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Just to say that the strategic planning cycle for the association has gone from a five-to-ten-year span to a three-to-five-year span, to an eighteen-month-to-three-year span, to a six-month-to-eighteen-month span, is to show the ramifications of the swiftness, with which our various professions and industries are changing today. 

One of the biggest problems emerging from this continual reconstitution of our associations’ strategic priorities, is our current inability to merge our new priorities with the planning cycle of the association. Time after time associations need to go back and re-draw priorities in much shorter timeframes than they have in the past.  This gives staff and key volunteers a case of “New Priorities Syndrome” (NPS), which renders them, at times unable to switch the association’s gears fast enough, in re-prioritizing the strategic and annual work plan.

This would lead one to think that our current strategic planning models are somewhat out of date, and in need of repair.  Not necessarily so.  There are a variety of good strategic planning models used today by the variety of associations to ensure that goals and prioritized objectives are current and up-to-date, and are being focused on by the association.  Associations need to realize that they need to “accelerate” and simplify their planning processes, in most instances, and not look for a completely new planning paradigm.

The traditional processes of strategic planning, i.e. doing the environmental scan, creating core values and purpose, the vision, mission, goals and objectives of the association, tying those objectives to the metrics, operating year’s budget and individual department objectives, and holding staff and volunteer units accountable for implementation, have not and should not change.

What has changed is the inability of associations to roll in and merge new priorities, which come up within the planning year, with current priorities, which were decided upon at the beginning of the plan year.  Associations must learn the new habit of re-prioritizing “on the run,” and keep the work plan in sync with changing priorities.

 Below please find some helpful hints as to how the association can merge new priorities with existing, to ensure that the association is always focused on those aspects of planning, governance and management that they need to be:

· Come rain or shine, have a quarterly view of the strategic plan’s vision, mission and key goals.  By doing so, new priorities, which have arisen during the previous three months, can be reviewed and considered for integration into the association’s plan on a quarterly basis, as opposed to a semiannual or annual review.

· Don’t underestimate the power or speed of change.  Dot-com-ism has graphically shown us how quickly an industry can get turned on its proverbial head, given a variety of new competitive forces. Just because lots of dotcoms are in the tank, don’t think that your competition is going to evaporate as well. The quarterly review indicated above is necessary so that the association does not let its competitive position become vulnerable between planning cycles.

· Learn to “expect the unexpected.”  Know that you will not go for ninety days in your profession or industry without something major happening to affect your planning cycle.  Ensure that volunteer and staff units understand that as quarterly objectives are reviewed, they may have to shift gears 10%, 50% or 100%, based on new priorities, which have emerged in the past quarter.  

· Train your staff to be extremely flexible, as it reduces the effects of NPS.  Send your staff to management seminars, which emphasize and train for inevitable change, which will occur on a much more rapid basis going forward.  Send them to classes, which emphasize integration and cross-training in the various functions of association management so that they will be prepared to handle emerging priorities mentally and physically.

As one of the most nerve-wracking aspects of planning in the new millennium, blending emerging priorities into the current plan and rearranging management and volunteer workloads accordingly, will become a “natural” process for the association manager in the future.

Review the sample Unanticipated Event Horizon chart below. As new issues and unanticipated events occur, ensure that they are reviewed against each of the plan elements in the first column, and that the impact in timelines of the event is taken into consideration, in terms of how the event may alter or change existing plans and attached timelines.

STRATEGIC PLANNING UNANTICIPATED EVENT HORIZON: STRATEGIC AND OPERATIONAL IMPACT CHART
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	Scan

Vision

Mission

Goals
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Work Plan/Budget
	1. New issue

2. Competitive Threat

3. Merger/Consolid.

4. Unanticipated event

5. Other…
	How does the event alter/change the plan element and affect other plan elements?
	How often do events occur, and in what timeframes must we deal with them?


Keeping a handle on the various strategic and operational planning elements, and integrating new issues and unanticipated events into the ongoing planning cycle, will be one of the biggest challenges for association executives in the new millennium.  Take measures now to reduce NPS and systematize change into the fabric of your association.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Stephen C. Carey, Ph.D., CAE is the author of The Association Strategic Planning and Research Guide, which provides a “by the numbers planning process with best practices and templates to plan strategically and to tie the plan to the association program of work and the budget.

Dr. Carey is President of Association Management & Marketing Resources in Bethesda, Maryland. Dr. Carey can be reached at (301) 530-9066, or view the Strategic Planning Guide and the new Marketing and Communications Planning Guide at: www.ammr.com.

( AMMR—All Rights Reserved

