
 

This pitfall is so common that we see it more often than not. It’s what happens when someone in the
organization’s orbit–maybe a board member or a funder–asks something vague and innocent, something like,
“What’s your strategic plan?” Those four words then set into motion a process, something that involves lots
of people, lots of interviews and focus groups, lots of post-it notes and whiteboards, and then eventually
some sort of document or slide deck. While the intentions are usually in the right place for these types of
processes, at no point does the organization’s leadership ask the far more meaningful question: What is our
community’s ideal reality and how do we make that possible? Instead, the group checks a series of boxes and
creates a document with a “strategic plan” title, but all that really happened was a codification of what was
already happening. That’s not strategic and that’s not planning, and that sure as hell ain’t strategic planning.

Pitfall #1: Checking Boxes for the Sake of Checking
Boxes

What it Looks Like and Why it's Bad:

How to Avoid It: If you’re going to do it, do it.
Think boldly, identify and challenge your assumptions, and get highly skeptical anytime you hear a
justification in the ballpark of, “because that’s how we’ve always done it.” Strategic planning is about putting
your organization and community on a different trajectory than the one it’s on currently, so look for
opportunities for operational or programmatic interventions that can dislodge your normal and set you up
for something better. Get clear and inspired by the outcomes you want to see and then let the process shape
from there.

Strategic Planning Pitfalls Checklist

Pitfall #2: Analysis Paralysis

What it Looks Like and Why it's Bad:
Strategic planning is many things, but one thing it’s not is a crystal ball. Some organizational leaders might
understand this at an academic or theoretical level, but in their gut, they still want/expect/need the strategic
plan to land on the objectively right answers and provide a fool-proof blueprint for the next 3 years. If we had
that type of foresight, we’d be charging a heck of a lot more for our strategic planning support and likely have
a number of Third Plateau corporate jets. (Spoiler alert: the number of Third Plateau corporate jets remains at
zero.) These organizational leaders take their teams into the depths of data, always asking more questions and
flagging uncertainty, leading to planning processes that last an eternity and never actually have anyone make
a meaningful decision for fear that it might be a less-than-ideal decision.

How to Avoid It: Stop letting perfect get in the way of really, really good.
The first step here is to recognize that there is no such thing as the “right” strategy. Strategy–like anything
that is forward-thinking–is anchored in a set of assumptions and best guesses. 
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Want to learn more about how to avoid strategic planning pitfalls? Let's talk.
Daniel Kaufman, Co-Founder & Principal (310)699-4641 or daniel@thirdplateau.com
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Pitfall #3: Thinking You're Done When the Plan is Done

 
Strategic planning can be a big lift, so it’s understandable when an organizational leader wants to celebrate
when the plan is finally complete. The graphic design is stunning, it's landed in every funder's mailbox, and it's
prominently displayed on the website and the office lobby. And then you know what happens next? It gathers
dust. It sits on a shelf, the latest installment in a series of pretty binders, and the organization, the team, and
the community are no better off than they were before the planning process.

What it Looks Like and Why it's Bad:

How to Avoid It: View the completion of the strategic plan document as the start of
your journey, not the end.
We’re not in the business of creating pretty documents, nor should you be. Instead, we are all in the social
change business. A great strategic plan should help align your team around a set of ambitious and inspiring
goals, and offer a path to bring those goals to life. Yes, this can be a powerful fundraising and marketing tool,
but it’s only a powerful tool because it’s effective at driving social change. If you put the fundraising and

marketing angle first, you’re offering a hollow promise. So, instead of wanting to see your strategic plan
graphically designed and nicely bound and sitting up on a shelf, you should want to see your strategic plan on
desks around your office, with handwritten notes in the margins, strikethroughs and doodles, and coffee
stains. You want it to shape day-to-day decisions and ideas. 

 That’s a beautiful strategic plan.

Just as forgoing strategic planning to instead shoot from the hip will lead to unnecessary recklessness and
risk, turning over every single last rock in a planning process won’t get you to a zero-risk strategy. You and
your team can find the sweet spot when you ask yourselves, What do we need to know in order to make a
confident decision about our direction? Then, go get that information as part of your process, trust it, and
make the best decision you can with the information you have. The worst case scenario is that you try
something based on the information you have, it doesn’t work, and then you have more information and can
make a better decision moving forward. Sometimes, you just need to get out there and try it and have faith
that you and your team are smart and adaptable enough to evolve as needed.
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