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Chapter 8
Section 5. Developing an Action Plan

(http://ctb.ku.edu)

Learn how to make your vision concrete by describing the strategies that your organization will
use to meet its goals and objectives.

e WHAT IS AN ACTION PLAN?

e WHAT ARE THE CRITERIA FOR A GOOD ACTION PLAN?
e WHY SHOULD YOU DEVELOP AN ACTION PLAN?

e WHEN SHOULD YOU DEVELOP AN ACTION PLAN?

e HOW TO WRITE AN ACTION PLAN

Developing an action plan can help changemakers turn their visions into reality, and increase efficiency
and accountability within an organization. An action plan describes the way your organization will meet
its objectives through detailed action steps that describe how and when these steps will be taken. This
section provides a guide for developing and utilizing your group's action plan.

WHAT IS AN ACTION PLAN?

In some ways, an action plan is a "heroic" act: it helps us turn our dreams into a reality. An action plan is
a way to make sure your organization's vision is made concrete. It describes the way your group will
use its strategies to meet its objectives. An action plan consists of a number of action steps or changes
to be brought about in your community.

Each action step or change to be sought should include the following information:

What actions or changes will occur

Who will carry out these changes

By when they will take place, and for how long

What resources (i.e., money, staff) are needed to carry out these changes
Communication (who should know what?)

WHAT ARE THE CRITERIA FOR A GOOD ACTION PLAN?
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The action plan for your initiative should meet several criteria.
Is the action plan:

e Complete? Does it list all the action steps or changes to be sought in all relevant parts of the
community (e.g., schools, business, government, faith community)?

e Clear? Is it apparent who will do what by when?

e Current? Does the action plan reflect the current work? Does it anticipate newly emerging
opportunities and barriers?

WHY SHOULD YOU DEVELOP AN ACTION PLAN?

There is an inspirational adage that says, "People don't plan to fail. Instead they fail to plan." Because
you certainly don't want to fail, it makes sense to take all of the steps necessary to ensure success,
including developing an action plan.

There are lots of good reasons to work out the details of your organization's work in an action plan,
including:

e To lend credibility to your organization. An action plan shows members of the community
(including grantmakers) that your organization is well ordered and dedicated to getting things
done.

To be sure you don't overlook any of the details

To understand what is and isn't possible for your organization to do

For efficiency: to save time, energy, and resources in the long run
e For accountability: To increase the chances that people will do what needs to be done

WHEN SHOULD YOU CREATE AN ACTION PLAN?

Ideally, an action plan should be developed within the first six months to one year of the start of an
organization. It is developed after you have determined the vision, mission, objectives, and strategies
of your group. If you develop an action plan when you are ready to start getting things done, it will give
you a blueprint for running your organization or initiative.

Remember, though, that an action plan is always a work in progress. It is not something you can write,
lock in your file drawers, and forget about. Keep it visible. Display it prominently. As your organization
changes and grows, you will want to continually (usually monthly) revise your action plan to fit the
changing needs of your group and community.

HOW TO WRITE AN ACTION PLAN

DETERMINE WHAT PEOPLE AND SECTORS OF THE COMMUNITY SHOULD BE CHANGED
AND INVOLVED IN FINDING SOLUTIONS

If you have been using the VMOSA (Vision, Mission, Objectives, Strategies, Action Plans) model, you
might have already done this, when you were deciding upon your group's objectives. Again, try to be
inclusive. Most of the health and development issues that community partnerships deal with are
community-wide, and thus need a community-wide solution. Possible sectors include the media, the
business community, religious organizations, schools, youth organizations, social service organizations,

22/05/2017 4:24 PM



Chapter 8. Developing a Strategic Plan | Section 5. Developing an Acti...  http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/deve...

3of7

health organizations, and others.
Some members of the community you might consider asking to join the action planning group include:

¢ Influential people from all the parts of the community affected by your initiative (e.g., from
churches and synagogues, the school system, law enforcement, etc.)

e People who are directly involved in the problem (e.g., local high school students and their
parents might be involved in planning a coalition trying to reduce teen substance abuse)

e Members of grassroots organizations

e Members of the various ethnic and cultural groups in your community

e People you know who are interested in the problem or issue

e Newcomers or young people in the community who are not yet involved

Let's consider some of the people who were involved with the planning group for the fictional
Reducing the Risks (RTR) Coalition that hopes to reduce the rate of teen pregnancy. Some of the
members of this planning group included teachers at the local high school, local teenagers and their
parents, members of the clergy, counselors and school nurses, staff of the county health department,
and members of youth organizations, service agencies, and other organizations that focus on youth
issues.

Convene a planning group in your community to design your action plan. This might be the same
group of people who worked with you to decide your group's strategies and objectives. If you are
organizing a new group of people, try to make your planning committee as diverse and inclusive as
possible. Your group should look like the people most affected by the problem or issue.

Once everyone is present, go over your organization's:

e \ision
Mission

Objectives

Strategies

Targets and agents of change (e.g., youth, parents and guardians, clergy)

Proposed changes for each sector of the community (e.g., schools, faith community, service
organizations, health organizations, government)

Develop an action plan composed of action steps that address all proposed changes. The plan
should be complete, clear, and current. Additionally, the action plan should include information and
ideas you have already gathered while brainstorming about your objectives and your strategies. What
are the steps you must take to carry out your objectives while still fulfilling your vision and mission?
Now it's time for all of the VMOSA components to come together. While the plan might address
general goals you want to see accomplished, the action steps will help you determine the specific
actions you will take to help make your vision a reality. Here are some guidelines to follow to write
action steps.

Members of the community initiative will want to determine:

¢ What action or change will occur
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Who will carry it out

When it will take place, and for how long

What resources (i.e., money, staff) are needed to carry out the change

Communication (who should know what)

Example: RTR Coalition's Action Step (a sample)

One community change sought by this coalition to prevent teen pregnancy was to increase
publicity about contraception and unwanted pregnancy at the local high school.

e What action or change will occur: Hanging posters, displays, and other information about
contraception and the facts about unwanted pregnancy in the hallways of the local high
school. The posters and other information will become a permanent part of the high
school. Posters and information will be regularly changed as new materials become
available.

e Who will carry it out: A sub-committee comprised of parents and guardians, teachers,
students, and coalition members will be responsible for maintaining the displays. The
coalition as a whole will work towards finding funding to purchase the materials. Maria and
Alex of the schools action group will be responsible for researching and ordering the
materials.

e By when will it take place, and for how long: The coalition will try to have posters hanging
and displays visible within six weeks of deciding on the action step (2/19/2013).

e What resources are needed to carry out the step: The coalition will approach the school
district to request funding for the project. Otherwise, the group will seek funding from
other sources such as foundations and local businesses to finance the program.

e Communication about the action step. The school principal and leadership of the Parent-
Teacher Organization (PTO) should be given information about this planned change.

Things to note about this portion of the RTR action plan:

e [t appears complete. Although this step seems fully developed, we would need to review the
entire action plan to see whether all community and system changes that should be sought are
included.

e |tis clear. We know who will do what by when.

e |t seems current. We would need to know more about other current work (and new opportunities
and barriers) to judge whether this portion of the action plan is up-to-date.

Review your completed action plan carefully to check for completeness. Make sure that each
proposed change will help accomplish your group's mission. Also, be sure that the action plan taken as
a whole will help you complete your mission; that is, make sure you aren't leaving anything out.

Follow through. One hard part (figuring out what to do) is finished. Now take your plan and run with it!
Remember the 80-20 rule: successful efforts are 80% follow through on planned actions and 20%
planning for success.
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Keep everyone informed about what's going on. Communicate to everyone involved how his or her
input was incorporated. No one likes to feel like her wit and wisdom has been ignored.

Keep track of what (and how well) you've done. Always keep track of what the group has actually
done. If the community change (a new program or policy) took significant time or resources, it's also a
good idea to evaluate what you have done, either formally or informally.

Keep several questions in mind for both yourself and others:

e Are we doing what we said we'd do?
e Are we doing it well?
¢ |s what we are doing advancing the mission?

You can address these questions informally (ask yourself, chat with friends and other people), as well
as formally, through surveys and other evaluation methods.

Celebrate a job well done! Celebrate your accomplishments; you and those you work with deserve it.
Celebration helps keep everyone excited and interested in the work they are doing.

AFTER YOU'VE WRITTEN YOUR ACTION PLAN: GETTING MEMBERS TO DO WHAT THEY
SAID THEY WOULD

Every community organization has undoubtedly had this happen: you plan and you assign tasks to get
everything you've planned to do accomplished. Everyone agrees (maybe they even offer) to do certain
tasks, and you all leave with a great feeling of accomplishment. The problem? At the next meeting,
nothing has been done. Besides tearing out your hair, what can you do?

Fortunately, there are several things you can try. It's particularly tricky in the case of volunteers,
because you don't want to lean too hard on someone who is donating their time and energy to begin
with. Still, you can make it easier for members to get things done (and harder to avoid work) without
acting like the mean neighbor down the street. Some of these gentle reminders include:

e Regular phone calls from staff members or dedicated volunteers asking others how they are
doing with their tasks. This should be a supportive call, not a "are you doing what you're
supposed to" call. The person calling can offer emotional support "how are you doing?" as well
as see if the group member needs any other assistance. A friendly call such as this can be seen
as helpful, give the member the sense that he is a very important part of the group, and serve as
a great reminder to do what he said he would do.

e Distributing the action plan in writing to all members, with names attached to specific tasks.
(Additionally, this can be a great time to ask for feedback before the plan becomes "official.")

e Making sure timelines (with due dates) are complete, clear and current.

e At regular group meetings, such as committee meetings or board meetings, ask members to
report on accomplishing the tasks they have set out to do. Consider making this a regular part of
the meeting.

e Celebrate the accomplishment of tasks. It's important that getting something done actually
means something, and is recognized by the group as a whole.

Follow up on the action plan regularly. You are asking members to be accountable, and to get things
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done on a regular basis. If they have agreed, you should help them fulfill their commitment as best you
can.

Online Resources

The RUCkUS SOCiety Offel’s an ACtIOI’l Planning Manual (http://ctb.ku.eduhttp://ruckus.org/article. php?id=109) that diSCUSSGS

strategies for nonviolent direct action.

Preventing Adolescent Substance Abuse: An Action Planning Guide for Community-Based

I n |t| a t ves (http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/default/files/chapter_files/preventing_adolescent_substance_abuse.pdf)

Preventing Youth Violence: An Action Planning Guide for Community-Based Initiatives nupiicbkuedusites

/default/files/chapter_files/preventing_youth_violence.pdf)

Preventing Adolescent Pregnancy: An Action Planning Guide for Community-Based Initiatives

(http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/default/files/chapter_files/preventing_adolescent_pregnancy.pdf)

Promoting Child Well-Being: An Action Planning Guide for Community-Based Initiatives nupcto ku.edussites

/default/files/chapter_files/promoting_child_well-being.pdf)

Promoting Urban Neighborhood Development: An Action Planning Guide for Improving Housing,
JObS, Ed ucation, Safety and Health (http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/default/files/chapter_files/promoting_urban_neighborhood_development.sflb_.pdf)

Preventing Ch”d Abuse and Neg|eCt (http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/defauIt/files/chapter_ﬁles/preventing_chiId_abuse_and_neglect.pdf): An ACtIOh
Planr"ng GUIde fOI' Commun|ty'Based |nltlatlveS (http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/default/files/chapter_files/preventing_child_abuse_and_neglect.pdf)
Reducing Risk for Chronic Disease: An Action Planning Guide for Community-Based Initiatives

(http://ctb.ku.edu/sites/default/files/chapter_files/reducing_risk_for_chronic_disease.pdf)

Print Resources

Barry, B. (1984). Strategic planning workbook for nonprofit organizations. St. Paul: MN: Amherst H.
Wilder Foundation.

Berkowitz, W. (1982). Community impact: creating grassroots change in hard times. Cambridge, MA:
Schenkman Publishing.

Bryson, J. (1988). Strategic planning for public and nonprofit organizations: A guide to strengthening
and sustaining organizational achievement. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Fawcett, S., Paine, A., Francisco, V., Richter, K., Lewis, R., Williams, E., Harris, K., Winter, K., in
collaboration with Bradley, B. & Copple, J. (1992). Preventing adolescent substance abuse: an action
planning guide for community-based initiatives. Lawrence, KS: Work Group on Health Promotion and
Community Development, University of Kansas.

Fawcett, S., Claassen, L., Thurman, T., Whitney, H., & Cheng, H. (1996). Preventing child abuse and
neglect: an action planning guide for building a caring community. Lawrence, KS: Work Group on
Health Promotion and Community Development, University of Kansas.

Kansas Health Foundation. VMOSA: An approach to strategic planning. Wichita, KS: Kansas Health
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Foundation.
Lord, R. (1989). The nonprofit problem solver. New York, NY: Praeger.

Olenick, A. & Olenick, P. (1991). A nonprofit organization manual. New York, NY: The Foundation
Center.

Unterman, I., & Davis, R. (1984). Strategic management of not-for-profit organizations. New York, NY:
CBS Educational and Professional Publishing.

Wolf, T. (1990). Managing a nonprofit organization. New York, NY: Prentice Hall.

Watson-Thompson, J., Fawcett, S., & Schultz, J. (2008). Differential effects of strategic planning on
community change in two urban neighborhood coalitions. American Journal of Community Psychology,
42, 25-38.
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