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Overview and Definition of Concepts 

Strategic planning can be defined as “the process used by community groups, 
government departments, organizations, businesses and others develop a blueprint for 
action and change within their community”1. Strategic planning has emerged as a 
popular and important process in community development theory and practice, as well 
as in the private sector and government organizations. Strategic planning can help 
organizations, communities and regions establish and work towards their goals and 
objectives through a careful step by step process. Strategic planning provides an 
opportunity for participation and building support for community development efforts and 
can help to ensure that limited human and financial resources are used wisely. 

If you are involved in a community development organization you may be engaged in 
strategic planning at multiple levels, including planning for your organization, for your 
community and even for your region. While strategic planning can be used at many 
levels it is important to note that the amount of control that planners have over the 
outcomes of their efforts decreases as the scope of the plan increases. You have more 
control over the activities of your organization than of those of multiple organizations 
working across an entire region for example. 

Strategic planning may be focused on a particular issue or goal (or set of goals) or on 
aligning an organization’s activities with its mission2. It may involve planning for the 
short, medium or long term. It can be linear (moving from general ideas to specific 
actions in a step-by-step fashion) or more organic, moving back and forth between 
various stages and ideas and incorporating new elements as the process unfolds3. The 
approach that is most appropriate will depend on your particular situation but a strategic 
planning process is often comprised of the following steps: planning to plan, agreeing on 
a vision, situation analysis, setting goals and objectives, operational planning, 
implementing projects and monitoring and evaluation. The order of the steps may vary 

                                            
1 Department of Innovation, Trade and Rural Development (IBRD), Government of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, Strategic Planning Facilitator Guide p. 9, accessed March 15th 2012, 
http://www.ibrd.gov.nl.ca/regionaldev/StratPlanGuide.pdf  
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Carter McNamara, “All about Strategic Planning” accessed March 15

th
 2012, 

http://managementhelp.org/strategicplanning/index.htm  
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but each of these steps is considered to be an important component of the overall 
planning process4.  

Planning to plan is an important step that is often not given the attention it deserves. At 
this stage it is important to clearly outline the purpose, scope and roles and 
responsibilities of those involved in the planning process. The design of the process 
must also take into account available human and financial resources and include a 
proposed timeline. It is important to put a strong planning team together and to confirm 
the commitment of community leaders to the process. A strategic planning committee of 
less than ten people is recommended that includes a mix of visionaries and “do-ers” or 
"actionaries"5 and people with connections in various parts of the community but also 
with outside agencies that can provide resources and assistance. Research and 
analysis, communication and facilitation skills are also useful, whether in your core 
volunteer team or in the staff hire to support the process. 

The visioning stage of the planning process creates a common picture for the future and 
helps people expand their horizons in terms of considering the potential the future offers. 
It usually clarifies a purpose and direction for the community, which is extremely 
important. A vision statement should be strong, clear, inspiring and action-oriented. With 
visions also come values statements which help to set the overall priorities under which 
communities operates. Vision statements should provide a lens through which goal can 
be set and against which to judge potential initiatives. 

Whether conducted before, after or at the same time as visioning, an assessment of 
your community’s current and potential future circumstances is a key part of the 
planning process. This will help ensure that your plan is addressing your community’s 
most pressing current and future issues and that you have an understanding of how 
realistic your goals, objectives and action plans are. 

In strategic planning setting goals becomes a vital step in completing an overall plan. 
Goals are a bridge between your vision and objectives. Goals should be specific enough 
that it will be possible to determine whether you are making progress towards achieving 
these goals6. They can be either result oriented, or process oriented, although results 
oriented goals are often preferred as they are more tangible and measurable7. Goals 
should be realistic and attainable and translate into specific, measureable objectives, 
timelines and work plans. 

Objectives indicate the specific activities you will undertake to achieve your goals or 
desired outcomes. You will have more control over whether you will meet your 

                                            
4 Terry Hill and Roy Westbrook, “SWOT analysis: It's time for a product recall” Long Range Planning, 30,1 
(1988): 51. 
5
 Karl Albrecht “Practical Intelligence: the Art & Science of Common Sense,” New York: Wiley, 2009 

6 Planning Resource Center, “What are Strategic Planning Goals,” Planning Resource Center,  accessed 
March 14th 2012, http://work911.com/planningmaster/faq/goals.htm 
7
 Pennsylvania State University, “Developing Strategic Performance Indicators”, Innovation Insights, Office 

of Planning and Institutional Assessment, accessed March 14th 2012, 
http://www.psu.edu/president/pia/innovation/strategic_indicators.pdf 

http://work911.com/planningmaster/faq/goals.htm
http://www.psu.edu/president/pia/innovation/strategic_indicators.pdf
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objectives (often through very specific outputs) than your goals (outcomes). Objectives 
are more specific descriptions of what we intend to achieve to meet our goals and work 
towards our vision. It is a step on a way to a higher level goal. Objectives generally 
involve an observable or measurable, specific activity.  

But how do you decide what activities will best address your communities’ challenges or 
opportunities? Brainstorming is a widely used tool to stimulate creative thinking and 
generate solution ideas. It helps to have people from different backgrounds involved in 
brainstorming. Be sure to capture all ideas at this stage, no matter how wild they may 
seem. Ideally participants involved in the brainstorming process will try to build on or 
combine the ideas of others. Other methods of gathering ideas include community 
surveys and consultations with targeted individuals, business leaders or community 
groups. After the idea generation process the work begins! A process of “narrowing 
down” or prioritizing (discussed further below) is then required to ensure the best 
strategies for your community are pursued.  

Once you have identified the initiatives and activities you plan to implement the next 
step is operational or action planning; laying out a plan for implementing projects and 
then making it happen. Implementation is a challenging but critical phase in strategic 
planning. Initiatives and activities must be strategic, prioritized, and well planned and 
executed to bring strategic plans to fruition.8 A good strategic plan must also include 
ways to monitor and evaluate the plan’s success, which can help lead to long-term 
commitment”9. All of these elements of the plan should be recorded in a well-written, 
easy-to-read document that is made widely available in the community. Finally, as 
results are achieved it is important to communicate and celebrate successes. 

Key Considerations for Strategic Planning 

Planning is a challenging and complex task due to the multiple groups that may be 
involved and the diverse expectations of these groups. Stakeholders in the planning 
process may come include government, private sector and/or non-governmental 
organizations as well as citizens. Strategic planning at the community or regional level 
allows for inclusiveness and opportunities for input and participation from all community 
members. Residents play a vital role in community planning because it is local residents 
who often bring forward new ideas or approaches. They are also the ones that 
collectively drive local economies, volunteer groups and other important elements of a 
community. In Newfoundland and Labrador (NL), strategic planning for community 
development typically involves municipalities and community groups working with 
federal and provincial government agencies, often with additional support from regional 
economic development boards (REDBs).  

                                            
8
Newfoundland and Labrador Regional Economic Development Association (NLREDA), “Selecting REDB 

Activities and Initiatives”, NLREDA, accessed March 14th 2012, 
http://www.nlreda.ca/system/filestore/OM%20resource%20materials/Opportunity%20Management/Econo
mic%20Development%20Initiatives%20and%20Activities%20Handout%20Version%201.pdf  
9 Pennsylvania State University, “Developing Strategic Performance Indicators”  

http://www.nlreda.ca/system/filestore/OM%20resource%20materials/Opportunity%20Management/Economic%20Development%20Initiatives%20and%20Activities%20Handout%20Version%201.pdf
http://www.nlreda.ca/system/filestore/OM%20resource%20materials/Opportunity%20Management/Economic%20Development%20Initiatives%20and%20Activities%20Handout%20Version%201.pdf
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Government officials, whether municipal, provincial or federal, sometimes lack the 
required “knowledge, resources and legitimacy”10 to solve problems faced in a 
community. Local input can help address these concerns. Further, lack of local input has 
implications for trust and collaborative decision-making. Government is not always the 
leader in a community development initiative. Sometimes, bottom-up initiatives are a 
more appropriate approach for addressing important issues at the local level. Hence the 
need for strategic planning that takes into consideration the role of various agencies, the 
resources they can provide and roles they can play in planning and implementation. 
Ideally both local and higher level actors should be involved in collaborative planning 
and decision making, and sharing values, goals and action plans.  

A review of the literature on strategic planning and community development illustrates 
that local problems are often difficult to address because they are part of larger 
problems that may have many dimensions, such as social, economic, environmental 
and cultural11. Such problems are complex and sometimes referred to as “wicked 
problems”. They generally have no single solution; therefore strategic planning and 
collaboration among multiple individuals and groups are critical. Communication and 
participation throughout the process have an overall positive effect on strategic planning, 
as various stakeholders find the opportunity to engage in the process and negotiate 
choices that are inclusive and socially just.12 Without negotiation and compromises it will 
be difficult to create and implement a plan. Strategic planning depends on interactions 
between various people and organizations that generally need to reach agreement on a 
common vision and goals. Communication is critical to creating a common agenda, 
identifying common goals and developing a strategic plan for change that is embraced 
across multiple scales and among a diverse set of individuals and organizations13.  
 
It is important to remember that strategic plan document is not the only important thing. 
In many case individuals involved in creating a strategic plan know much of what will go 
into the plan before the process even begins. “However, development of the strategic 
plan greatly helps to clarify the organization's plans and ensure that key leaders are all 
"on the same script". Far more important than the strategic plan document, is the 
strategic planning process itself.”14 The strategic planning process can help build 
community capacity by creating self-awareness and knowledge about the community as 
well as new or strengthened relationships and leadership skills. Finally, it is critical that 
the strategic plan be applied in day-to-day decision-making and in annual planning and 
budgeting and that it be revisited at least every year and adjusted as circumstances 
change or new information becomes available.  

                                            
10 John M. Bryson, “Strategic planning for public and non-profit organizations,” Long Range Planning 21, 
1, (1988): 73-81. 
11

 Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, “Dilemmas in a general theory of planning,” Policy Sciences, 4 (1973): 
155-169. 
12 Paula Jarzabkowski and Julia Balogun, “The practice and process of delivering integration through 
strategic planning,” Journal of Management Studies, 46, 8 (2009):1. 
13

 Mitto Ketokivi and Xavier Castañer, “Strategic planning as an integrative device,” Administrative Science 
Quarterly 49 (2004):337-365. 
14

 McNamara, “All about Strategic Planning” 
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Strategic Planning Approaches and Tools 

SWOT – Assessing Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 
Although there are many assessment approaches that can be used in strategic 
planning, one common one is the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 
(SWOT) framework. The SWOT analysis is a backbone of many strategic planning 
processes. This analytical approach aims to identify the strengths and weaknesses of a 
community, region or organization and the opportunities and threats that are likely to 
affect a community’s future. Strengths and weaknesses are often viewed by planners as 
internally determined factors while opportunities and threats are shaped by external 
forces. Looking internally planners must consider factors such as available human 
resources, facilities, location, and existing economic sectors and businesses to identify 
strengths and weaknesses.15 
 
Assessing opportunities and threats in strategic planning requires consideration of the 
political, economic, social, technological and competitive environments your community 
operates within. This is sometimes referred to as a PEST (Political, Economic, Social 
and Technological) factors analysis or an environmental scan.16 Changes in the natural 
environment should also be considered when assessing how external conditions may 
influence the future of your community or region. SWOT analysis is typically one of the 
early steps undertaken in a strategic planning process. See also the Tools and 
Techniques section of this toolkit as well as the Asset Mapping Toolkit for more 
information on identifying and building on community assets. 
 
Narrowing down – prioritizing initiatives 
With limited time, funds, skills, volunteers and other resources prioritization of potential 
initiatives is critical. Careful consideration must be given to determine the best strategies 
to pursue to meet your community’s needs with the resources available. Things to 
consider when prioritizing ideas include potential conflicts a new initiative may cause, 
what individuals or groups are available to implement the proposed initiative, the 
resources required, and the timeframe for seeing results- to name just a few of the 
questions to keep in mind. One way to gauge acceptance and support for an idea is a 
“dotmocracy”17 approach where participants in a meeting vote for their favorite ideas. 
Keep in mind though that the popularity of an idea is not necessarily a strong indicator of 
its potential for success.18 
 
The process of analyzing ideas to be sure that the activities undertaken are the best 
ones possible is sometimes referred to as opportunity management. During an 
opportunity management process all potential initiatives and activities are carefully 
examined in a process of thoughtful discussion and deliberation. Only those ideas 

                                            
15 Ketokivi and Castañer, “Strategic planning as an integrative device”  
16

 Business Knowledge Centre, “PEST Analysis,” Strategic Management, accessed March 14
th
 2012, 

http://www.netmba.com/strategy/pest/  
17

 Dotmocracy, “What is Dotmocracy,” Dotmocracy, accessed March 14
th
 2012, 

http://www.dotmocracy.org/what_is  
18

 Jill Grant, “A Reader in Canadian Planning: Linking Theory and Practice” (Toronto: Thomson Nelson, 
2008), 12. 

http://www.netmba.com/strategy/pest/
http://www.dotmocracy.org/what_is
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considered most likely to achieve desired outcomes or goals are advanced. Other 
selection criteria, such as community acceptance or likelihood of short-term success, 
may also be established. See also the Tools and Techniques section of this toolkit for 
more information on the opportunity management process. 
 
Considering multiple possible futures 
Scenario planning is another technique used in strategic planning in conjunction with 
other tools, such as focus group workshops, for achieving a common vision and 
collaborative decision making. Recognizing the uncertainty and complexity of many 
situations and therefore the difficulty of forecasting future trends, scenario planning is an 
important tool for exploring rather than predicting multiple possibilities for the future.19 
Scenario planning provides space for discussing how the factors that most influence the 
community may change over time and how the different possible futures that result may 
influence the community. In this way planning goals and strategies can be developed 
that take uncertainty and change into account. Reviewing potential worst or best case 
scenarios can also motivate community members to act and generate new ideas for 
how to respond to various possible situations20. Plans can then be developed based on 
what is considered to be the most likely scenario, but having considered other 
possibilities will allow the community to better adapt as circumstances change. 

Scenario planning requires planners to imagine possible futures. Another related 
technique is referred to as backcasting21. Using this approach planners imagine a 
successful outcome and ask themselves what we have to do today to reach that 
outcome. Backcasting provides an opportunity to revisit the vision for the future 
established early in the planning process. 

Summary 

The many benefits of strategic planning are well recognized. It can help an organization, 
community or region define its mission and/or vision of a desired future, establish 
realistic goals, and develop a consensus regarding future directions while building 
strong relationships and action teams. But strategic planning also comes with 
challenges, especially in the implementation stage, in incorporating feedback and 
multiple groups into action plans and in coping with changes in the community and its 
environment over time. These challenges can be overcome through measures reviewed 
above such as in-depth and extensive community interaction, open and creative 
brainstorming, careful analysis and “narrowing down” of potential initiatives, genuine, 
early commitment to implementation, scenario planning and ongoing monitoring and 
evaluation.   

 

                                            
19

 Business Knowledge Centre, “Scenario Planning”, Strategic Management, accessed March 14
th
 2012, 

http://www.netmba.com/strategy/scenario/   
20

 Newfoundland and Labrador Regional Economic Development Association (NLREDA), “Selecting 
REDB Activities and Initiatives” 
21

 The Natural Step, “Backcasting”, The Natural Step, accessed March 22
nd

 2012, 
http://www.naturalstep.org/backcasting  

http://www.netmba.com/strategy/scenario/
http://www.naturalstep.org/backcasting
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About this Community Development Toolkit 
 

This community development toolkit was created by Nathan Cotter and Kelly Vodden, with 
editorial review by Ahmed Khan, and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created as part of a 
community-based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at 
Memorial University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 
3350 – Community and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in 
partnership with the Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a 
‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that 
introduce students and community development practitioners to several key community 
development and regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support provided by the 
Rural Secretariat-Executive Council and support and participation of Regional Partnership 
Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged. Thanks are also due to Ted 
Lomond, Newfoundland and Labrador Regional Economic Development Association (NLREDA) 
for his review and helpful comments. 
 

 
 

  


