
 
 
Turning Strategy into Action – using your plan to drive the organisation 
 
Workshop for board members and CEOs of arts organisations 
Wednesday 9 September 2009 at the Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies, QUT 
 

 
Fifteen participants from eleven organisations participated in the event, hosted by the Australian 
Centre for Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies, QUT, presented by Gavin Nicholson, Senior Lecturer, 
School of Accountancy, QUT, and co-facilitated by David Fishel, Director, BoardConnect and Positive 
Solutions. 
 
Overview of discussion: 

• what is strategy 

• the role of the board in strategic thinking and planning 

• indicators of success 

• inhibitors to implementation of strategy 
 
 
Gavin Nicholson opened the discussion with a brief analysis of the differences between non-profit 
and for-profit organisations and how that affects strategy and board behaviour.  He noted the 
importance of board members understanding how the business works and the tension that can arise 
when an experienced business person joins a non-profit board. 
 
Strategy was defined as:  
how an organisation intends to create value for its stakeholders 
 
Encouraging strategic thinking in the boardroom: 

• getting board members into the right frame of mind to contribute at board meetings 

• the value of independent directors on a board challenging assumptions and asking 
fundamental questions such as “why do we do that?” 

• the paradox of governance: the drive for efficiency (short meetings), opposed to the time 
needed to tease out the important issues - some boards conduct discussions via email in 
between meetings 

• the importance of circulating board papers at least several days before meetings 

• using sub-committees to help keep meetings on track – also short-term task groups who take 
on a specific project that has a specific end time (also helps to engage directors and improve 
their understanding of the organisation) 

• recognition that strategy and governance are both processes of an organisation, not ends in 
themselves  

 
The Engaged Board  

• discuss and agree the nature of the board’s engagement 

• time for reflection is when things are going well (e.g. strong trust between board and 
management; but this is also a time when oversight is not as strict, bad habits creep in) 

• in determining strategies apply the “Purpose” test (Do we have capacity? Do we have 
support? Does it advance our purpose?) during strategic planning, but also at other times 
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• board members have different interests and will often engage with different areas/tasks 
according to those interests 

 
Indicators of Success 

• recognition that success is more than just numbers and percentages  

• suggestion that evaluation is more useful: e.g. What are we aiming for?  What would we look 
like if we got there? 

• disjunction between measurements required by funding bodies and the quality of outcomes  

• importance of clearly defining indicators of success, leading to the ability to articulate a solid 
business model and benefits to community, shareholders etc 

• success should be defined by multiple criteria (a number of “ands” rather than “ors”) 
 
Overall Strategy  

• is as much about defining what the organisation doesn’t do as what it does; board needs to 
resist natural staff tendency to want to do more than resources will permit 

• board can set a statement of “strategic priorities” that are explicit, but not set in concrete; 
need to be open to adaptation, so that if new ideas are tested against the mission and found 
to be aligned, new opportunities can be seized 

• some organisations have programs but no strategy.  Need to be specific about what is 
success, which will then point the direction for the strategy 

 
Strategy Into Action  

• some inhibitors are: 
o unclear strategy and/or no assessment 
o resistance to strategy from board members or staff 

• reality check: what is achievable? Attach financial forecasts and link strategies to operational 
plan 

• reports to board should be against strategies, not just operational areas 

• indicators of failure: 
o no capacity to implement the goals identified 
o goals identified but not aligned with the strategy 
o no follow-up 

• if management meetings are discussing things that are not part of the strategy, then the 
strategy is wrong 

• financial forecasts = strategy with numbers 

• many organisations choose strategy around the people and skills they have, others choose 
people/skills around strategy 

 
David Fishel: Strategy into Action 
 

Strategic Thinking
Strategic thinking is the process by which an 

organization’s direction-givers can rise above the 

daily managerial processes and crises to gain 

different perspectives of the internal and external 

dynamics causing change in their environment and 

thereby give more effective direction to their 

organization.  Such perspectives should be both 

future-oriented and historically understood.

Bob Garratt (ed.), Developing Strategic Thought: Rediscovering the Art of Direction-

Giving (McGraw-Hill, London,1998), p.2

   

Strategy into 
Action
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Principles for Strategic 
Planning
It’s a Board document – involvement of Board 

at key stages

Close involvement of key staff

Planning is not an exact science, judgment 

and intuition have a role

Feedback from key stakeholders

Underpinned by operational plan

Highlights key results that matter

Time-limited process

     

Vision

Statement of what the company wants to accomplish 

in pursuit of the Mission over the next 3-5 years

What difference will we have made in 5 years’ time ? 

How will our ‘world’ have changed ? 

 
 

Education

Access

Organis-

ation

Constituents

Financial

Services

Vision

e.g. development of 

organisation’s processes; 

formalising consultation 
processes

e.g. building a balance 

sheet surplus and 

financial stability by 
changing cost/revenue 

dynamics

e.g. building 

marketing capability

e.g. building 

management 
capability

e.g. diversification of 

delivery mechanism or  

locations for services

e.g. change in 
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Organisational Vision

e.g. change in who 

we serve

     

2. Expand with 

Confidence

1. Manage the 

Expectations

3. Retrenchment, 
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or Merger

4. Leverage our 

Resources,

Review our Mission

Higher 

Income 
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Lower 

Income 
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Declining 

Membership 

Base

Scenario Planning Frame

 
 
Gavin Nicholson: Turning strategy into action 
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