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et’s have a show of hands: How many of 
you absolutely love the strategic planning 

Strategic Planning

Ideally, planning the future of your mu-
seum should be an opportunity to gather 
folks together, pull out the butcher paper 
and markers, and let the ideas fly. Candid in-
put from the community is woven through-
out. The process is refreshing, affirming, sat-
isfying, and fun. (Yes, it really should be an 
enjoyable exercise.) There is sufficient time 
to generate ideas, revise, and add to those 
ideas; dig into relevant data to back things 
up; and secure buy-in across the organiza-
tion. The resulting plan is enthusiastically 
embraced, referenced, and discussed by ev-
eryone with impressive frequency.

Back to reality.
Even before the pandemic, the strategic 

planning process was rarely ideal. It could 
move at a glacial pace. It could be unwieldy 
and tedious. It could be expensive—partic-
ularly if an outside consultant was involved. 
It could feel top-down. It could (perhaps 
unknowingly) turn a blind eye to the needs 
and interests of the community. It could feel 
focused on fundraising. And most of all, it 

What Does Strategic Planning Look Like Now?

A. J. Rhodes
R & L Consulting

Taking steps away from the daily grind 
and visioning the big picture.

Engaging the whole team for great ideas.

Engaging in conversations that really 
matter and experiencing that feeling when 
your values align with those of your 
organization & colleagues.

Focused time looking at challenges 
and opportunities.

Gathering, the reset button, different 
voices, new perspectives, stepping away 
from struggle thinking into strategic thinking.

The luxury of time to listen and think. 

Pondering the future, anticipating the 
challenges, and proposing responses 
to meet them.

Wordsmithing!!!! And wordsmithing 
as a large group!

When things don’t get implemented.

The onerous process of gaining consensus 
among team members.

When the documents created to guide 
strategy lose relevance/are shelved/don’t 
actually guide practice.

A plan so large that it becomes hard to 
manage or follow. 

The problems that result when goals 
shift and the plan isn’t revised.

The absence of accountability when 
things don’t get done. 

L OV E H AT E

process? OK, got it. And how many of you 
really hate it? Yep. Got it.  

Now, let’s get specific: What exactly do 
we love and hate about it? When I posed this 
question recently on LinkedIn, I received the 
variety of responses seen in the chart below.

As one colleague put it: “I think that E. 
B. White [author and essayist] captured per-
fectly the tension between strategy and plan-
ning: “’I get up every morning determined 
to both change the world and have one hell 
of a good time. Sometimes this makes plan-
ning my day difficult.’” Ha!

If it feels messy and 

provisional, you’re 

probably on the 

right track. 

Here’s how one 

North Carolina 

museum is navigating 

both the process 

and the uncertainty.   

Sarah Macey, R&L Consulting
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could feel like an organizational obligation: 
a box to be checked. After all, funders and 
granting agencies will expect to see it and it 
will be used to shape annual staff reviews. 

For those who completed a strategic 
planning process in 2019 or a bit earlier, 
an additional less-than-ideal characteristic 
emerged: The plans are brittle. When every-
one closed their doors in March 2020, most 
strategic plans went right out the window. 
Most had been developed with the assump-
tion that there was a single future ahead of 
us, which we thought would be more or less 
like the present, only farther away.

Now it’s 2023. The pandemic lingers on. 
Our doors have reopened. Do museums still 
need strategic plans? 

Yes, and it’s more crucial than ever. So 
the question then becomes: How can we 
maximize the best parts of the strategic plan-
ning process, minimize the least effective 
ones, and ensure we don’t make the now-
naïve mistake of believing we’ll arrive in the 
future we want to see by following a narrow 
and linear path?

The answer: Change things up. Fortu-
nately, we’ve all become adept at doing just 
that over the past three years.

Case Study: Kaleideum

When Elizabeth Dampier, director of 
Kaleideum in Winston-Salem, North Car-
olina, contacted me last March about work-

ing with her on the museum’s next strategic 
plan, I was both pleased and…uncertain. 
R&L Consulting has provided special-
ized services to the museum and nonprofit 
community for twenty years. Since 2015, 
we have worked with Dampier on several 
projects. My uncertainty? No surprise, there 
just hadn’t been a big demand for strategic 
plans during the pandemic. On top of that, 
I knew this latest collaboration wouldn’t be 
business as usual. 

Things certainly weren’t business as usu-
al for Dampier. “We’ve experienced a lot 
of change as an organization over the past 
several years,” she says. “In July 2016, our 
local science center and children’s museum 
merged to form what is now Kaleideum 
with the intention of building a new center 
in downtown Winston-Salem. In our ini-
tial planning, we looked three years out to 
make sure we could sustain ourselves as an 
organization but we didn’t think we’d need 
to look ahead seven fiscal years due to the 
pandemic! When we looked at our strate-
gic planning process this time around, we 
knew we needed to have several scenarios 
for how the same goal might be achieved, 
all while realizing that other environmental 
factors could come into play that we hadn’t 
thought about.”

Enter Elizabeth Merritt, vice president 
of Strategic Foresight and founding director 
of the Center for the Future of Museums at 
the American Alliance of Museums (AAM). 

For those who completed a strategic planning process in 2019 or a bit earlier, 

an additional less-than-ideal characteristic emerged:  The plans are brittle. 

When everyone closed their doors in March 2020, most strategic plans went 

right out the window.  Most had been developed 

with the assumption that there was a single future ahead of us, 

which we thought would be more or less like the present, only farther away.
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As luck would have it, AAM released Mer-
ritt’s Strategic Foresight Toolkit the same 
month Elizabeth Dampier contacted me. 
Following a preliminary review of the tool-
kit, I thought it might be used to guide a re-
freshed and flexible approach to Kaleideum’s 
strategic planning needs. 

Foresight Is More Important—

and Harder—Than Ever

According to the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development 
(headquartered in Paris with a center in 

Washington, DC), “Strategic foresight is a 
structured and systematic way of using ideas 
about the future to anticipate and better 
prepare for change. It is about exploring dif-
ferent plausible futures that could arise, and 
the opportunities and challenges they could 
present. We then use those ideas to make 
better decisions and act now.”

Merritt’s toolkit modifies the practices 
of strategic foresight using a museum lens. 
The toolkit itself contains a forty-eight-page 
explanatory document, PowerPoints, fill-in 

PDF worksheets, related games, and sample 
scenarios, all centered around these four key 
activities:

Scanning: Identifies and monitors 
change, anticipates disruptions, and pro-
vides the foundation for understanding 
the implications of what we observe. The 
goal of scanning is to notice trends that 
are just beginning, changes in speed or 
direction of existing trends, and poten-
tially game-changing events.

Implications: Explore the significance of 

stories surfaced in scanning and broaden 
the thinking about potential futures. If a 
certain trend came true, what would the 
related implications be?  (Visualize drop-
ping a stone in a puddle.)

Backcasting: One of the major purpos-
es of strategic foresight is to encourage 
individuals and organizations to think 
about preferred futures—to describe the 
world they want to exist in five, ten, fif-
ty, or a hundred years. Backcasting plots 

Kaleideum staff populates an "Implications Wheel." 

that path by designing it in reverse—
starting with future you want and figur-
ing out what you need to do to get there.

Scenarios: The future is not singular—
at any point in time, we face many po-
tential futures, some likely, some less so, 
but all plausible. To combat our tenden-
cy to assume the future is one inevitable 
thing, futurists create scenarios—stories 
describing a set of distinct, plausible fu-
tures that encompass the potential envi-
ronments the organization may face.

While Dampier and I were both enthusi-
astic about the toolkit’s resources and activi-
ties, it wasn’t immediately clear how it could 
systematically support the strategic planning 
process as museums began to pick up the 
pieces after a year or longer of lock-downs. 
So, I decided to go straight to the source: 
I called Merritt, described the project with 
Kaleideum, and asked if she could advise us 
on integrating the toolkit. R&L Consulting 
contracted with Merritt to provide guidance 
and coaching to the team and we were off 

 Do museums still need strategic plans? 

Yes, and it’s more crucial than ever.  So the question then becomes:  How can we maximize the best parts of the strategic planning process, 

minimize the least effective ones, and ensure we don’t make the now-naïve mistake of believing 

we’ll arrive in the future we want to see by following a narrow and linear path?



4

and running.
“The board asked many questions about 

this experimental process before they com-
mitted to it,” Dampier says. “Ultimately, 
part of the pitch was the idea of being able 
to contribute to the field and live our values 
of taking risk and trying something in a dif-
ferent way.” 

Putting a New Model into Practice

To start, R&L Consulting created an 
eight-month work plan beginning with a 
Theory of Change (ToC) workshop for Ka-
leideum staff to set the context for imple-
menting toolkit activities. A ToC workshop 
is a useful exercise for nonprofits to help 
staff identify the changes they want to bring 
about as a result of the work that they do. 
Kaleideum’s workshop resulted in a written 
ToC model that reflected buy-in across the 
organizational chart, prompted discussion, 

and provided an arena for developing shared 
understandings. (It also revealed where more 
internal work needed happen around defini-
tions of important terms like “family.”) 

Next, Dampier recruited a group of six 
staff and six board members to work side by 
side with us for the duration of the project 
as we shifted our focus to the toolkit. Be-
cause gathering a dozen people for regular 
Zoom meetings is unwieldy, we decided to 
divide the group into six pairs of one staff 
person and one board member in each pair. 
We began Scanning activities by giving each 
pair a specific focus aligned with categories 
commonly used by real futurists: STEEP 
(Science, Technology, Economy, Ecology, 
and Politics/Policy). The sixth pair—Damp-
ier and the incoming board chair—scanned 
for all five STEEP trends through the lens of 
the museum’s Winston-Salem home. 

In some ways, this new process is sim-
ilar to doing a traditional SWOT analysis, 

except this is a deeper dive into the “Op-
portunities” and “Threats” quadrants, while 
“Strengths” and “Weaknesses” are trans-
formed into actionable outcome statements.

As 2023 begins, the working team is us-
ing Scanning results to create implications 
plotted on templates of concentric circles 
(see chart on p. 3)—one implication leading 
to another. In the coming months, as begin 
Backcasting, we will use some of the key 
outcomes from the ToC model as “preferred 
futures.” From there, we’ll plot out several 
future Scenarios for Kaleideum. After that, 
the working team will generate a summary 
of their findings to discuss as a group. This 
information will then shape the first draft of 
the strategic plan.

Though the development of Kaleideum’s 
strategic plan is still very much in process, 
Dampier is enthusiastic about the results so 
far. “I don’t think this way will be easy,” she 
says. “Many of us have preconceived notions 
of what we should do or what the end result 
will or should look like. I do believe, in the 
end, we will come up with a better product 
that will allow us to be well-prepared for the 
next few years and be better-prepared to do 
this type of thinking with future questions 
and decisions.”

Merritt is optimistic that theory can be 
put into practice. “Kaleideum is modeling 
the foresight-driven planning that will be 
essential to the success of museums in com-
ing decades,” she says. “AAM looks forward 
to using Kaleideum’s planning process as 
a case study to help speed the adoption of 
this emerging best practice for the museum 
field.”

A.J. Rhodes, owner and principal of R&L Con-
sulting, has worked with museums for thirty-seven 
years. Before becoming a consultant, she led the edu-
cation departments of the Lied Discovery Children’s 
Museum (now DISCOVERY Children’s Museum) 
in Las Vegas, Nevada, and the Albuquerque Chil-
dren’s Museum in New Mexico (before it became 
part of Explora! Science Center and Children’s Mu-
seum).

RESOURCES

Theory of Change...a comprehensive 
description and illustration of how and why 
a desired change is expected to happen in a 
particular context.

—Center for Theory of Change

Steps for Creating A Theory of Change

1. Define the problem, including the identified 
root causes and stakeholders. 
2. Define the desired end-goal (impact)
3. Define outcome and output results needed 
to achieve the desired end-goal (impact).
4. Map activities that could lead to the short- 
and long-term results.

—Tools4Dev
Tools4dev.org/blog/theory-of-change-steps/

Diigo

A fee-based social bookmarking website that 
allows users to bookmark and tag web pages, 
highlight any part of a webpage, or  attach 
sticky notes to specific highlights or to a 
whole page.  Annotations may be kept private, 
shared with a group within Diigo, or forward-
ed to via a special link.  The name “Diigo” is an 
acronym from “Digest of Internet Information, 
Groups and Other stuff.” (Wikipedia)

Hand to Hand    Association of Children’s Museums
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trategic planning answers three ques-
tions: 

Review Mission, Vision, Core Values

These statements form the founda-
tion of everything your museum does and 
should be supported by the goals you set. At 
one natural history museum, a new direc-
tor found the museum’s mission statement 
didn’t match staffing patterns and exhibits. 
Their mission statement focused on broad 
natural history, but the exhibits were dino-
saur-focused and all the institution’s cura-
tors were paleontologists.

During their strategic planning process, 
the staff polled community members and 
found they overwhelmingly wanted a broad 
natural history museum that addressed both 
past, present, and future in the region. The 
mission statement was affirmed and the mu-
seum moved forward with new exhibits on 
current natural history and climate change, 
and the hiring of an aquatic ecologist as a 
new curator. Without taking time to reflect 
on their mission statement, the museum 
would not have met the expectations of their 
community.

The same reflection on vision (longer 
term outcomes) and core values (how staff 
engage and approach their work) are im-
portant to create focus and define the work 
environment.

Some Tools to Support Effective Planning

A moon group should form the back-
bone for this planning process, either re-
porting to the board or a planning commit-
tee of the board. 

The best plans are developed over a pe-
riod of six to eight months to allow time for 
ample dialogue and data gathering without 
disturbing normal museum operations. 
Data gathering should include:

n  A Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportuni-
ties, Threats (SWOT) Analysis of current 
operations. This will give the planning 
team their first systemic look across the in-
stitution. These should be prepared by staff 
in department- or division-wide presenta-
tions.

Recognizing how fast the world is 

changing, we chose a three-year 

planning window over the more 

traditional five-year window.  

However, we also think a plan that

covers less than three years is 

perhaps more reactive than strategic. 

Strategic Planning: Reflections on a Clear Path Forward

Lesa Bush, Emily MacDonald, and Charlie Walter
Mayborn Museum

Aligning an organization is like preparing for a long sailing trip.  First you select your destination (the mission and goals) and your 

route (the strategy).  Then you figure out what boat you need (the structure), how to outfit it (the systems), and the crew mix (skills).

	 —Michael Watkins

S
1) Where are we now? 
2) Where do we want to go? 
3) How are we going to get there?

The questions are simple, but the pro-
cess to get honest answers is not. At its best, 
strategic planning is an opportunity for your 
museum’s staff to be highly reflective. While 
it can be hard to pause busy day-to-day op-
erations, there are some basic exercises that 
will help set you up for success for your 
three-year journey.

Hand to Hand    Association of Children’s Museums

Courtesy of Mayborn Museum
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n  A Membership Survey brings in feed-
back from visitors who utilize the muse-
um the most. 

• Which exhibits are their favorites? 
• Which do they not rate highly? 
• Which programs do they utilize most? 
• What suggestions do they have for fu-
ture exhibits or programs?

n  A Market Analysis compares admis-
sion and membership fees of other mu-
seums and attractions in the area. In 
some cases, a one or two-dollar increase may 
make you more competitive with other or-
ganizations in the region, or, your fees may 
already be too high.

n  A Benchmark Analysis compares your 
operating data with three other muse-
ums willing to share theirs. Comparing 
budgets, attendance, facility size, and staff 
size gives you insights into efficiency, effec-
tiveness, and possible areas to invest in or 
reevaluate.

n  Focus Groups are perhaps the best 
data collection strategy for strategic 
planning. Recommended groups to speak 
with include board members, museum staff, 
volunteers, area educators, tourism and eco-
nomic development professionals, and city 
leaders. These focus groups should include 
six to eight individuals to allow time for 
discussion. Some standard questions to ask 
include: 

• What do you see as the three main 
strengths of the museum? 
• What would you like the museum to 
build upon or return to?
• What have you observed to be the top 
three weaknesses or challenges that the 
museum is facing? 
• What would you like to see the muse-
um achieve over the next decade?

Putting it All Together

After the museum’s moon group spends 
time reflecting on the data obtained from the 

activities above, they should make recom-
mendations related to areas of opportunity 
and concern. This is not a linear process, it 
will take time to reflect on all the data, but 
there are often patterns in the feedback that 
rise to the top. It is good practice to have 
an extended goal-setting meeting to set ini-

tial recommendations, and later schedule a 
second and perhaps even a third meeting 
to revisit recommendations and rescan the 
data to see if something important has been 
overlooked.     

For the final plan, all of the data should 
be summarized in a strategic plan narrative 
to capture all major issues and patterns no-
ticed in the feedback. While this document 
may be the most read part of the plan be-
cause of its “executive summary” nature, it 
is important to keep your meeting notes 
and data collected as appendices to assure 
transparency. A board member reading the 
narrative may want to verify the thoughts 
it contains and having these supplementary 
documents readily available will allow this. 

Ultimately goals, action steps, and mea-
surable outcomes are set to address major 
areas noted in the narrative, and individual 
staff are appointed to lead each goal. Some 
institutions today adopt a “strategic frame-
work,” outlining major areas of focus with-
out identifying specific action steps. This 
approach can point you in the right direc-
tion, but it lacks the specificity of a strate-
gic plan. Nevertheless, some institutions 
still feel that this general direction of focus 
is enough, as it keeps you nimble in our 
fast-changing world. They also point to the 
fact that many strategic plans sit on a shelf 
and are rarely looked at as another reason 

What’s a “moon group”? 

If we were going to replicate

this museum on the moon 

and had limited space on our rocket, 

which staff would be essential for a 

successful mission?  In our case, 

the moon group stayed together 

to monitor progress during 

the months the plan unfolded.

In support of the Mayborn’s Big Idea #1—support Baylor’s pursuit of receiving 
Research 1/Tier 1 (R1/T2) recognition—one of the museum’s strategic goals is to 

disseminate Baylor research through the museum’s exhibits and programs, supporting 
broader impact goals on national research grants and increasing the number of 

participants working directly with Baylor scientists.  

6

The best plans are developed over a period of six to eight months to allow time for ample dialogue and data gathering 

without disturbing normal museum operations.
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to just focus on the big ideas presented in 
a framework. Using a project management 
tool to keep the details in focus will prevent 
your strategic plan from going stale and help 
to assure forward movement across its many 
details. 

Using an Innovative Tool to Keep 

the Institution Focused on Progress

Imagine going to a sporting event with 
no score board. How could you tell if the 
team was winning or losing? How would 
the coach know where to focus to make im-
provements? Without a scoreboard, would 
the fans be excited? How would you know 
when the game ended? 

Just like the scoreboard for a game, you 
need a scoreboard to track progress on your 
museum’s strategic plan. Otherwise, how to 
do you give updates to your board? How 
does your staff know where to focus their 
energy? How do you understand the amaz-
ing work done in the museum? How do you 
truly see the systemic nature of your work? 
How do you celebrate together? How do 
you find issues that might be holding up 
progress? 

Creating a strategic plan is challenging 
work. Once you’ve created the plan, you 

don’t want it to just gather dust on a shelf. 
This plan should guide your work and staff 
should see the importance of the plan and 
how it fits into their daily work. You also 
want a way to measure progress. In thinking 
through all of this and examining other stra-
tegic plans, we noticed the most successful 
plans have a way of measuring and tracking 
movement.

Finding the Right Tool

With these thoughts in mind, we creat-
ed a tracking sheet for our museum using a 
program called SmartSheet. SmartSheet de-
scribes itself as “a modern project and work 
management platform that offers a rich set 
of views, workflows, reports, and dashboards 
to capture and track your plans, resources, 
and schedules.” The fact that Smartsheet is 
so customizable was a key factor for us in 
creating something that would fit our needs 
and evolve with us as we learn. 

It took time to set up our tracking sys-
tem within SmartSheet and, in our reflective 
practice, we continue to refine the sheet. Af-
ter creating our strategic plan, we took the 
five big ideas and determined goals within 
them. These goals were then broken down 
into specific action items. Action items were 

further broken down into specific tasks. By 
breaking down the big ideas into smaller 
chunks we were able to assign specific work 
to staff and track movement.  

Regular Meetings

Regular meetings are an important part 
of tracking progress of your strategic plan 
and learning together. Focusing on one or 
two big ideas at a time, we ask the follow-
ing questions of staff who oversee specific 
goals. What progress was made since our 
last meeting? If we are not working towards 
this goal, what is holding us back? What are 
critical constraints or limiting factors for 
growth regarding your goal?

In addition to our monthly meetings, 
we hold quarterly meetings with all staff to 
share a quick report out of progress. The 
goal of this meeting is to track movement 
on the Mayborn’s strategic plan, ensure our 
big ideas are not lost in day-to-day work, 
celebrate progress, and communicate the 
great work being done across the museum. 
Within our day-to-day operations, it can be 
easy to become siloed. Taking time to com-
municate and share access to our tracking 
sheet allows all staff the opportunity to see 
and understand work happening across our 
operation. 

A snapshot of the 
Mayborn Museum’s 
SmartSheet 
tracking Tool. 
Yellow-highlighted 
blocks show work 
areas in which 
progress has been 
made in the past 
month.
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• We need to work towards developing 
an annual plan driven by our budget linked 
to our strategic plan to give us a more fo-
cused yearly approach to our work.

• Working together to have a clear un-
derstanding of what should be added to the 
sheet, by whom, and when is essential and 
something that takes time to work through. 

• Determining how to lead the meetings 
was/is a struggle. We need to report out on 
progress but in this fast past world, we also 
needed to take time to strategize together. 

• Some staff feel that their work is not 
evident within the plan, but this does not 
mean that their work is not important to the 
day-to-day operation. 

Reflection is a vital part of how we 
work at the Mayborn. We strive to be an 
institution that celebrates change and val-
ues feedback. In reflecting on the tracking 
of our strategic plan within SmartSheet, we 
have learned valuable lessons and have made 
great progress on our current plan. With 
this knowledge in mind, we are making im-
provements for our next strategic plan. Our 
process is ever evolving. We will continue to 
reflect to help us move toward distinction, 
leading us systematically forward in mak-
ing a difference in the lives of our visitors 
and our staff. 

Lesa Bush is associate director, Emily MacDon-
ald is museum engagement coordinator, and Charlie 
Walter is associate director of the Mayborn Museum 
at Baylor University in Waco, Texas.
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Benefits

Tracking our strategic plan in SmartSheet 
has benefited our operation in various ways. 
When new employees are hired, it allows 
them to see an overview of the work being 
done museum wide. It guides managers in 
making annual work plans for their teams, 
it has encouraged more strategizing togeth-
er before making decisions, and it ensures 
we are reflective in our practice by making 
changes as new information is brought to 
light. One benefit we didn’t foresee was that 
this scoreboard, just as in a real game, allows 
us to celebrate together as we move through 
our work.  Our tracking sheet also gives us a 
simpler way to create annual reports for our 
constituents. While there are many benefits, 
we did learn some tough lessons through the 
process. 

Lessons Learned

No plan is perfect. In reflecting on our 
strategic plan and tracking system several 
thoughts come to mind:

• Those of us working with this project 
management tool have unintentionally add-
ed the role of IT to our job descriptions. 
Luckily, SmartSheet has a great support pro-
gram and they have recently updated this 
service to make it even easier for people to 
utilize. 

• Project management programs can 
be great, but only if you have systems and 
processes in place for them to be effective, 
otherwise you may be adding more confu-
sion to your staff, while also implementing 
change across the museum. 

• We knew going in, that not everyone 
had a common language around goals, ac-
tion items, and tasks. Setting the expecta-
tions in the beginning is essential. 

Hand to Hand    Association of Children’s Museums
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Tracking our strategic plan in SmartSheet 

has benefited our operation in various 

ways.  When new employees are hired, 

it allows them to see an overview of the 

work being done museum wide. 

It guides managers in making annual work 

plans for their teams, it has encouraged 

more strategizing together before making 

decisions, and it ensures we are reflective 

in our practice by making changes as new 

information is brought to light. 

One benefit we didn’t foresee was that this 

scoreboard, just as in a real game, 

allows us to celebrate together 

as we move through our work.
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Are We Ready...Again?

A Small Museum’s COVID-Interrupted 
Strategic Planning Process

Ray Radigan and Susan Brady
Amelia Park Children’s MuseumF

9

Time for a New Plan guide us. Fortunately, our board president 
and our executive director both had expe-
rience with strategic planning. Most of our 
board members, however, had not. Educat-
ing them on what the work would entail 
and expectations for the final product was 
a necessary step. One misconception among 
board members was that a strategic plan 
needed to be a lengthy tome full of muse-
um-speak that would take months to draft. 
Many board members were relieved to learn 
that the final plan could potentially be two 

pages long and it did not require an 
exceedingly long time to prepare.

We gave each board member ar-
ticles on strategic planning for small 
organizations to demystify what we 
would be trying to achieve and how. 
The best resource we found was an 
article titled “DIY Strategic Planning 
for Small Museums” from the Amer-
ican Association for State and Local 
History.

Our board president began the 
process by sending a survey to all 
board members seeking their insights 
into the board, the organization, and 
areas of potential growth. Survey re-
sponses varied widely. The simple 

question, “What is the biggest obstacle the 
museum will face in the next five years?” 
elicited responses including programmatic 
additions, developing new exhibits, improv-
ing various funding sources, strengthening 
the museum’s role in the community, and 
increasing visitation. This range of responses 
needed an in-depth discussion of organiza-
tional priorities.

To begin that conversation, we held a 

The hardest part of the strategic 
planning process is getting started.  
We know because we did it twice 

in two and a half years.

By the end of 2019, we determined we 

were ready to begin creating a new 

strategic plan.  Staff and board leadership 

took a thorough look at the organization: 

the new executive director, who had been 

part of the museum’s exhibit staff for 

three years, had settled in, we were 

financially secure, and we did 

not foresee any more major changes 

on the horizon.

or a small museum like ours—only 
10,000 square feet with an annual bud-

get of about $250,000—creating a strategic 
plan can seem like a luxury. Founded in 
1994 by a group of teachers and parents, 
the museum moved to its current location 
in 2008. Attending to the basic day-to-day 
concerns of opening for visitors, maintain-
ing our facility, managing staff, paying bills, 
sending membership renewal reminders, 
and generally keeping everything 
afloat, was already stretching our re-
sources. So, when our last strategic 
plan ended in June of 2019, drafting 
a new plan was added to our to-do list 
somewhere between approving a new 
budget and getting the floors waxed. 
It got bumped even further down the 
list a month later when our executive 
director left. Still, it remained on our 
radar.

Six months passed. By the end of 
2019, we determined we were ready 
to begin creating a new strategic 
plan. Staff and board leadership took 
a thorough look at the organization: 
the new executive director, who had 
been part of the museum’s exhibit staff for 
three years, had settled in, we were financial-
ly secure, and we did not foresee any more 
major changes on the horizon.

How Did We Start?

As a small museum with a small budget, 
we knew we would be leading the process 
ourselves rather than hiring someone to 
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full-day board retreat in Febru-
ary 2020. The goal was not just 
to seek solutions, or even identify 
long-range goals, but to define 
who we thought we were as an 
organization. It took six hours 
(and a lot of coffee), but we were 
able to identify the primary areas 
that defined us: 

• mission
• audience
• staff
• board 
• technology. (Including all types of in-
teractions with visitors—analog, elec-
tronic, screen-based.) 
At our next meeting, we intended to 

delve deeper into each category to deter-
mine where we stood and where we saw op-
portunities for growth.

Pause

Remember when we said we didn’t see 
any major changes on the horizon? In an in-
stant we went from long-range planning to 
crisis management. Six weeks after the Feb-
ruary board retreat, we closed our doors, lost 
85 percent of our revenue, and furloughed 
almost all of our staff due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Strategic planning was no longer 
anywhere on our to-do list.

Recover, Regroup, Restart

Although we were forced to abandon 
that first attempt at strategic planning with-
out getting very far, we never forgot what 
we started.

Over the next two and a half years our 
board leadership and many of our board 
members changed. The museum slowly re-
covered from an eight-month closure and 
then a year of mandated occupancy caps and 
pandemic-related visitor hesitation. By the 
fall of 2022 we were finally ready to expand 
our focus beyond day-to-day survival and 
return to long-range planning. Determining 
that once again we had the organizational 
capacity to handle both, we decided that it 
was the time to restart the process.

How do we know we’re ready this time? 
We took another look at our organization 
but through a wider lens. Our staff and 
board are operating smoothly. Our finances 

have recovered from the pandemic. We have 
a team in place that can create and imple-
ment a plan. We have the organizational 
capacity to handle day-to-day operations 
while charting future goals.

Pick Up Where We Left Off? 

Because so much had changed over the 
previous two and a half years, both within 
our museum and beyond, we opted to re-
start our strategic planning process anew 
rather than pick up where we left off in 
2020. Still, we used that first attempt as a 
guide for the process: what had worked and 
what hadn’t?  

The first aspect that we are repeating is 
board member education. Operating with-
out a strategic plan for over three years, we 
have new board and staff members. Every-
one involved now needs to understand what 
we are trying to create, how we will achieve 

it, and why it is important. We are shar-
ing many of the same articles about 
strategic planning that we referenced in 
2020.

But, for several reasons, we’re not 
gathering the full board into one room 
for a six-hour retreat, as we did in 2020. 
First, requiring this full-board atten-
dance is too cumbersome. Second, as 
a small museum, we ask a lot of our 

board members already. Expecting all of 
them to be closely involved in every aspect 
of the strategic planning process isn’t realis-
tic or productive. And third, making this a 
board-centered initiative leaves out so many 
other voices. We need our new plan to be 
inclusive on many levels. So, this time we 
formed a small committee of six people: 
four board members, the executive director, 
and the finance manager. The board vice 
president is leading the process.

Post-COVID Approach to 

Planning and Progress

We are beginning the project not with 
self-analysis but with listening.  We have de-
veloped a list of constituencies that we want 
to involve in addition to board members 
and museum staff: museum members, other 
nonprofits in our region, educators, neigh-
boring organizations, and that one easily 
overlooked group—children.

Methods for soliciting input from each 
group will vary. For some, such as oth-
er nonprofits and educators, we can speak 
one-on-one with individuals. For museum 
members and board members, we will use 
surveys, as we don’t expect one or two indi-
viduals to speak on behalf of the much larg-
er groups. Finally, for our little advisors, we 
plan to gather eight children, ages four to six 
and each accompanied by a caregiver, for the 
“meeting.” Children will be invited to par-
ticipate in hands-on activities based around 
some of the themes of the strategic planning 
process. For example, drawing activities will 
include prompts about what they like about 
the museum, what would make it more fun, 
what they love to play with at home, etc. 
We’re saving this group for last because we 
want to have a pretty solid idea of where the 
strategic plan is headed before discussing it 
with the children.

...we held a full-day board retreat in 

February 2020.  The goal was not just to 

seek solutions, or even identify long-range 

goals, but to define who we thought 

we were as an organization...Six weeks 

after the February board retreat, we 

closed our doors, lost 85 percent of our 

revenue, and furloughed almost all of our 

staff due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Strategic planning was no longer 

anywhere on our to-do list.

Because so much had changed over the 

previous two and a half years, both within 

our museum and beyond, we opted to 

restart our strategic planning process 

anew rather than pick up where we left 

off in 2020....We are beginning the project 

not with self-analysis but with listening. 
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The process will be-
gin with a survey of our 
board members. Even 
though we plan to heav-
ily rely on feedback and 
suggestions from people 
outside our organiza-
tion, we want to assure 
all board members that, 
as the museum’s leaders, 
their insights and ideas 
are highly valued. 

Data-Informed Decisions

We estimate that collecting information 
from all of our constituencies will take three 
months. Our committee will then review it 
and begin the work of selecting a few key 
areas of operations. Which areas need im-
provement? Where do opportunities for 
organizational growth exist? For each iden-
tified area, we will define a goal and identify 
manageable steps to achieve it.

For example, we foresee that diversifying 
our revenue sources will be a strategic prior-
ity, an ongoing effort since 2019. Progress 
has been made in increasing our contributed 
revenue, but there is still room for improve-
ment. 

As part of the strategic planning process, 
we will analyze the percentages of museum 
revenue that come from admissions, mem-
berships, events, grants, individual contri-
butions, etc. Goals will be set to increase 
the revenue in each targeted area through 
incremental steps for each year of the plan. 
Simple though this may sound, inherent in 
the process is all the foundational work that 
needs to go into boosting any one of these 
revenue sources.

Quality, Not Quantity

When it comes to measuring success, 
we know we need to look beyond numbers. 

Achieving goals like participating in region-
al events, creating new programmatic offer-
ings, developing a new exhibit, or altering 
our staffing structure cannot be solely judge 
on numbers. Success might also be mea-
sured by qualitative feedback from both in-
side and outside the museum.

In order to track our progress, we will 
clearly define each goal and make it action-
able. We want to be realistic in our expec-
tations and acknowldge the incremental ac-
tion steps needed to achieve them.

When the Plan is Done, Then What?

Once the plan is complete, one of two 
things can happen. It can collect digital dust 
on a hard-drive or it can become the guid-
ing document for all major organizational 
decisions and operations. To assure the lat-
ter, our strategic plan will be a central part 
of, and a visible guiding document for, our 
museum leadership. Goals assessment will 
be incorporated into our regularly sched-

uled board meetings. Are 
we seeing progress? Do 
we need to adjust our 
outputs? We will keep 
our strategic planning 
committee active after the 
plan is complete to assess 
progress and report back 
to the full board.

With our new stra-
tegic plan in place, our 
biggest challenge will be 
balancing our efforts to-
wards achieving our long-
term goals and managing 

our day-to-day operational requirements.  
Too much focus on one will negatively im-
pact the other.   

Though we are only at the beginning of 
our latest strategic planning process, we have 
already changed the thinking of the organi-
zation. What’s happening in our community 
is just as important as what’s happening in-
side our building. We’re now firmly focused 
on the future, and our strategic plan will be 
the roadmap to get us there.

Ray Radigan joined Amelia Park Children’s 
Museum in Westfield, Massachusetts as the assistant 
director in 2018; he became the executive director 
in 2019. Susan Brady began volunteering at the 
museum in 2018; she joined the museum’s board of 
directors in 2021.
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Though we are only at the beginning of 

our latest strategic planning process, we 

have already changed the thinking of the 

organization. What’s happening in our 

community is just as important as what’s 

happening inside our building.
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ou’ve just finished your strategic plan.  
Are you excited for the new possibilities 

plan’s success. If one or more 
of the behaviors listed above 
threatens to derail the process, 
leaders need to diplomatical-
ly identify it and realign the 
group dynamic. Most impor-
tantly, they need to diffuse 
these stress reactions as quickly 
and calmly as possible. Many 
times, that can be done by 
acknowledging what is hap-
pening and validating peo-
ple’s perspectives.  Attention 
during the planning process in 
the present can prevent future 
problems.

Who Are You Working with 

and Why Are They There?

Several key components 
help nurture a productive stra-
tegic planning effort. The first 
is to become aware of—and 
openly acknowledge—that 
everyone involved in the pro-
cess brings their own personal 
perspectives and agendas to the table. For 
example, the director of education may 
be more focused on serving the audience 
through programming, while the board trea-
surer may be focused on reducing expenses. 
Ideally, working together, both people will 
learn to accept that these concepts are not in 
conflict but when hitched to the same yoke 
can become a stronger collective goal of sus-
tainable programming.

When we leverage a shared reality to 
strengthen the process, more honest and 
open discussions can happen. When unac-
knowledged motivations or behaviors are 
suspected to be manipulative or focused on 
internal politics, the process can become a 
nightmare. 

Start by focusing on each team member’s 

individual perspective as it contributes to 
the collective mindset. What do they see as 
important for the museum’s future? What 
are their expectations going into planning?  
What matters most to them in the planning 
process? What do they see as potential pit-
falls? 

Buy-In or Purpose?

In my work leading people through 
change, I’m usually hoping for shared buy-
in—that universally accepted phrase that 
suggests everyone is on board. But buy in, 
defined as agreeing to support a decision, 
seems to belittle the goal of getting everyone 
heading purposefully in the same direction 
with a sense of passion and commitment.  

Where the Rubber Meets the Road: 
The People behind the Plan

Barbara Leggett

Y
that lie ahead? Or feeling overwhelmed leav-
ing a familiar path? Or the opposite, stuck 
in the same old rut?

Why do some strategic plans move mu-
seums forward, while others sit on shelves 
or hard drives—or worse, become a nag-
ging bone of contention for the board and/
or staff? If everyone involved in developing 
and ultimately implementing the plan is not 
fully invested from the beginning, then it is 
doomed to follow one of the last two paths.

The answer is simple: it’s the people. But 
simple doesn’t mean easy, and people—even 
one or two—can make or break both the 
creation and implementation of the most 
carefully thought-out plans and prevent 
them from coming to fruition.

What ensures that a plan will come to 
fruition? Honestly, nothing. We all saw that 
with COVID: the best laid plans…howev-
er, through, proactive consideration, we can 
avoid some crucial pitfalls that commonly 
occur in any group of people working on a 
project together:

1. People arguing
2. People people-pleasing
3. People shutting down 
4. People making simple things compli-
cated
5. People applying logic when we need 
emotion
6. People applying emotion when we 
need logic
7. People undermining the process
8. People trying to control the process
9. People actively resistant to change
10. People rushing the process
11. People wanting to be heroes and do-
ing too much.

Everyone—staff, board, and outside 
facilitators—needs to pay attention to the 
people who are involved and invested in the 

Why do some strategic plans move museums forward, while others sit on shelves or hard drives—or worse, 

become a nagging bone of contention for the board and/or staff?  If everyone involved in developing and ultimately implementing 

the plan is not fully invested from the beginning, then it is doomed to follow one of the last two paths.
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Instead of “buy-in”, let’s consider pur-
pose. Psychologists Tal Ben-Shahar and An-
gus Ridgway developed the chart on the pre-
vious page to define purpose in both work 
and life. 

Now let’s explore this chart in relation to 
strategic planning and implementation:

• Purpose: When people are work-
ing with purpose, the mission is 
deeply meaningful to them and they 
have a high level of commitment to 
doing the work needed to fulfill that 
mission. 

• Dreaming:  When people are 
dreaming, the mission is deeply 
meaningful, but they have a low-
er level of commitment to working 
hard on the goals.

• Drifting: When people are drifting, 
the mission holds little meaning and 
they are not committed to working 
on the goals.

• Grinding: When people are grind-
ing, the mission holds little meaning, 
but they will work hard towards the 
goals set for them.

Meaning and Commitment

Every person involved in developing a 
strategic plan comes into the process with 
a different level of commitment and differ-
ent perspectives on what meaningful work 
might be for this process. Some people might 
be dreaming, some drifting, some grinding. 
Only a few are working with purpose. Our 
initial step should start with honest conver-
sations about the impact of our work.  Early 
in the process we need to either enhance or 
create meaning for all of those involved. 

By starting the planning process with a 
focus on meaning—why does our museum  
exist, what do we want our museum’s impact 
to be—we can develop a shared language 
and vision. When people feel their perspec-
tives and voices are truly heard and acknowl-
edged in the process, they are more likely to 
be committed to working on the goals.  

Questions to ask:

• Are the strategic plan’s mission, vi-
sion, values, and goals completed to 
date meaningful to the board and 
staff? 

• Do the people involved in develop-
ing and implementing the plan un-
derstand why the museum exists? 

• Do we all have some collective vi-
sion of our impact?

• Are our goals the right (meaningful) 
goals?

To get commitment, focus on a sim-
ple question: “What do our staff members 
need now to be successful, and how do we 
incorporate that into our strategic plan?” 
Five years ago, I probably would have asked, 
“What do we need to do to ensure that our 
museum is successful?” But people are still 
struggling to recover from the pandemic; 
the 2022 version of this question is more 
related to capacity building.

Reactions and Responses to Change

Everyone knows that we have experi-
enced so much change over the past sever-
al years, and there is more to come. People 
react to change that is out of their control, 
that they perceive as negatively impacting 
them, or don’t fully understand in several 
ways, including the following negative reac-
tions, which are all stress responses.

• Fight:  I’m going to argue, disagree, 
and make things difficult. How 
about if I stir the pot while I’m at it? 

• Flight:  I’m going to “quiet quit.” 
How about if I just do the bare mini-
mum and ignore everything else?

• Freeze:  I’m not going to do any-
thing. How about if I sit at the meet-
ings, say nothing and look like a deer 
in headlights?

• Fawn:  I’m going to please people. 
I’ll listen to you all, one by one, nod-
ding my head the whole time, just 
to make sure everyone is calm. How 
about if I get us all some chocolate?

The difference between negative re-
actions and productive responses is pro-
found:	

Reactions (quick, visceral, stress-based) 
come from “survival” perspective (and the 
parts of our brain associated with that sur-
vival). They are often based in judgment 
(this idea is good or bad, I like/hate this per-
son, I trust/don’t trust them).

Responses (thoughtful, creative, ener-
gized) come from the parts of our brain fo-
cused on executive function. They are based 
on discernment (I can see all the options, 
understand potential outcomes, and decide 
which I think is best). They can be made 
quickly, but are done so in a calm, almost 
detached way. 

Eliciting productive responses starts with 
how potential changes and the rationales be-
hind them are presented. Shifting someone 
from stress reactions to calm responses starts 
by listening to their questions, acknowl-
edging and validating their perspective and 
adding it all to the discussion. We can’t get 
authentic commitment from someone who 
is highly stressed. 

When all the foundational work has 
been done at the beginning of the process, 
we can build on that knowledge, creating 
opportunities for people to say, “That goal 
might be too big for us,” or “Who is going 
to do this extra work?” Everyone involved 

Start with the Why

Check out the work of Simon Sinek, 

author of Start with the Why: How Great 

Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action. 

He also presents his ideas in the TEDX 

Talk of the same name

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_

sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_ac-

tion

Sinek argues that great leaders and 

organizations focus on WHY they do 

what they do, instead of WHAT they do 

and HOW they do it.
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in the planning process needs to be able to 
think creatively and talk honestly about dif-
ferent goals, strategies, and tactics. A strate-
gic plan created under these circumstances 
will have a much better chance of securing 
the commitments needed on the staff and 
board to implement it. 

You Can’t Push a Rope

When I was learning to sail, my dad used 
to say, “You can’t push a rope.” Ropes work 
best when pulled, not pushed, meaning I 
had to learn about wind and tides and how 
to work with both to get to where I wanted 
to go and not waste energy pushing against 
either one. At age eleven, I thought he was 
just talking about sailing but now I know 
better. Simply exerting force is ineffectual 
(like pushing a rope). I’m not suggesting we 
just wait for people to do the things they 
feel like doing, without assigning them work 
goals, ensuring they are meeting deadlines, 
and checking the quality of that work. To 
encourage change, we need to understand 
and focus on what motivates a person or 
system to go in a particular direction. Trying 
to push people or organizations might get 
short-term responses, but the effort is often 
counter-productive and can do long-term 
damage.

When implementing a new strategic 
plan, organizational leaders need to focus 
on inspiring and motivating people, alert to 
their connection to meaning and commit-
ment. Each of us has different values, pri-
orities, and things that are most meaningful 
to us. Our goal as leaders is to make sure 
that we enable and encourage people to find 
that meaning in the work that is assigned 
to them.  

Some leaders recognize that starting with 
people—not goals—will ultimately lead to 
an organization’s success.  Without people, 
there is no work, which comes to my final 
point.

Put People First

Author and management consultant Pe-
ter Drucker once said, “Plans are only good 
intentions unless they immediately degener-
ate into hard work.” According to Dictio-
nary.com, degenerate means “to diminish 
in quality, especially from a former state of 
coherence, balance, integrity, etc.” How do 
lofty ideals and ambitious goals degener-
ate into hard work? Over time, I mentally 
shifted “degenerate” to “re-generate” which 
means to re-create, reconstitute, or make 
over, especially in a better form or condition.

Translating a strategic plan’s lofty ide-
als into achievable goals is hard work. For 
example, when I was director of Explore 
& More, one of the museum’s strategic ob-
jectives was: “The museum will experience 
continuous and strategic growth.” Working 
together with staff, we applied the broad 
goal into each individual staff member’s 

Pushing leads to stress reactions 

(and all those people problems).

Pulling leads to strategic responses 

(and ultimately, success).

work.  We looked at everything, from new 
exhibits and programs, to increased income 
(earned and raised), to a structured volun-
teer program, to more donors and members, 
an expanded staffing structure, and greater 
media reach. Staff on all levels could clearly 
understand how this goal was more than just 
part of their work – it was their work.  And 
the board gained clarity on how they could 
best support that work. 

A well-designed strategic planning pro-
cess that is meaningful to each person in-
volved unites an organization in moving 
forward.  That united vision – and a struc-
ture which puts people first – can make im-
plementation easier – and ultimately more 
successful.  When we put people first, the 
strategic plan becomes an inspiring road 
map to collective success.  

Barbara Leggett is a certified professional coach. 
Previously, she served for twenty-five years as the ex-
ecutive director of Explore & More in Buffalo, New 
York.
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Focus on the People

To encourage change, we need to 

understand and focus on what 

motivates a person or system to go in 

a particular direction.  Trying to push 

people or organizations might get 

short-term responses, but the effort is 

often counter-productive and can do 

long-term damage.

Some leaders recognize that starting 

with people—not goals—will ultimately 

lead to an organization’s success.  

Without people, there is no work...
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A strategic plan today is only as good as the voices it includes…and shares.

identify clear goals and set forth a path to 
achieve or realize the them in the deter-
mined time. Each path identifies the tasks, 
responsibilities, necessary partners, time-
lines and costs. Metrics to evaluate or track 
the effectiveness of tasks are added to strate-
gic plans early in the life-cycle of the plan for 
accurate tracking of progress or to identify a 
need to change course. 

The strategic planning process has 
emerged as a focal-point of the success of 
the plan. A plan is only as good as its process 
and, of necessity, this process is changing. 
Because the process, more than the plan, 
creates an opportunity to build board and 
staff teams and camaraderie, especially in 
organizations with new leadership.

The impact of the ongoing 
global COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the racial, social, and pay 

succinctly, give organizations a road map to 
communicate to communities—neighbors, 
supporters, users, audiences, organizational 
staff, and leaders—the outcomes they will 
achieve, who they will serve and, how they 
will do both responsibly and sustainably.

An evolving ‘who’: Strategic planning 
originated as a for-profit, corporate concept: 
a tool intended to outline revenue goals 
and efficient paths to achieve them. A small 
number of owners and investors would work 
together quickly to reach agreement on the 
revenue targets and the markets to be pur-
sued. They even determined the systems 
needed to make the changes in a short pe-
riod of time and immediately move to im-
plementation. 

In the nonprofit landscape, where social 
impact rather than excess revenue is the pri-
mary goal, the creation of a strategic plan re-
quires many more voices to be effective. The 
“voices” include the communities identified 
by the organizations themselves, broadly in 
three categories; 1) communities of practice, 
those affected by the work of the organiza-
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Strategic Planning in the Age of Everything All at Once
Joy Bailey-Bryant, US Lord Cultural Resources

The diagram shows the way that the leadership of the strategic planning process is evolving from equal parts research, board- and 

staff-led to a mix, incorporating board, staff, research and even stakeholders in all parts of the process.

equity movements, and the resulting finan-
cial crises have forced changes to the ways 
that arts and culture organizations’ boards, 
staff and stakeholders approach the stra-
tegic planning process...and the resulting 
strategic plan. Once considered a means to 
an end, the strategic planning process was 
primarily a trustee function geared toward 
achieving alignment among board mem-
bers. Today, the process includes greater, 
more in-depth participation from staff on 
all levels, and close stakeholders.
 

PRECIS:

WHAT: Strategic planning is an or-
ganizational tool used by 
corporations and nonprofit 

organizations, alike. In a nonprofit organi-
zation, the actual strategic plan is a docu-
ment that identifies the goals or direction 
of the organization for a specific period of 
time—often three to five years. Plans are 
useful because they streamline efforts. They 

WHY: Public-serving arts and culture 
organizations—museums, gar-
dens, libraries, parks, and affil-

iated organizations such as associations, 
serving them—have a mandate to show 
that they have a positive impact on their 
community.  Strategic plans, broadly and 
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Ironically, in many strategic planning 
processes, because of their corporate origins 
as an owner/investor function, one of the 
least heard voices is staff. Moving beyond 
listening sessions, this rapid change requires 
inclusion of staff in strategic planning in a 
more frequent and intentional way. 

By allowing the strategic planning pro-
cess to evolve beyond the board level, the 
entire organization—board, senior lead-
ership, and all levels of staff—have better 
alignment, resulting from an understanding 
of differing perspectives and even a shared 
language.

For example, the Association of Chil-
dren’s Museums’(ACM) strategic planning 
process included a steering committee com-
posed of board members and senior staff as 
well as a staff working group that shepherd-
ed the organization and the consultants in 
their work from the beginning of the pro-
cess. 

The result is a strategic plan focused 
on specific areas that must be addressed 
(increasing revenue, for example, towards 
the goal of sustainability) while expansive 
enough to harness new (appropriate) oppor-
tunities that may surface in the future. 

Joy Bailey-Bryant is president of the US com-
pany of Lord Cultural Resources, a consulting 
firm dedicated to making the world a better place 
through arts and culture. Through the creation of 
strategic, business, facilities, and other plans, Lord 
works with artists, arts and cultural organizations, 
and their communities to plan for responsible, sus-
tainable, and impactful change. Lord is proud to 
have facilitated ACM’s strategic planning process to 
articulate its transformational new Strategic Plan 
for 2023-2028. 

tion, 2) geographic communities, physical 
areas designated by distances as small as a 
city block or as large as the globe, and 3) 
organizational staff and leadership.

Following the changes spurred by the 
global pandemic, the voices, and volume 
to which they are heard, are changing even 
more. Traditional planning methods agreed 
that the people overseeing the operations 
of the organization—board members with 
fiduciary responsibility—are the most con-
sulted and have the largest decision-making 
power. In the past three years, as many or-
ganizations relied on public dollars—payroll 
protection plans, shuttered venue funding 
and the like—for sheer survival the spot-
light on public organizations of all types has 
increased. 

The diagram shows the way that the 
leadership of the strategic planning process 
is evolving from equal parts research, board- 
and staff-led to a mix, incorporating board, 
staff, research and even stakeholders in all 
parts of the process.

How the work gets done: In order to 
prove that they are worthy of public in-
vestment, arts and culture organizations 
recognized the need to address all of their 
communities more equitably. Today’s com-
munities demand that the staff of arts and 
culture organizations reflect the communi-
ties they serve and that workers are compen-
sated equitably. This new focus has brought 
attention to staff in myriad ways. 

Following the changes spurred by the global pandemic, the voices, and volume to which they are 

heard, are changing even more.  Traditional planning methods agreed that the people overseeing 

the operations of the organization—board members with fiduciary responsibility—are the most 

consulted and have the largest decision-making power.  In the past three years, as many organiza-

tions relied on public dollars—payroll protection plans, shuttered venue funding and the like—for 

sheer survival the spotlight on public organizations of all types has increased. 
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Brenda Baker
Madison Children’s Museum

Madison, Wisconsin
 

Putter Bert
Kidsquest Children’s Museum

Bellevue, Washington

Crystal Bowyer
National Children’s Museum

Washington, DC

Joe Cox
Museum of Discovery & Science

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

Tanya Durand
Greentrike

Tacoma, Washington

Felipa Peña
Children’s Museum of Brownsville

Brownsville, Texas

n January 19, 2023, the Association of 
Children’s Museums announced its 

The organization and its members are 
poised to expand creative reach and in-
fluence beyond traditional boundaries to 
bring our values and knowledge to bear 
on the broader societal issues affecting 
young learners’ social and educational de-
velopment.

“Revisiting and re-envisioning ACM’s 
strategic direction is integral to ensuring 
that our values align with the current and 
future needs of the field and our intention 
to do more to lift up children and fami-
lies.” shares Arthur G. Affleck, III, Executive 
Director of ACM. “Now more than ever 
children and families need quality and de-
pendable places to experience hands-on, 
interactive, and playful learning experienc-
es and exhibits to further their growth, 
development, and well-being. By sharing 
this strategic plan, ACM reaffirms our 
commitment to supporting the children’s 
museum field and the children and families 
that we support together.”

Beginning in April 2022, the ACM 
board, working with Affleck and guided by 
Lord Cultural Resources, spent months 
developing the plan. The resulting docu-
ment reflects thousands of hours of group 
conversations, debates, informal feedback, 
survey reviews, and individual ruminations. 
The plan is done, but the work begins. 

A group of board members was asked 
to think about the process just completed 
and offer their insights on how the plan 
came to be and what it means for ACM, 
for children’s museums, and for the fami-
lies and communities we serve.  

Board Members Talk about ACM’s New Strategic Plan

When your dreams turn to dust, 
vacuum.

— Desmond Tutu, on resilience

A New Chapter

O
new five-year (2023-2028) strategic plan. 
(For a complete copy of the plan, go to 
https://childrensmuseums.org/about/)

At its core, ACM’s strategic plan for 
its future has four inter-related priorities:

1. Elevating the children’s museum 
community.
2.  Lifting up children and families.
3. Advancing the field through 
advocacy, policy, and research.
4. Strengthening the organization.
In addition, all the work in every pri-

ority will be evaluated through the two 
overarching lenses of diversity, equity, ac-
cessibility, and inclusion (DEAI), and envi-
ronmental resiliency and regeneration.

With the new plan comes revised mis-
sion and vision statements to better en-
capsulate ACM’s new strategic directions 
and to articulate the aspirational priorities, 
goals, and objectives of the organization.

Mission:  We champion children’s mu-
seums and together enrich the lives of 
children worldwide.
Vision: A world that prioritizes the 
rights of all children to playful learning 
and a healthy, safe, and equitable future.

In adopting this approach, ACM will 
not only continue but increase its de-
cades-long emphasis on early learning 
through hands-on, interactive exhibits 
that stimulate curiosity and motivate 
learning as we promote the power of play 
to help children learn, grow, and thrive. 
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in their communities, are more appreciated 
for the vital role they play in the learning 
ecosystem and cultural landscape. 

COX: Three years ago, children’s muse-
ums changed forever. Our doors shuttered, 
we wondered whether they might ever again 
be filled with that happy hum of learning 
that defines our spaces. Using the same 
skills that we encourage in our visitors, both 
ACM and the field looked at the problem, 
tested ideas, came up with solutions, and 
flexed our creativity in ways that allowed us 
to stay engaged with our audiences.

How would you describe the current 
climate of ACM and the field? 

BAKER: I am feeling especially positive 
and enthusiastic about both. ACM has an 
ambitious new director, terrific leadership 
on staff and board, and the momentum to 
begin addressing social issues affecting the 
lives of children and families in more stra-
tegic ways. Our field has not only survived 
pandemic upheavals, but museums serving 
young children and families have found 
ways to experiment, rebound, and reinvent 
themselves, and create even greater impact 
in their communities.

BERT: Both the association and the field 
are climbing out of a COVID fog. ACM has 
been reinvigorated with new leadership. Last 
year, we worked hard to bring the mem-
bership together in an extensive planning 
process, and that bonding will benefit the 
field as we navigate under the new plan. The 
need for children’s museums in our commu-
nities is more important than ever, our role 
is clearer now to parents, educators, city and 
town governments, and donors. We have 
found our “necessary.”

BOWYER: ACM and the children’s 
museum community feel very hopeful and 
ambitious right now. Our institutions went 
through a very difficult time during COVID, 
but like the young learners we serve, chil-
dren’s museums are resilient. Coming out 
the other side, children’s museums, anchors 

Our doors have re-opened, and both 
ACM and children’s museums have emerged 
more dedicated than ever to serving our 
communities. Attendance numbers have 
soared as our visitors return to the places 
they love.

DURAND: Energized and focused! 
We’re back, and we’re back with purpose. 
The pandemic taught us lessons about oper-
ations, audience needs and wants, and how 
to care for our teams in new and important 
ways. Children’s museum directors focused 
on harnessing play’s power to help families 
care for and educate their children during 
lockdown. Most of us discovered new pur-
pose and relevancy in our communities. 
Taking the field’s lead, ACM is leaning into 
work that will have monumental impacts on 
children and families, especially important 
as we help young children and families navi-
gate their post-COVID struggles. 

PEÑA:  Resilient and adaptable. During 
the past few pandemic years, the association 
and the field as a whole have shown a strong 
ability to navigate significant challenges and 
come out even stronger. Despite the changes 
and disruptions that have occurred, we re-
main united in our dedication to our col-
lective mission, and we continue to support 
one another through the strong relationships 
that have been formed during this time. We 
are determined to continue to move forward 
and make a positive impact on the commu-
nities we serve. 

Board members weigh in on why each 
of the four new plan priorities is 

important for the field and how each 
one will affect ACM’s work.

Priority 

BERT: Both the lenses and the priorities 
connect us as a field—in conversations, in 
partnerships, and frankly for joint funding 
opportunities. Power and purpose!

Priority 

DURAND: I love the famous Mike 
Spock quote that children’s museums are 
“for somebody, not about something.” We 
have a fundamental responsibility to sup-
port parents in the important work of rais-
ing children and to give voice and agency to 

those children. Many of our young visitors 
can’t verbalize their thoughts and needs, but 
we can understand them if we pay atten-
tion. However, amplifying a community’s 
hopes must be infused with action. Rather 
than barraging families with “you should” 
messages about how to raise their children, 
children’s museums can share what they 
learn from parents and children and start 
spreading “you should” messages to the 
adults who control the systems and policies 
that surround children and families. This 
effort will deepen the trust and connection 
families have with children’s museums, and 
in turn, elevate the role of our institutions 
in our communities.

PRIORITIES & LENSES

Elevating the children’s 
museum community

1

2 Lifting up children 
and families

ACM and the children’s museum community 

feel very hopeful and ambitious right now. 

Our institutions went through a very difficult 

time during COVID, but like the young learners 

we serve, children’s museums are resilient.

—Crystal Bowyer
National Children’s Museum
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 Where do you think this new 
strategic plan will lead ACM?  What 
tools will be used to ensure its imple-
mentation? 

BAKER: The new plan provides a road 
map to ensure greater transparency for the 
organization, a more inclusive approach to 
supporting children’s museums across the 
globe, and an outline of our commitment 
to champion the issues that most affect chil-
dren and families now and into the future. 
ACM’s new mission and vision statements 
recenter our work on audiences by recogniz-
ing the needs of diverse children and fami-
lies in a rapidly changing climate. 

The board will monitor oversight of the 
plan’s vision while supporting its implemen-
tation, but ACM staff is developing the tools 
and strategies to make it come to life, ensur-
ing that each part has measurable outcomes. 

BERT: We asked ourselves over and over, 
where does ACM want to go, how do we 
support children’s museums and stop apol-
ogizing for the play and informal learning 
we champion? Children are not our future, 
they are our now. Continuing to engage the 
field beyond the board and staff will be a 
must if we are to achieve the goals we have 
identified. But this plan feels positive, more 
grounded in building on the work children’s 
museums are already doing and not just 
what we should be doing. 

BOWYER: The children’s museum 
community is incredibly collaborative and 
supportive of one another. This strategic 
plan capitalizes on those strengths to elevate 
the field as a whole and position ACM as a 
conduit for idea sharing and collective ac-
tion that will amplify our work.

The plan is being shared widely with 
members (and beyond) so that we can sup-
port the implementation and help hold each 
other accountable. People in children’s mu-
seums are scrappy, hardworking community 

servants. We have done tremendous work 
with limited resources. These new initiatives 
will help expand our impact by providing 
access to more tools and opportunities.

COX: As we developed the new plan, 
we considered the many challenges that face 
young learners and their families. From cli-
mate change and gun violence to learning 
loss caused by the pandemic, families are 
increasingly dealing with issues of living in 
a troubled world. ACM is committing to 
support our communities even more and 
to help children and families by immersing 
them in the intellectual and social-emotional 
learning opportunities offered by our museums.

To achieve our goals, we will align our-
selves with partners and supporters who 
share our vision of a world that prioritizes 
the rights of all children to playful learning, 
and a healthy, safe, and equitable future.

DURAND: I hope ACM’s new strategic 
plan will change the way we care for and 
educate young children, putting play and 
inquiry-based learning at the center. This 
will require research, partnership, and advo-
cacy—all embedded in the new plan. With 
so much research, including the work of Dr. 
Kathy Hirsh Pasek, on the efficacy of play-
based approaches to learning, our case will 
be strong, but we must find like-minded 
partners and join forces to advocate at all 
levels—local, state and national—for edu-
cation reform. This is a social justice issue.

Priority 

BOWYER: For years, children’s mu-
seums have not had the same government 
support opportunities as other cultural in-
stitutions. Through advocacy, policy, and 
research, we plan to ensure children’s mu-
seums are well-recognized as leaders in the 
arts and culture world and important con-
tributors to children’s education and early 
childhood development. By championing 
the value of play-based, hands-on learning, 
as well as the importance of an early empha-
sis on STEAM education, we’ll open new 
doors for the field.

Priority 

COX: Our plan is ambitious, and chal-
lenges abound. To achieve our goals, we 
need to create a sustainable organization by 
strengthening ACM’s infrastructure—our 
people and our processes. Through new 
strategic partnerships and an enhanced cul-
ture of philanthropy, the association will at-
tract the critical resources needed to support 
and strengthen our diverse membership and 
communities.

Lens

BAKER: ACM understands that the sci-
ence is settled on climate change and that 
we have a responsibility to take action and 
make changes. Institutions serving children, 
who will be affected physically and mentally 
by climate change events at rates far higher 
than adults, have an even greater responsi-
bility in this effort.

With our new strategic lens, we are call-
ing on our field to find new ways to create a 
regenerative future, one that values sustain-
ing life on earth. This is more than simply 
doing more recycling or making our offices 
paperless, but taking the time to reflect on 
how we can live and work differently in ways 

3 Advancing the field 
through advocacy, policy, 
and research

4 Strengthening the 
organization

1 Environmental resiliency 
and regeneration

ACM understands that the science is settled on 

climate change and that we have a responsibil-

ity to take action and make changes. Institu-

tions serving children, who will be affected 

physically and mentally by climate change 

events at rates far higher than adults, have an 

even greater responsibility in this effort.

—Brenda Baker
Madison Children’s Museum
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PEÑA:  The new strategic plan, poised 
to take the association to new heights by fo-
cusing on key areas essential to our mission, 
will help us to better understand and serve 
the needs of our community, give a stronger 
voice to children and families, and advo-
cate for the field as a whole. Additionally, 
by strengthening the organization’s core, we 
will be better equipped to achieve our goals 
and make a lasting impact.

Implementing this plan will require a 
comprehensive approach and the use of a 
variety of tools—data collection and anal-
ysis, stakeholder engagement, and ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation—to ensure that 
we stay on track and achieve our objectives. 
The strategy also puts emphasis on build-
ing a strong collective voice, so that we can 
show the importance of our association and 
its impact on the community.

Was there anything different about 
this planning process from others 
you have been involved with? 

BAKER: The board took extra time to ex-
amine the organization’s mission and vision 
at the start of the process, and then revised 
both statements to more closely align with 
the reason children’s museums, and ACM, 
exist in the first place. Both statements get 
to the “why” of children’s museums, and ad-
dress the fact that our museums are about far 
more than learning through play. 

BERT: The ACM board is not a shy 
bunch! We asked ourselves hard questions 
and started all over again if need be. We 
wanted to change the old ways of doing 
things and not just think differently, but 
completely reframe the questions and strat-
egies.

BOWYER: The strategic planning firm 
did a great job benchmarking other associ-
ations and the field in general to identify 
needs. The varied perspectives of the board 
members, representing museums of all sizes 
and from all parts of the country sparked 
robust dialogue. Children’s museum leaders 
from around the world were also engaged 
in the development process during InterAc-
tivity. All of this groundwork resulted in a 
well-balanced strategic plan.

Our doors have re-opened, and both ACM 

and children’s museums have emerged 

more dedicated than ever to serving 

our communities.  Attendance numbers 

have soared as our visitors return 

to the places they love.

—Joe Cox
Museum of Discovery and Science

PRIORITIES & LENSES

that have net positive outcomes for children 
and the planet. This lens repositions our 
work with an eye toward not stealing the fu-
ture from children, but healing their futures.

The American Academy of Pediatrics 
issued a policy statement warning that cli-
mate change poses threats to “children’s 
mental and physical health,” and that 
“failure to take prompt, substantive action 
would be an act of injustice to all children.” 
We cannot continue with business as usual. 
Current research shows that 87 percent of 
the museum-going public wants museums 
to educate and act on change. Our audienc-
es want more from us. 

Lens

PEÑA: ACM strives to support diverse 
communities, and it is crucial that we all con-
tinuously learn how to better foster inclusive 
environments and create more inclusive and 
equitable institutions around the world. By 
incorporating DEAI into all aspects of our 
organization, from hiring practices to board 
membership, we are conveying the value and 
importance of this mindset to our members 
and strengthening the association as a whole.

What’s the difference between a 
priority and a lens, and how will 
they all work together in the plan’s 
implementation?

BAKER: Priorities outline the strategic 
objectives; lenses inform the methods em-
ployed to achieve them. For example, using 
both lenses, fulfilling a priority #1 objec-
tive—serve as a convenor to the field about 
issues affecting children and families—
would mean that all convenings are inclu-
sive and welcoming, and that ACM works 
to increase the diversity of those attending, 
while also reducing the environmental im-
pact, perhaps making them regional or vir-
tual, in order to decrease carbon emissions. 

Diversity, equity, accessibility, 
and inclusion (DEAI) 

2
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PEÑA: Our lenses are the important 
beliefs and resonating ideologies that will 
help shape and strengthen our approach to 
advancing our priorities. 

COX: As we worked with internal and 
external stakeholders to develop the strategic 
plan it became clear that while each priori-
ty could be clearly defined, there were two 
themes that had to be woven into each one, 
to strengthen the entire plan.  These themes, 
or lenses—DEAI and environmental resil-
iency and regeneration—will influence each 
decision made by our association, from hir-
ing practices and governance conversations 
to planning InterActivity. We will amplify 
our work of inclusivity, and work with our 
community to create a regenerative future 
for our children. 

BOWYER: Every aspect of our work in-
cluded under the plan’s priorities will be in-
fused with both lenses, each vital to a child’s 
healthy development.

COX: In a world dealing with issues 
from climate change and mental health cri-
ses to food insecurity and an awareness of 
the importance of addressing DEAI, this 
strategic planning process had to be differ-
ent. While children’s museums will always 
emphasize early learning and the power of 
being in spaces where families play, learn, 
and dream, our broad engagement with the 
field during the process supported our belief 
that we had to also address the fact that the 
pandemic laid bare many deficiencies in our 
society.

DURAND: This was the fastest and 
most inclusive process I’ve ever seen. When 
Arthur started at ACM a year ago, we set the 
ambitious goal to get the plan done in one 
year, and we did it. We were able to leverage 
opportunities, including the CEO forum at 
InterActivity in St. Louis, to include many 
thoughts and voices. Aggregate input vali-
dated our ambition to take ACM’s purpose 
beyond the care and feeding of children’s 
museums to the critical role we all play in 
the development of our children.  

PEÑA: Elements such as data collection, 
presentation of findings, and support for 
the development of the plan were consistent 
with previous planning processes. However, 
each planning process is unique and bring 
its own set of challenges and learning op-
portunities.

We asked ourselves over and over, where does ACM want to go, how do we support 

children’s museums and stop apologizing for the play and informal learning we champion? 

Children are not our future, they are our now. 

Continuing to engage the field beyond the board and staff will be a must if we are 

to achieve the goals we have identified.  But this plan feels positive, more grounded in building 

on the work children’s museums are already doing and not just what we should be doing. 

—Putter Bert
Kidsquest Children’s Museum
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