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Executive or managerial staff participation with key volunteers in the strategic planning process has been spotty among associations over the past few years. More and more associations are including the executive staff in the overall strategic planning and assessment process, as well as other key stakeholder segments. Logically, associations should be as inclusive as possible in this regard, so that the members see that representatives of segments to which they belong, were included in the process, and that it just wasn’t the “good o’l” club at it again.

 As boomers and post-boomers continue ascend to leadership positions within the association, inclusion in the strategic planning and future visioning process is a great opportunity for seasoned members to mentor younger leadership prospects. Many times, however, boards are restrictive in this regard, preferring to plan in isolation among themselves, oftentimes with little reflective qualitative or quantitative data, with which to make decisions affecting the future. In today’s environment, oftentimes this is a recipe for selecting the wrong road to the future. 

But, ideally, who should sit on a strategic planning committee? A good selection methodology to use might be:

· Members of the board and executive committees

· Representatives of the past chairs

· Executive staff with key input from program managers
· Representatives of components or affiliates

· Representatives of younger or student members

· Representatives of key committees

· Representatives of any significant member constituency, especially diverse segments 

· Association counsel if appropriate

· A consumer or respected outside representative if necessary
The above list is only a sampling of the different types of members and others that might be selected to sit on the committee.  The significant point is that the board needs to think about being more inclusive in planning the association’s future, so that all segments can see that they had a seat at the table.

The Need for Executive Staff Participation and Training in the Strategic Planning Process

Another problem, which we have noticed more recently, as more associations have been including executive and managerial staff in the strategic planning process, is the inability of some senior staff to think beyond their desktops, and see the larger picture, in which the board engages.

In conducting strategic planning trends, issues and techniques training for executive staffs of different types of trade associations and professional societies, we found that many staff had difficulty disconnecting from the day-to-day, and focusing on the longer range priorities and issues of the association. We have also found that in joint training and facilitations with volunteer elements, that oftentimes, staff would focus on operational issues and ramifications, as opposed to engaging in strategic conversations about the core purpose, vision, mission and future goals of the association.

Indeed, executive staffs, so close to the operations side, need to learn how to think more strategically with concentrated doses of strategic planning, trends and issues training to sit as partners with volunteers during this critical process. Associations should consider providing training in “How to think and plan strategically given different futures” so that their staffs are fully engaged in the big picture and feel equally as comfortable strategically as operationally come planning time.

Several concepts for this article were from the new publication, “The2008 Strategic Planning and Research Guide: A Workbook of Models, Templates and Best Practices for creating Simple, Effective Research-Based Strategic Plans Tied to Operations for Volunteers and Staff, available online at www.ammr.com
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