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The Essential Marriage of Strategic Planning 
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to Business Planning 

A Guide for Conservation Organizations

In the middle of the night, you awaken in a cold sweat, thinking about your strategic plan. Like many, it has 
been put on the shelf, unrealistic, unused, and now outdated. What’s keeping you awake is the puzzlement 
of whether it’s worth it to do another one, and what you can do differently this time around to actually 
develop a plan that gives you true guidance. 

You have thought strategically about your work and have identified ambitious goals for each of your three 
or four key project areas – goals you want to accomplish over the next several years. Unfortunately, at least 
some of the work contemplated is already underfunded, with little prospect of future funding.  
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For strategic planning to really be relevant to your organization, the programmatic work contemplated must be tethered to business planning.  
To fail to do so is a bit like planning a long trip without first determining how you will pay for it. Ideally, the business planning component is 
interwoven from day one with the strategic planning process.  

If you are at the beginning stages of your strategic planning process and are selecting strategic planning facilitators, careful attention should be 
paid to how your facilitators will tie your strategic plan to a business plan. However, even if you have a recently completed strategic plan that has 
not included the business planning side, it’s not too late. 

Imagine a useful 
plan! This is a plan 

that really drives your 
organizational  

decision-making.   
It is also a plan 

that inspires your 
funding partners to 
give substantially 

more because they 
understand both what 
you are aiming to do, 
and how you intend to 

pay for it.

The Best-Laid Plans...

Bringing Your Plan to Ground...

While the question of “What we do” is reasonably clear, “How will we afford it”  
 has been left for another day. Such is often the case with strategic planning,  
 and therein lies the problem of why so many strategic plans sit on the shelf  
 gathering dust. “Another day” never comes.



At its core, business planning is about nothing more than examining revenues and expenses and 
making sure they balance. Expenses must be projected for each of the core focus areas and for the 
entire lifecycle of the strategic plan.  

Current and future revenues must then be matched to expenses for each project area, funding 
gaps must be identified, and different funding scenarios must be developed to fill the gaps. 

Once your strategic plan has determined current and future work by combining different tactical 
programs into big strategic initiatives, key goals within each strategic initiative must then be 
defined.  

After the goals are determined, budgets must be analyzed to define the projected cost of 
attaining each goal and then added together to determine the overall cost of each key strategic 
initiative.    

And don’t forget the essential step of allocating the operational costs (fundraising, 
administration, overhead) to each strategic initiative for a true accounting of the total cost to 
the organization to do the work. 
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Cost for Strategic Initiative One — 
Protecting Wildlife   

Current year Year one Year two Year three

1. Existing work continues $50k  $52k $55k $62k*
2. Add wildlife biologist $0 $0 $60k $64k
3. Litigate mining permit $0 $50k $50k $0
4. Assign operational (FR and Admin) $18k $20k $25k $45k**
5. Determine total Strategic Initiative costs $68k $122k $190k $171k
*assumes 10% increase per year for inflation adjustment, salary and other increases
**assumes increased costs to add development staff in year 3

Business planning involves:
1) Establishing expense  
   budgets (including  
   operational and overhead  
   costs) for each major  
   strategic initiative  
2) Projecting the  
   anticipated revenues for  
   each major strategic  
   initiative  
3) Identifying the gaps in   
   funding which then serve  
   as a framework for donor  
   discussions

Multiple-Year Expense Forecasts
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Before making wild guesses and unsubstantiated assumptions, carefully analyze your current funding stream, recognizing what each revenue 
source provides as a percentage of your budget. 

Once you understand your current funding stream, step back and look retrospectively at what your funding trends over the past several years tell 
you. Are you gaining or losing foundation support? Are your individual donors providing more or less support annually? What other trends can you 
tease out from gazing into your past?

Armed with this information, plus intelligence you have gathered about likely future funding trends, you can then begin filling in the blanks of 
likely future revenues by source for each initiative. And, as a last step, it is essential to identify gaps in projected funding.

Protecting Wildlife Strategic Initiative Current Year Year One Year Two Year Three

Total projected costs (from chart on page 2) $68k $122k $190k $171k
Projected foundation revenues $54k $75k $125k $90k
Projected individual revenues $10k $25k $40k $45k
Projected fees, interest, other $4k $5k $15k $20k

Total Projected Revenues $68k $105k $180k $155k
Gap in Projected Funding $0 ($17k) ($10k) ($16k)

Multiple-Year Revenue Forecasts

When you have determined the total projected cost for completing the next three years of work in your Protecting Wildlife initiative, it is then time 
to begin projecting where the revenues are most likely to come from (see this TREC Report- Counting Your Chickens Before They Hatch.)

http://www.trec.org/download/TREC_report_fundraising_2012_chickens.pdf
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Repeat the process of determining projected costs and anticipated revenues for each of your major strategic initiatives.  
 
When all of the initiatives are combined in one table, it will reflect both your anticipated expenses and revenues by initiative and your 
anticipated gaps by initiative. It will also reflect what your overall organizational budget and revenue stream is projected to be by year, and what 
overall projected gaps you foresee.

Strategic 
Initiative 1 
Protecting 
Wildlife - 
CORE

Strategic 
Inititative 
2 - CORE

Strategic 
Initiative 3- 
CORE  
NEW from 
Plan

Strategic 
Initiative 4- 
NON CORE

Strategic 
Initiative 5- 
NON CORE

Total 
Organizational  
Budget

Total  
Organizational 
Revenues

Total  
Organizational 
Surpluses or 
Gaps

Current Year
Costs $68k $200k - $150k $82k $500k
Revenues $68k $200k - $155k $72k $495k

Surplus or Gap $0 $0 - $5k $10k ($5k)
Year One
Costs $122k $210k - $155k $75k $562k
Revenues $105k $215k - $160k $60k $540k
Surplus or Gap $17k $5k - $5k $15k ($22k)
Year Two
Costs $190k $180k $80k $80k $45k $575k
Revenues $180k $185k $80k $85k $25k $555k
Surplus or Gap $10k $5k $0 $5k $20k ($20k)
Year Three
Costs $171k $240k $125k $50k $14k $600k
Revenues $155k $245k $125k $50k $0 $575k
Surplus or Gap $16k $5k $0 $0 $14k ($25k)

Once you have completed this analysis, the final step is to prioritize your initiatives from most core to your mission and vision to least core to 
your mission and vision.

Pulling It All Together - A Look at a Four-Year Plan



Copyright © 2013 TREC                                                                              The Essential Marriage of Strategic Planning to Business Planning -  page 5

Once the expenses and the revenues have been carefully considered for the lifespan of your plan, and the gaps have been identified, it is 
essential to ask whether the gaps can be filled, or whether the work must be scaled back to fit the revenue projections.  

An essential calculation must also be made at this point about whether you have adequate development staffing to achieve the financial goals, 
or whether greater investment in development resources will be necessary. If so, the costs associated must be allocated among the strategic 
initiatives (as is the example in the Protecting Wildlife Strategic Initiative in Year 3. See table on page 2.)  
 
Once the careful analysis described above has been completed, it is helpful to apply the following simple logic model to your decision making:

If it is unrealistic that gaps can be filled, non-core, non-funded work must be eliminated as a first step. If funding is still insufficient, then deeper 
cuts must be made to individual initiatives. Once your revenues and expenses are projected to balance over the life of your strategic plan, with the 
gaps addressed, you have now established a very clear roadmap for how the work will be done. Now you have wedded your strategic plan to your 
business plan.

Based on our sample, the priority would be the Protecting Wildlife initiative because it is core and under-funded.   
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All individual work plans then become the organization’s Annual Operations Plan. This process is repeated at the beginning of each year for the 
lifecycle of the strategic plan and helps to provide a framework to further focus your organization as it selects what will and will not be done in the 
upcoming year.  

All revenue and expense projections must be revisited annually as well, and mid-course corrections must be made to suit actual funding 
outcomes. This annual review allows initiatives to contract or expand through the lens of available funding.

At this point, it is critical for both your staff and your Board to embrace the plan and to understand the disciplined approach to work that will be 
necessary to achieve your goals. Once this agreement is reached, program staff can then build out an annual work plan consistent with the overall 
plan.  

Wedding Strategic and 
Business Planning Together:  
1. Define the work
2. Determine the cost
3. Determine the revenues 
4. Identify the gaps 
5. Develop scenarios to fill  
    the gaps 
6. Review available  
    development resources
7. Determine core/non core  
    initiatives 
8. Discuss with your donors 
9. Review and revise annually

Bringing Your Plan Home to Your Organization

Connecting your organization’s fundraising plan 
and business plan to your strategic plan is essential 
if you’re aiming for measurable outcomes and 
sustained impact. 

The challenge comes in actually finding the time, 
tools, and processes to tie them together.  There is 
a real need for developing practical methods for 
getting this important job done.
       
  Brian Sybert, Executive Director,  
           Montana Wilderness Association 
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This planning framework provides a very clear roadmap for developing foundation and major donor proposals, solicitation materials, and 
oral presentation talking points.  

It positions you, in your donor’s mind, as an effective organization that is highly focused. You’ll be seen as a thoughtful, professional, and 
disciplined organization with a clear destination in mind, and a deliberate plan for getting there.

The better you have thought through your emerging financial needs, the better your    
chance of securing support for those needs. The planning framework described in this 
report provides the confidence and the clarity you need for making successful   
solicitations. 

The Final Step - Engaging Your Funding Partners in Your Analysis

It is a truism in our business that the number one reason donors give to anything is 
because they are asked to do so. A corollary to this essential rule is that funding partners 
respond to the needs of the organization — needs that you have carefully analyzed and 
can clearly articulate to your investors. 

When we set out to craft our new strategic plan, 
we started like most organizations and focused our 
attention on the conservation outcomes we wanted to 
achieve in the next 3-4 years.  Almost immediately we 
had identified several program areas where we knew 
we’d need additional resources to hire new staff.
 
Thinking about development and business planning in 
a long-term context helped us to refine our approach 
to align it with the funding realities we were currently 
facing and the effort we would have to put in to get 
where we wanted to go. 

Combining strategic planning and development 
planning isn’t a magic short cut for achieving the goals 
set out in your strategic plan, but it does provide the 
first steps in the direction that will give you the best 
chance to succeed.  

      Sean Stevens, Executive Director, Oregon Wild

And it instills confidence in your key funding partners that their investment has been 
carefully analyzed and applied. It clearly lays out what you intend to do, how much it will 
cost to do it, and what is needed from the donor base for the goals to be accomplished. 

http://www.trec.org
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TREC Main Office
221 Otero Street

Santa Fe, NM 87501
(505) 986-8400

(505) 986-8403-fx
www.trec.org
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James (Kim) Gilliam, Senior Associate (kim@trec.org), has been involved in the 
creation and direction of dynamic fundraising efforts for more than two decades. 
After several years of working as a VISTA volunteer in various community 
organizing roles in North Dakota, from 1988-2002 he was the Chief Development 
Officer for the Southern Environmental Law Center, based in Charlottesville, Va. 
During his fourteen-year tenure the organization grew from a $500,000 to a $5 
million annual budget. He was primarily responsible for building a nationally 
recognized individual major gifts program that grew to generate fifty percent 
of the organization’s annual budget. He also spearheaded the organization’s 
successful $15.5 million Campaign for the Environmental Future of the South 
from 1997-2000. 

Since 2003, Kim has managed a full-time consulting practice working with a 
national client base in developing fundraising plans and major gift and capital 
campaign efforts, as well as doing extensive training in environmental fundraising 
throughout the country. In addition to his training and coaching role with TREC, 
he also serves as a lead fundraising consultant to RoadMap in San Franciso, a 
non-profit consulting group supporting organizations working on root causes of 
poverty and inequity.

Megan Seibel, Associate Director (megan@trec.org), manages 
TREC’s Organizational Effectiveness Programs. In this capacity, she 
brings her strategic thinking and considerable management skills and 
experience to the oversight of our fundraising assistance, financial 
management and human resource management programs. Megan 
also supervises TREC's evaluation and applied research programs, as 
well as TREC's internal operations. In addition, she serves as TREC's 
Director of Finance. 

Megan brings a wealth of grassroots nonprofit experience, with over 
30 years working as a fundraiser, executive director, and in other 
senior management positions. She provides specialized training, 
consulting and coaching in strategic financial management. Megan 
and her family live in Denver, CO.

About the Authors:

http://www.trec.org
http://www.trec.org
http://www.trec.org
mailto:kim%40trec.org?subject=RE%3A%20Strategic%20Planning%20Report
mailto:megan%40trec.org?subject=Re%3A%20TREC%20Strategic%20Planning%20Report

	SPlanning Cover
	TREC Strategic Planning Guide
	SPlanning Cover
	Strategic Planning-final




