together about the
symphony seriously and purposefully. Musicians and management had never openly and as peers
discussed the state of the organization. Trustees hadn’t talked with musicians about their work.
Volunteers had rarely met with the board.

The resulting discussions shed light on many issues, including serious matters that extended far
beyond the issue of boosting revenue. As for selling more tickets, the resulting plan outlined many
innovative ideas, which sprang from dialogue between trustees, staff and musicians. For example,
one objective was to make concerts more audience-friendly. The musicians came forward with an
idea. “Why can’t a few of us be in the lobby before the concert, play a little piece and chat informally
about that evening’s performance?” No one thought the musicians would ever be willing to do such a
thing, so no one had ever asked them to consider it.

Another idea: the music director agreed to greet the audience from the stage just before the
performance. This gesture would tone down the rigid formalism of the concert experience and get
word out that it’s OK to go to the symphony. (The conductor did muse that if things got too informal,
the audience might start applauding between movements. “That’s OK,” the musicians said. “It shows
they like us. You’ve got the baton. Just stop the orchestra for a moment.”)

EEEElllleeeemmmmeeeennnnttttssss    ooooffff    tttthhhheeee    PPPPllllaaaannnn
Each organization’s approach to planning will vary, of course. It is critically important to design a
planning process that matches the temperament of the organization. Who will be involved?
Regarding which issues? What will be the lines of accountabilities as the planning exercise
proceeds? These and other design issues can often determine the ultimate quality of the plan itself.

We promised we wouldn’t offer a foolproof set of steps on how to develop a plan. But, generally
speaking, planning processes flow through four major phases:

1 Mission: “Why we exist”
2 Framework: “Where we are heading”
3 Strategies and Action Plans: “How we will get there”
4 Measurements: “How are we doing?”

PPPPhhhhaaaasssseeee    1111    PPPPrrrreeeeppppaaaarrrreeee    ttttoooo    PPPPllllaaaannnn
The process begins with your organization’s mission. Marketing, staffing, finance, general operations,
volunteers – everything should reflect back on mission. Therefore, before you start thinking about
where your organization is headed, you’ll want to spend time reflecting on where it has been and why
it exists. While a few organizations discover that they’ve never spent a great deal of time articulating
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a mission, most find they need to dust it off and reaffirm what they’ve always been about. Some
organizations also develop a “vision statement,” which tends to represent an image of what the
organization would like to be, or look like, in the future.

Many have found it helpful to conduct an organizational analysis at the outset of a planning process.
Sometimes called a situational analysis, needs assessment or management audit, this type of
analysis is like a medical checkup or a snapshot. It captures the state of your organization at a
particular moment in time and provides a rigorous assessment of how well the organization is serving
its stated mission. While there is great value in the organization conducting its own analysis, many
trustees and staff have indicated that an outsider’s audit of operations provides an objective
springboard to the planning process. This also has the virtue of giving all parties a common baseline
of information from which to work.

The nature of the plans you formulate may be greatly shaped by what many organizations call
operating principles. These describe the organization’s underlying values. If mission is the why an
organization exists, operating principles embody how the organization wants to be, how it wishes to
conduct itself.

Although discussions of operating principles and core values can drift toward the ethereal, we’ve
found it helpful to take the time to extract these values. They become very good evaluation tools to
judge the worth of particular ideas.

The equivalent in the business world would be something akin to corporate culture. To illustrate: a
company sets as an objective doubling its market share over the next two years. One way to do that
quickly is to launch a hostile takeover of another company. Yet senior management and the board of
directors reject this option. Why? Because such an action is not considered consistent with the
company they wish to be. It is not part of their corporate culture.

PPPPhhhhaaaasssseeee    IIIIIIII    TTTThhhheeee    FFFFrrrraaaammmmeeeewwwwoooorrrrkkkk    ooooffff    GGGGooooaaaallllssss    aaaannnndddd    OOOObbbbjjjjeeeeccccttttiiiivvvveeeessss
When it comes to terms like goals, objectives and strategies, there seem to be as many definitions as
people who use them. Even among ourselves, we’ve discovered that we use these terms differently
and sometimes interchangeably. We’ve chosen some terms for the purposes of this paper, but
please keep in mind that they were chosen somewhat arbitrarily. We wish to emphasize the process
here, not the terms.

What we call goals stem from mission. In fact, they are in many ways a restatement of it. They
describe where you want to be as an organization and help determine priorities for the coming years.
For example, the mission of one cultural organization is “to celebrate and inspire excellence in the
artistry of theatre in America.” To serve this mission, the organization articulated several goals. One is
to “encourage theatres to provide fertile places which nurture the collaboration of artists and foster
artistic excellence.”

The next level of specificity can be called objectives. They are the targets that will be supported by
strategies, action steps and financial requirements. The goal stated above is supported by two
objectives, one of which states: “Serve as a bridge between artists and theatre institutions.”

PPPPhhhhaaaasssseeee    IIIIIIIIIIII    SSSSttttrrrraaaatttteeeeggggiiiieeeessss    ffffoooorrrr    IIIImmmmpppplllleeeemmmmeeeennnnttttaaaattttiiiioooonnnn
This part of the plan involves determining the most effective sequence of actions – call them
strategies, tactics or action plans – that will achieve the objectives you’ve set forth. This step focuses
on how you get there.

To continue the example from above, of the three underpinning strategies formulated to achieve the
objective of “serving as a bridge between artists and theatre institutions,” one advances the idea of
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convening a regular series of forums to allow theatre leaders to share information, engage in
aesthetic discussions and address problems of leadership within theatre institutions.

It may be helpful to think of the framework of mission, goals, objectives and strategies as a kind of
hierarchy. It scales from mission, which describes the organization in the broadest of terms and is the
most unchangeable element, all the way to individual strategies, which are very specific action plans
and can be quickly modified as conditions change.

PPPPhhhhaaaasssseeee    IIIIVVVV    MMMMeeeeaaaassssuuuurrrriiiinnnngggg    pppprrrrooooggggrrrreeeessssssss
An individual or a committee should be responsible for monitoring and evaluating progress of the
plan’s overall execution. When working with a national arts service organization, we were impressed
by the rigor with which they created evaluative tools. First, a planning and evaluation committee was
created, composed of two members of the board, two members-at-large and two staff members. In
addition to evaluating the organization’s progress and reviewing annual operating plans, the
committee was charged with identifying unresolved issues to be addressed in later years of the plan
and to recommend adjustments as changes occur.

Progress against some strategies is relatively easy to quantify – the number of issues of a
membership publication, number of articles, etc. But don’t overlook the importance of qualitative
measurements – the quality of work on stage, articles, readership, impact, etc. This type of evaluation
can be tough, but every strategy you include in the plan should be measured.

EEEEnnnnssssuuuurrrriiiinnnngggg    tttthhhheeee    PPPPllllaaaannnn    IIIIssss    UUUUsssseeeedddd
Shortly after being named head of IBM, Lou Gerstner – the first CEO recruited from outside the
company – remarked, “I just reviewed several years of IBM’s strategic plans. They are beautiful
documents. Very nicely written, very complete... and very correct. IBM knew about virtually every
major change that was coming, but, for whatever reason, did nothing about it.”

How can you ensure that after months of hard work, deliberation and reflection, your plan will be put
to use?

The approach we’ve advocated here, with its heavy emphasis on collaboration and dialogue,
encourages people to implement the plan. It is human nature that if we invest a lot of our time,
energy and passion into something, we don’t want to see that effort squandered. If 10 to 15 people
put the plan together, chances are reasonably good that a dozen or more people will remain involved
to see to it that the plan is utilized. That doesn’t happen very often when one person authors a plan
and foists it on others.

Implementation shouldn’t be left to chance. A risk of working as a committee is that no one assumes
responsibility for seeing the work through. Everyone assumes someone else is responsible for
execution. To avoid this, some organizations include within the plan a timetable and assignments of
who is to do what, when. Others will want to more fluidly assign general accountabilities to certain
initiatives or functional areas in the plan. A planning committee made up of staff and board could be
maintained, or responsibility for plan implementation could be assigned to the executive committee or
the vice president, particularly if he or she is likely to be the next president.

The greater the amount of shared accountability the more likely it is that the plan will drive action. It
has been inspirational for us seeing groups discover they have – and can use – collective will.

IIIItttt    BBBBeeeeaaaarrrrssss    RRRReeeeppppeeeeaaaattttiiiinnnngggg
The environment for cultural organizations is subject to constant change. Assumptions you relied
upon to develop last year’s plan may no longer be valid. Objectives you thought you’d achieve by
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year two were met by year four. The organization needs to be flexible enough to adapt to new
circumstances without losing sight of its long-term goals.

Organizations should establish a program of ongoing evaluation and monitoring of the plan. For
example, some ask staff and board to write an annual “state of the organization” report, including
suggested modifications to the plan. Some organizations like each year to add another year to the
plan. If the rigor and clarity of the initial planning effort was strong enough to build on, and if the
environment hasn’t changed too drastically, this could in effect provide for an ongoing addition to the
plan. However, we’ve found that a full organizational analysis, conducted on a regular basis, is one
of the most effective methods of determining whether an entirely new plan needs to be created or
whether revising parts of the existing plan is sufficient.

One of the most valuable reasons for conducting an organizational analysis is that it re-ignites the
collaborative process and reunites the parties again. It can also bring in new parties who weren’t
there before.

• • •

As we’ve emphasized, plans that are valued and that truly drive meaningful decisions bear the imprint
of a variety of people – people who care about the organization and who touch it in different ways.
Collaboration takes time. But it pays off, often in unexpected ways. That’s why we have placed as
much emphasis on the process by which a plan is developed as on the plan itself. As you consider
possible adjustments or modifications to the plan, be respectful of the thought and care that went
into its development. Certain elements of the plan, particularly the action plans, will undoubtedly
change as circumstances change. But you will want to think hard before making drastic changes to
the organization’s overall direction, its goals and objectives – and harder still when considering the
organization’s mission.

In navigational circles, it’s called “tacking.” When faced with contrary winds, sailors maneuver their
ship to turn from right to left to right again, back and forth. They may appear to change direction
frequently, even arbitrarily. But they are in a constant state of forward movement. They are making
steady progress toward their destination.

The same can be said of effective cultural organizations. They also “tack,” adapting to and dealing
with change. They navigate as best they can using a map, a plan. Yet they stay true to their
missions, never losing sight of what they are, why they exist, and where they are headed.


