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Abstract

Strategic planning has long served as a foundational tool for non-profit
organizations. However, in the face of increasingly complex, fluid environments,
linear planning models are proving inadequate. This paper reframes strategic
planning as an adaptive, participatory, and iterative process grounded in systems
thinking and developmental evaluation. It argues that effective strategy is not a static
document but a cultural practice rooted in reflection, dialogue, and responsiveness.
Drawing on both practitioner literature and field experience, the paper highlights key
success factors, including inclusive process design, strategic agility, and continuous
feedback loops. The approach draws on the works of Mintzberg (1994), Bryson (2018),
and Patton (2010), and offers non-profit leaders a practical framework for navigating
uncertainty while deepening social impact.
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Introduction

Strategic planning in the non-profit sector is undergoing a quiet but necessary
transformation. No longer is it sufficient to create fixed five-year plans detached from
organizational reality. In an era marked by complexity, unpredictability, and
accelerated change, strategy must evolve from a product to a process - from control
to co-creation.

This paper contributes to a growing body of work that views strategic planning as a
living, participatory practice. It argues that strategy is not merely about choosing
goals, but about building the organizational capacity to think, reflect, and act
strategically across time. Grounded in the author's work with NGOs and social sector
leaders in Southeast Asia, the paper synthesizes practice-based learning with
contemporary theory to propose a reframed model of strategic planning.


https://www.linkedin.com/in/drannaneya/
http://neyaglobal.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676
https://doi.org/10.64357/nea-gjnps-spsimpact2025

From Control to Collaboration: Rethinking Strategic Logic

Traditional strategic planning relies on the assumption that the future can be
predicted and controlled - an assumption increasingly incompatible with today’s
operational landscapes. As Mintzberg (1994) famously argued in The Rise and Fall of
Strategic Planning, formal planning often disconnects strategy from experience. Real
strategy emerges in action, not in isolation.

Bryson (2018) emphasizes that successful planning in public and non-profit
organizations must be inclusive, values-driven, and context-sensitive. When planning
processes are restricted to senior management or external consultants, they risk
missing critical insight and generating superficial buy-in.

Instead, this paper advocates a participatory model, where strategy is treated as
shared inquiry. Engaging diverse voices - staff, community members, funders - not
only yields richer understanding but fosters legitimacy and organizational alignment.
Strategy becomes less about control, more about collective learning.

Core Components of Strategic Planning: A Reframed
Framework

Mission and Vision

Rather than static declarations, mission and vision should be treated as
evolving hypotheses - revisited and refined as the organization learns. Effective
strategy begins with collective sense-making around purpose.

Environmental Scanning

SWOT and PEST analyses gain strategic value when interpreted
collaboratively. Environmental scanning is not a one-time exercise but an ongoing
process of noticing, interpreting, and aligning with change.

Goal-Setting and KPIs

Setting SMART goals remains essential, but must be nested in systemic
awareness. Developmental evaluation (Patton, 2010) offers tools for tracking not only
outcomes, but emergent learning. KPIs should be designed not just to measure, but
to provoke reflection.



Strategy Development

Strategy must be prototyped, not predicted. Scenario planning, design sprints,
and other adaptive methods allow organizations to test assumptions and respond
creatively. Strategic clarity emerges through cycles of experimentation and dialogue.

Monitoring and Learning

Monitoring must be continuous, participatory, and used for decision-making.
Embedding reflection into weekly or monthly rhythms - through team check-ins,
community feedback loops, or learning reviews - helps keep strategy alive and
responsive.

Implications for Practice

Non-profits that build strategic culture - rather than just strategic documents -
develop greater resilience and clarity. This shift requires rethinking capacity, roles,
and rhythms:

- Invest in strategic literacy: Train staff and boards in adaptive frameworks, systems
mapping, and reflective dialogue.

- Embed feedback cycles: Use lightweight tools (e.g. team retrospectives,
anonymous input, stakeholder reflections) to surface insight.

- Design inclusive processes: Facilitate strategy design sessions with frontline teams,
community members, and affected stakeholders.

- Treat learning as a leadership function: Leaders must model curiosity, humility, and
a tolerance for ambiguity.

Example from fieldwork: In a 2023 planning process with rural women’s cooperatives
in Northern Thailand, strategy sessions included real-time visual mapping and open
journaling, allowing participants to connect long-term vision with weekly practical
adjustments. This method surfaced unspoken tensions and generated buy-in that
previous consultant-led plans had failed to achieve.

Conclusion

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s observation - «Plans are nothing; planning is
everything” - remains acutely relevant. In the non-profit context, strategic planning
must be reconceived not as a fixed output, but as an organizational habit of mind.
The value lies in the ongoing process of learning, negotiation, and re-alignment. By
anchoring strategy in participation, reflection, and responsiveness, non-profits



position themselves not only to survive uncertainty - but to shape more just and
meaningful futures.
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