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What’s the Difference between 
Strategic Planning and Operational 
Planning?

Strategic Planning 
asks:

Are we doing 
the right thing?

Operational 
Planning asks:  

Are we doing 
the thing 

right?



What are some examples of 
strategic questions?

Why are we here? (purpose, mission)

What are we to do? (role, niche) 

Who is to benefit? (target population, customer)

What results are we aiming for? (key outcomes)

How are we to be? (values, guiding principles)

What are the key bold moves we need to make at this 
time, to use the power and resources we can access for 
best impact? (strategies, priorities)



Critical Issues 
important external or 

internal issues  
(internal and external 
scan; issue analysis)

Cycle of Strategic Action

Emergent 
Strategies

strategic leadership 
practices

•at least annual review of progress
•all staff and board scanning for 
opportunities and challenges
• need for changes to goals and 
strategies brought forward for 
review

Clear Intent:  
Mission:  Mandate, Your Role, 
Ways you Achieve Your Role

Goals:  Intended  Impact on People 
and Community

Values and Principles: Way of 
Being
Vision

Operational or Action 
Plan

Planned Priorities 
and Strategies

sets of actions to address 
critical issues

Monitoring and 
Adjustment

Better Practices
what’s been shown to be 
effective in addressing 

critical issues



Strategic planning vs strategic 
action

Strategic planning is 
a formal process 
that organizations or 
partnerships use 
once every 3 -5 years 
to consolidate and 
refresh their 
strategic thinking

Strategic action is a 
set of behaviours 
taken by everyone in 
the organization to 
detect important 
shifts inside and 
outside; alert others 
to the need to pay 
attention; and 
develop “on the fly” 
strategies together 
to respond



What’s Triggering the Planning?

Strategic action is something all successful 
organizations build into their day to day work
Strategic planning – the more formal strategic 
work -- can be a good move for an organization 
or a set of partners when:

something significant changes in your environment
a new leader wants to work with the key players to 
develop a common vision and strategy 
you are faced with critical issues that must be 
addressed if it is to continue to achieve effective 
results
you wants to re-position your organization
you want to enroll the hearts and minds of key players 
– staff, unions, funders, partners by involving them in 
the providing input into the strategies



Process is crafted in response to what 
you want from it

Based on what you want from the planning, we 
develop a process with you

strategic planning light – can be as simple as 
convening some strategic conversations with key 
players
we often use work books to help summarize 
environmental scans and crystallize critical issues for 
those who will engage in strategy development
coaching with leaders and management teams helps 
reinforce strategic leadership competencies


