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INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction to the strategic planning process
In 1991 the Overseas Division of Oxfam (United Kingdom and Ireland) embarked on an
ambitious and innovative attempt to introduce strategic planning to all staff in the Division,
from senior management through to the staff in all the field offices, which number more
than forty. An exercise on such a scale had not been tried before in Oxfam, and has been tried
in only one or two other NGOs (International Planned Parenthood Federation being one of
them).
The process became an exercise in developing new methods, delivering training, and
writing a final product — a Divisional plan for all the Overseas work — which was
undertaken in a comparatively short time. It was the first mandatory planning exercise to
be carried out in Oxfam, and signalled the start of a process to move from a rather ad hoc
approach to a strategic approach to the task of targeting resources and support in
development work. The process began in May 1991; the Divisional plan was written and
disseminated in February 1993. This was the formal conclusion of the first phase, but
strategic planning is an on-going process, and many developments have continued since
1993. This report covers the first phase.
For a non-governmental organisation (NGO) based in the UK, the exercise was a pioneering
one in several respects. The majority of staff in all Oxfam offices around the world were
engaged simultaneously in strategic planning, so that allfieldplans might contribute to an
overall Divisional plan. The exercise was guided by inputs from the international
headquarters, Oxfam House in Oxford, UK, but intended to combine a 'top-down' approach
with a 'bottom-up' approach, interlocking the plans at different levels. The Overseas
Division's plan was to be the driving force for strategic planning for the rest of the
organisation in activities such as fundraising and campaigning.
The process was ambitious, and it was also costly in terms of staff time and money. Many
lessons, both positive and negative, were learned during the course of the exercise. The
purpose of this paper is to analyse the strategic planning process as it evolved in the
Overseas Division of Oxfam, and, using this experience and that of other NGOs, and the
literature on strategic planning, to draw out the main lessons and make recommendations
— both immediate and longer-term — for the future. It is hoped that the broader
conclusions and recommendations will serve to inform the work of other NGOs, many of
which are undergoing strategic planning. While the report will refer to some of the
substantive issues concerning development and emergency relief that were raised during
the process, a detailed analysis of the content of the different plans cannot be included here.
This paper concentrates on the institutional issues raised by the strategic planning
exercise.

At this point, it is important to be clear what strategic planning is, where it came from, and
why it is seen as relevant to the work of NGOs.
1.2 The origins of strategic planning
Strategic planning originated in the business sector. It is one tool of strategic management,
a management style that developed in response to the fact that the world was becoming ever
more unpredictable, turbulent, and chaotic. Strategic management requires an
organisation to be flexible and to plan for maximum impact, in a fast-changing
environment. In order to do this, the organisation and its management must be able to
monitor the external environment closely, to identify events that are relevant to their area
of work, and to adapt the work quickly to take account of these external changes and also of
the lessons learnt from past experience. It requires good internal and external monitoring
systems, and a work-force able to adapt and change.
Strategic management is most effective in what are termed (in management literature)
'learning organisations'. In fast-changing environments an organisation's major asset is its
work-force, so staff need to be sufficiently skilled and organised to enable them to monitor
their environment; to learn from past successes and failures; to make decisions about their
sphere of influence within a broad organisational framework; and to be able to innovate,
make mistakes, and learn from these. A learning organisation requires people to adapt:
something that many staff find threatening and can do only when they feel confident, have
good information, have a supportive and strategic management, and work in a learning
environment (Garrett 1991, Peters 1989).
Strategic planning is only one tool of strategic management. These are some of the other
essential tools:
the human-resource development of staff;
fast, relevant information systems to enable accountability and learning to happen;
monitoring and evaluation systems;
realism and the ability to focus on what the organisation can do well;
good mechanisms for monitoring the external world;
flexible and strategic managers;
delegated decision-making.
It is impossible to overestimate the importance of training, research, and an empowered
staff, with high involvement in decision-making, in order to cope with changing
requirements.
Strategic planning is the tool of strategic management that provides the broad framework
within which staff can make decisions and operate on a day-to-day basis, that prioritises
and sets the overall direction on the basis of good internal and external data. There are
many different ways of doing strategic planning; it is a tool or set of methodologies that can
be moulded to fit the particular needs of an organisation. There is a small body of literature
which considers the aspects of strategic planning and methodologies which are best suited
to strategic planning in NGOs.

1.3 Strategic planning in NGOs
Strategic planning is seen to be relevant for NGOs, because they too are operating in
increasingly turbulent environments: resources are becoming more unpredictable, the
political and economic environments in which they operate are often changing fast, and
public expectations can be volatile. Strategic planning can help the leaders and managers of
NGOs to maximise their impact and enable them to satisfy their many different
constituents (such as donors and beneficiaries). As Bryson (1988, p. xi) has observed,'...
these leaders and managers will need to exercise as much discretion as possible in the areas
under their control, they will need to develop effective strategies to cope with changed and
changing circumstances, and they must develop a coherent and defensible basis for
decision-making'.
Strategic planning offers a set of tools to help leaders and managers at different levels to be
disciplined in making the fundamental decisions about what their organisation is, and what
it should do and why, to ensure that it makes the maximum impact on the issues it seeks to
address. It can be used in a number of different ways and can help the organisation to
prioritise, develop a rational base for decision-making and resource-allocation, build up
strong teams, and enable staff to change direction in their work.
Various authors stress different elements of strategic planning as being relevant to NGOs,
but they broadly agree that it needs to be externally oriented, focused, and opportunityseeking (e.g. Koteen 1989). Strategic plans need to plan for impact, build on lessons from
past successes and failures, adapt to changing circumstances, and develop realistic
strategies to fulfil the overall purpose of the organisation (Fowler 1990).
In order to do this, strategic planning needs to address a number of aspects, including the
following:
• the overall vision of the organisation;
• the critical elements in the external world that will affect the work and create new
opportunities;
• an analysis of the internal context of the organisation (including past experiences,
current staff skills, resources, and the range of people who have an interest in the
organisation).
Strategic planning will seek — through a range of exercises and methodologies — to
discover how best to use internal resources to address the problems in the external work.
Clearly, not all problems can be addressed, so it involves identifying the most critical ones,
prioritising these, and developing strategies to address them. It has to include systems for
monitoring progress and for enabling staff and the organisation to make changes when
necessary.
This process is not necessarily an easy one, and Bryson (1988), more than other writers,
recognises that strategic planning can be difficult and will probably expose conflicts within
the teams and the organisation. When setting out to develop the vision, or to prioritise a
range of varied issues, different staff will certainly have different perspectives, ideologies,
and interests in how the organisation changes. These differences must be recognised, and
the needs of all the different actors must be understood. The task then is to prioritise; this
involves making choices between different areas of work and can, of course, be painful and

contentious. However, it can also be a valuable team-building process, if staff are able to
work through this conflict to reach a consensus or agreement.
In order to work through these differences and resolve them, or reach workable
compromises, staff must be able to be honest and open about their positions and feelings. In
order to make the best decisions, however, it is necessary to gather as many facts — as
opposed to opinions — as possible, so that staff can try to make sound judgements about, for
example, organisational effectiveness and external events. This need for good information
at every level is stressed in all the literature, particularly concerning the methodology
known as 'on-site analysis', where the need for data to enable staff to make good decisions is
stressed above almost all else (Myers, Ufford and Magill 1990).
From the literature it is clear that, if strategic planning is to be of value for NGOs, it must
show that it does the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

tracks future trends and provide new directions;
clarifies the organisation's vision and purpose, and identifies what it wants to achieve;
identifies the strategic issues and contains clear objectives and strategies to meet them;
prioritises;
builds for maximum impact, based on data of past effectiveness;
builds in learning for the future and provides baselines for monitoring and evaluation;
allocates resources to meet the plan, including human-resource development to 'skill-up'
the staff to beflexibleand innovative;
• sets standards of excellence;
• develops indicators for measuring effectiveness/impact.
1.4 Strategic planning and sustainable development
There is an even more limited body of literature relating strategic planning directly to
issues of sustainable development. This is a new and evolving area, where everyone has
much to learn. These texts are concerned with how to focus an organisation on what it is
trying to do in a context of uncertainty and change, and where the purpose, i.e. sustainable
development, appears so complex and challenging. The focus in these books shifts even
more to the need to build up good data bases and staff expertise, in order to develop new
skills and responses to the changing nature of the problems. The need to admit and learn
from mistakes, and to see the lessons of experience as a positive 'strategic resource' rather
than something to hide or deny, becomes essential when trying to tackle the complex and
inter-related problems of poverty in turbulent environments.
These writers, such as Carley and Christie (1992), Fowler (1992), and Campbell (1990), also
stress the need for adaptive management, which uses feedback and learning continually to
assist with decision-making. In the light of past experiences and failures in development,
they also stress the need to build alliances, and work with others in addressing seemingly
intractable, multi-faceted problems. Agencies working alone cannot hope to have an impact
on the scale and range of problems facing people in development, so the need to work in
partnership and inflexiblegroupings, and to form alliances at all levels, is becoming more
urgent. These networks and alliances need to be developed around policy, specific issues,
and practice; they will involve working with a wide range of organisations and groups on a
short-term or longer-term basis at local, national, regional, and international levels.

This strategic approach cuts across the rather competitive strategies of NGOs currently
dominant in development and emergency work, where, with few exceptions, work is done
separately. These authors stress that such lack of coordination presents a nightmare for
those on the receiving end of different strategies, advice, guidance, and donor requirements,
and is incapable of addressing the problems of development. They also argue that it is not
possible to assess the impact of separate interventions, so what is needed is a more cooperative, inter-agency approach to tackling and monitoring problems. This demands
skilled and flexible staff, wide-ranging partnerships in the North and the South, and more
flexible, less competitive structures (Wilson 1992).
The difficulties for organisations working in development arise from the complex nature of
poverty-related problems, which makes it extremely difficult to decide where to place
resources and effort in order to achieve real change. The hope is that, by using the tools of
strategic planning, NGOs can try to become more effective. Strategic planning, as part of a
move to strategic management, does appear to have relevance for an organisation such as
Oxfam, which is overstretched and facing in several directions at once. It has the potential
to provide the organisation with tools for thinking strategically; for making changes in the
light of experience and external developments; for prioritising and improving resource
allocation; for delegating decision-making nearer to the ground (within a broad agreed
framework); for providing the basis for improving monitoring and evaluation; and for
indicating where a human-resource development strategy should lie.
1.5 Strategic planning in Oxfam
Oxfam, when it embarked on strategic planning, was therefore part of a developing and
growing trend in the NGO world. However, not everyone welcomed this approach and, as
will be seen, there are a number of areas where strategic planning does not easily fit with
aspects of NGO ideology and practice. It does herald a new and different way of working,
and the way in which it was adopted in different parts of the Overseas Division is critical to
learning lessons for the future. While Oxfam has many lessons to learn for itself from this
process, it is also now in a position to offer a critique of certain aspects of strategic planning
and to make proposals to adapt it further for the use of NGOs in the future.
This paper will draw out the lessons in the following way: first the methodology used by the
authors will be presented, so that it is clear how material was gathered. Then in Section 2
the history of the strategic planning process will be presented, highlighting key conclusions
and recommendations in the text. In Section 3 the experience of strategic planning in other
NGOs will be analysed, and some key strategic issues drawn from the literature will be
discussed. Section 3 helps to put the Oxfam experience into the wider context of strategic
planning and development, and helps to cast light on the strengths and weaknesses of that
process. Section 4 draws together the overall conclusions and recommendations — the
immediate, practical ones and the more long-term and complex ones. These are prioritised
to indicate the key lessons, what needs to be done urgently, and what can be addressed over
time.
1.6 Methodology used for this analysis
The main concern during this review was to gather the broadest range of views and
information possible, within the constraints of time and costs. It was not possible to visit

field offices to interview staff once strategic plans had been written, but material from field
offices was gathered in a number of ways:
• feedback received by the Planning and Evaluation Unit (PEU) and Training Department
staff during the initial training sessions;
• discussions held during field visits for strategic planning by PEU staff;
• informal, on-going discussions with returning or visiting field staff in Oxfam House,
Oxford;
• formal telephone or face-to-face interviews with 11 Country Representatives (CRs), all
field-based, using a questionnaire, and proceeding in a flexible way, following up on areas
ofinterest;
• written material, included by many field offices in their first draft strategic plans,
commenting on the process, overview, and guidelines;
• strategic plans;
• correspondence.
Material from the Overseas Desks was gathered by face-to-face interviews with all Regional
Managers (RMs), and by reading some of their commentaries on field strategic plans.
(Regional Managers, unlike Country Representatives, are based in Oxfam House, in the
UK.)
Material from the specialist support Units was collected from:
• the experiences of the specialist advisory units (Emergencies, Health, Gender), and
several planning processes facilitated for them by the Planning and Evaluation Unit
(PEU);
• interviews with all Unit Co-ordinators (UCs);
• comments in the Unit Plans on the process, overview, and guidelines;
• Unit plans.
The two trainers from the Training Department were also interviewed.
Personal interviews were conducted with all except two members of the Overseas Division
Senior Management Team (SMT), which consists of managers across the Division who are
responsible, with the Overseas Director, for the functioning and direction of the overseas
work. Interviews were not held with the manager of the Public Policy Department (PPD),
responsible for advocacy and lobbying work, and the Programme Services Director,
responsible for managing the specialised Units (which are not divided by geographical area
like the rest of the Division, but whose role spans all thefieldoffices); this was because they
entered the strategic planning process towards the end of Phase One. Other material
relating to the role and activities of senior managers was drawn from SMT minutes, PEU's
presence at many SMT meetings, and conversations held between PEU and SMT over the
two-year period.
Obviously, not all staff voices have been heard, and not all views are represented, but the
authors have attempted to present the full range of experiences and a comprehensive
overview of the process.
In addition to interviewing staff, and reading files and the notes of meetings, a literature
survey was carried out, and discussions were held with staff in several other agencies:

International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF), Save The Children Fund (SCF, UK),
and Action Aid.
Staff in the Planning and Evaluation Unit, and especially one of the present authors (Tina
Wallace), were integrally involved in the strategic planning process, so every attempt has
been made to use this knowledge and experience as objectively as possible.
Appendix 1 presents an organogram of posts in the Overseas Division of Oxfam (UK and
Ireland) that are referred to throughout this paper.

2

THE STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

2.1 Restructuring and the introduction of strategic planning into the
Overseas Division
Early in 1990 Oxfam's Overseas Director presented a paper to staff, outlining some major
changes in the structure ofjobs in the Overseas Division in order to improve the work. Much
debate and controversy was generated by this paper, leading the Overseas Director to bring
in external consultants to assist him with the re-organisation of the Division. The initial
impetus for Oxfam to undertake a new strategic planning process came directly out of this
consultancy and the consultants' recommendations for restructuring.
The consultants were asked in their Terms of Reference to focus on the structure of the
Division, and, although they were equally concerned with the management style and
culture, they largely kept to their brief. They did, however, stress the need for certain roles
to be changed within the new structure, particularly emphasising the strategic role of the
new senior managers, requiring them to stop doing much of the day-to-day operational work
that had previously taken up much of their time and to move to spending at least half of
their time on broad divisional issues, including the setting of overall priorities and
strategies for the Division, and finding ways to communicate these to the rest of the
organisation. The senior managers were expected to move from their previous roles of
representing their areas of interest, and day-to-day involvement with those areas, into a
role where they would consider the interests and needs of the Division as a whole.
Operational decisions were to be delegated as far down the line-management structure as
possible. These changes of function were significant, and senior managers were expected to
modify their roles immediately and without any further training. The lack of training for
senior staff when they change their jobs is common in both business and NGOs, but has
detrimental effects on their ability to switch from an operational function to a strategic role
of leadership. This change requires a move from hands-on, day-to-day work to a role of
facilitating, guiding, and monitoring, which requires very different skills (Garrett 1991).
Senior managers were to set the priorities for the Division; establish a framework for
effective monitoring and evaluation; set up strategic planning mechanisms; define areas of
responsibility and accountability; clarify the role and status of the specialist support Units;
and promote institutional learning. The consultants recommended that, within this broad
framework of priorities set by the senior management team, decisions should be made at the
lowest possible level; they defined the field office as the key decision-making (strategic)
group, where plans, strategies, and decisions should be set in the local context, taking
account of institutional priorities. For the field staff to be able to undertake strategic
planning and make decisions at the country level or regional level, clarity from the centre
was essential.

The consultants saw this new relationship between the senior managers based in Oxford
and the managers based in the field offices around the world (the Country or Regional
Representatives) as essential to the increased devolution of power to the overseas offices
which they expected to happen in the future. They said that, before increasing the authority
held in the field offices, it was essential that clear strategic boundaries, agreed priorities,
and good accounting mechanisms were put in place. Once these had been set up, the field
offices would be closely monitored and they would have to develop systems'of accountability
for their work. Under the new system the field-based managers (Regional Representatives
in India and Latin America, and Country Representatives in Africa, the Middle East, and
Asia — excepting India) would become responsible for:
•
•
•
•
•

strategic and operational plans at the country/regional level;
monitoring performance and evaluation;
accounting for success and failure:
the management of resources;
learning lessons — to improve practice and share with others.

During this period of transition to providing field offices with greater authority and
responsibility, they would continue to be managed by their Regional Managers (RMs), based
in Oxfam House. RMs are middle managers, located between the field staff and senior
management, with responsibility for managing three or four field-based managers
(Country Representatives and Regional Representatives). Their job was to become one of
ensuring that Country and Regional representatives fulfilled their obligations, and that in
turn they kept field staff informed of the context, decisions, and policies being set in Oxfam
House. Middle managers based in Oxford would approve the country plans, draw out the
regional priorities, and reallocate resources between countries in the region on the basis of
the priorities. They were also to establish procedures for monitoring the plans, and
supporting teams to achieve their objectives.
The three Area Directors (ADs) — who form part of the senior management team and are
responsible for the three geographical teams covering Africa, Latin America and the
Caribbean, and Asia and the Middle East — were responsible for ensuring that standards
were met; they were also to be accountable for using funds and staff in the most effective
way.
The primary role of the specialist Units, covering areas such as health, gender, technical
support, and planning and evaluation, was to support the work in the field to improve
performance, to promote institutional learning, and to develop policy to guide Oxfam's
work, drawing on their global perspectives and experience. (See Appendix 1 for a chart of
the Overseas Division.)
This proposal for a new structure coincided with the introduction of decentralisation
systems for Oxfam, which were designed to enable field offices to generate and control far
more financial and management information locally. Decentralisation systems were seen as
part of increasing delegation to field staff, not devolution of power to them. What had not yet
been resolved was when and whether this process was leading to a delegation of certain
levels of authority to field offices, or whether eventually full decision-making was to be
devolved to field staff. Different decisions and terminology have been presented at various
times throughout the strategic planning process, and the precise nature of the contract
between the centre and field offices, and whether Oxfam is devolving or only delegating

power and authority, has not as yet been clearly defined.
Strategic planning was seen by the consultants as the critical tool in making the new
structure and set of relationships work. While in the past Oxfam had undertaken exercises
called strategic planning, these had lacked a clear methodology and rigour, and only a few
field offices had participated; some of those which had taken part, however, were able to
contribute ideas to the development of this new process.
The consultants presented their definition of strategic planning, which required Oxfam to
state:'... this is what we propose to do, these are the resources we need, this is how we will
do it and how we will measure whether we are getting there'. Strategic planning would
require Oxfam to prioritise and to develop a clear mission statement, a rationale for
resource allocation, clear objectives, and strategies for achieving them, costings, ways of
measuring performance, and an effective tool for communicating these to the rest of the
organisation. Their proposals were endorsed by the Trustees and Divisional Directors, and
provided the starting point, which developed and changed over time in the light of
experience.
The consultants were clear that strategic planning was, in part, a tool for breaking with
historical funding patterns and changing resource allocations. Resources were to be focused
on priority areas and issues; plans must show (among other things) how staff are learning
and changing on the basis of experience, how they have prioritised, and how their work will
deliver messages to support Oxfam's programme of public advocacy, and information to
communicate to the supporter base in the UK and Ireland.
The consultants presented a number of preconditions which would be necessary to make
this new process work. They wanted the Divisional Directors of Oxfam to write the overall
framework within which planning in the Overseas Division and at the country level should
take place. Extensive training at all levels was necessary to enable staff to understand the
process and develop the skills to do it, and staff should draw on past evaluations and
monitoring material to see what had and had not worked: in future, evaluation work should
be built in as an integral part of the learning and planning process. Budgeting had to change
and be tied to resourcing the priorities established in the strategic plans at country and
Divisional levels: country offices would need to understand that their plans might not be
resourced if their work did not fall within Divisional priorities. Country plans were like a
'bid' for funds, and would be resourced in the wider context of the Divisional priorities. This
was a high-priority task for the senior management team, and time needed to be set aside to
doit.
In fact, Oxfam did not have the strategic management systems in place, and managers did
not find the time to meet all of these preconditions. This created problems which limited the
effectiveness of the first round of strategic planning. However, as will become apparent,
Oxfam also had to adapt and change aspects of the consultants' outline, as more was learned
about strategic planning. The consultants had limited practical experience of working with
the problems of development and development practice, and the weaknesses and gaps in
their model soon became apparent. This was all part of the learning process for Oxfam.
This major process was undertaken during a period of instability and flux within Oxfam.
Strategic planning was started immediately after the Overseas Division had been
restructured; most members of staff had changed their jobs or their position in the
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organisation, or were working to altered job descriptions. At the same time, the structure
and functions of the rest of the organisation were being reviewed; Oxfam's fiftieth
anniversary was being marked by an extensive programme of public events; and all the
Divisional Directors were new. It was a time of upheaval, uncertainty, and very heavy workloads for almost all members of staff.
2.2 Consultants' training of senior managers in strategic planning
The consultants recognised that strategic planning was new for Oxfam, and was being
introduced as part of a new style of management where accountability, learning from
experience, and measuring performance are central. They saw strategic planning as a key
management tool and stressed that the roles, responsibilities, and attitudes of staff had to
change in order to make it work. Staff at all levels had to learn to set objectives, taking into
account their context, the resources allocated to them, and the skills of their work-force;
they had to be able to monitor and, where necessary, alter these objectives as circumstances
internally or externally changed. So the consultants stressed the importance of on-going
training during this first round of strategic planning, to enable programme staff in the field
to plan at country level, Regional Managers to plan at regional level, Area Directors to plan
at area level, and senior managers to plan at Divisional level. The specialist advisory Units
were to provide support at all levels, and especially tofieldstaff. The interface between the
various levels of plans would be negotiated by managers. All of this was new to the Division.
The consultants undertook the first training with the senior management team in May
1991; not all members were present and there was no follow-up. During this training the
consultants repeated their position that major changes in attitude and 'mind sets' would
take time, in order to move towards strategic thinking and management, but the team
decided against further training for themselves. Later on in the process, several senior
members said they should have had better training and should have spent more time
informing themselves, reading, and planning the process.
The training session proved to be less of a training in strategic management and thinking,
and more a working session to develop the strategic planning process and timetable for
Oxfam. A number of issues arose out of this training session:
1 Although the consultants advocated starting strategic planning at the country level with
a few offices initially, and 'piloting" the process, the senior management team decided to ask
all offices to plan at the same time. Their major concern was to have all country plans
available when the time came to write the Divisional plan. This had major resource
implications for staff in Oxfam House — Units, Regional Managers, and Area Directors —
because of the sheer volume of work required to support and monitor a process being carried
out in over forty overseas offices simultaneously.
2 In spite of the consultants' repeated stress on training, the training actually provided was
limited in time and patchy in coverage.
3 The role of Regional Managers (middle managers) in Oxfam House was potentially
contradictory, and they became the focus of many of the tensions between a bottom-up
planning process and a top-down one. By trying to combine these two processes, many
contradictions became apparent, especially in the RMs' role. On the one hand, they were
seen as part of the country teams, and as part of those teams they were to be involved in the
11

country-level planning; on the other hand, they were managers who had to approve or reject
the country plans, and start the process of reallocating resources in line with the priorities
set by the Division. While some aspects of this duality were addressed later (Area Directors
took over the approval role, even though Regional Managers are probably in the best
position to assess the country plans), others were not. These middle managers often chose
to resolve these conflicts by fulfilling different aspects of their roles: some identified closely
with their field staff and became less managers and more representatives of their teams'
interests within the Division; others worked to be managers, but often at the expense of
their close relationships with field staff. They found themselves attempting a difficult
juggling act, with no precedents and few guidelines to inform their work.
4 Although the consultants stressed the critical role of resource-allocation in planning, the
criteria and tools to make decisions about resource-allocation were not fully developed. Staff
needed to use plans in order to allocate resources, but lacked the tools to do so; this problem
was to recur throughout the process. Yet within the context of strategic planning it is
essential to develop clear bases for making decisions. Within most NGOs the lack of these
criteria, and methods to develop them, remains one of the major issues to be resolved in the
future.
5 The consultants stressed the difficulties of developing the strategic overview and
accompanying guidelines, and the problems involved in reaching agreement about
priorities which had to underpin the overview; they stressed the need for extensive training
of all staff involved, and the time needed for changes in attitude; but they drew up with the
senior managers a timetable that was very tight. The lack of time allowed at every stage for
such a major undertaking characterised the entire process, caused many difficulties, and
forced the taking of often costly short cuts.
6 The role of the staff in the Planning Unit and their relationship to senior management
remained unclear throughout the process. The areas of responsibility and decision-making
between the planning specialists and the management were not clearly identified and
agreed at the beginning, which led to some confusion of expectations and roles on both sides.
This meant on the one hand that planning staff were asked to do work which they
considered to be the remit of management, and on the other hand that they were left out of
critical discussions which they felt they should have been part of. This was also true for the
managers.
7 A number of critical issues requiring further work were identified: the need to bring the
planning and budgeting cycles into synchronisation; the need tofindways to be objective on
sensitive issues such as Oxfam's strengths and weaknesses; and the need for planning to be
treated not as a justification exercise but as an opportunity for change and for refocusing the
work of development and emergency relief. While some were addressed, many require
further work.
2.3 Introduction to field staff and Oxfam House staff
Following the training session for senior managers, a letter was sent to the field staff,
informing them of the decision to introduce strategic planning, presenting the broad agenda
and timetable to them, and giving the starting date for the process. They were informed that
guidelines were being written in Oxfam House and that these would be used to steer the
process.
12

Field staff had been informed briefly about plans for a strategic planning process in 1990,
but they had no further information until June 1991. Many field offices felt ill-informed
about decisions taken in Oxfam House, and indeed some had already embarked on a
planning process as requested, and they found the new process disruptive to the work they
had already started. This did cause difficulties, and some of the plans produced were
hybrids of two different planning processes and methodologies.
Strategic management, with a focus on prioritisation, monitoring systems, accountability,
and assessment of success and failure, contrasts with much existing NGO ideology and
management practice, and many Oxfam staff were unhappy with the imposition of these
concepts. They argued, for example, that Oxfam should not prioritise, but must react to all
requests; that performance in, for example, social development cannot be measured; and
that systems of accountability are unnecessarily complex and bureaucratic. The
restructuring and the subsequent strategic planning exercise were part of an overall change
in Oxfam's culture and ways of working, and one which many staff resented, at least
initially. Owing to pressure of time and all the restructuring processes under way in Oxfam
House, too little time was spent on involving and informing field staff about the strategic
planning process as it evolved. This made it more difficult for some field staff to accept. At
times they felt that it was being imposed on them.
2.4 The strategic planning pack: the overview and guidelines
Overview

Given the diversity and the 'personalised' nature of Oxfam's work over the last 50 years, and
the relative autonomy of field representatives in setting directions and making choices, the
idea of setting a framework at the centre was a radical one for Oxfam. It was not easily
accommodated by all staff, perhaps especially because the approach had been developed by
the senior managers with the consultants, without any real involvement of other staff in the
Division.
The function of the overview was to set the institutional parameters within which staff
could work on their plans at country, regional, or Unit levels. From the beginning there were
different views about what the overview should be, and to what extent it should or could set
an agenda for the work of the Overseas Division.
The model agreed by the Overseas Director was one which required the senior management
team to develop a broad but clear framework, allowing for change and modification to be
negotiated once field staff had started to write their plans. It is a model described in the
literature, and one which involves negotiation between the different levels of planning:'...
the system's first cycle consists of "bottom-up" development of strategic plans within a
framework established at the top, followed by reviews and reconciliations at each
succeeding level' (Bryson 1988, p.62).
Senior managers worked on the overview intermittently from May to September 1991. The
final version contained many of the elements that would appear in a strategic plan: a
description of the external context, a presentation of the strengths and weaknesses of the
Overseas Division, a list of issues to be addressed in the country/regional plans, a section on
measuring performance, and one on resource-allocation.
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Context and SWOT analysis
Time was given to developing the global context; less time was spent on an analysis of the
Strengths and Weaknesses of the Division; and none at all on the rest of the 'SWOT
analysis: the Opportunities and Threats for Oxfam in the coming years. The consultants
had recommended that a facilitator should be brought in to help with the questioning of
strongly held views, to see where the actual strengths and weaknesses lay, and to open up
the debate on where new opportunities might be found in the future; but this
recommendation was not followed.
The nine key issues
The list of criteria, the parameters for Oxfam's work, was developed out of brainstorming
sessions. The consultants advised Oxfam to prioritise the 13 or 14 issues first listed, to
produce a maximum of four or five, but senior managers decided against cutting them down,
and amalgamated them into nine points. This reluctance to prioritise, given that
prioritisation lies at the heart of strategic planning, is characteristic of many NGOs. It
perhaps arises from a sense of the gravity of the need, a refusal to judge between levels of
poverty, and (in Oxfam) a sense that being field-led and responsive to overseas partners
means that nothing can be ruled out. However, the lack of decisiveness at this critical point
inevitably caused difficulties later, and the lack of prioritisation continued to be
characteristic of the process throughout. It is an issue that Oxfam and many other NGOs
are still grappling with.
The status of the nine criteria then had to be agreed. Originally the list was intended to be
a set of criteria against which all plans would be judged; but concern that Oxfam had always
been a responsive, field-based organisation led some to feel that these criteria should be
treated as issues to consider, rather than criteria against which all plans would be
measured. This left the status of the nine issues unclear, but was perhaps inevitable.
Members of the senior management team were not unanimous on how to interpret the nine
issues, or on how much flexibility there could be in addressing them. This limited the value
of the overview document in guiding the planning of the rest of the staff.
Measuring performance and budgeting
The section on measuring performance was brief, although it did signal commitments to
trying to measure performance more systematically, and to clear reporting at all levels
(work-plans as well as strategic plans). In the budget section, staff were advised to plan for
no-growth budgets, and assured that, while there might be budget reallocations between
countries within regions/continents, there would be no reallocations during this plan period
(which was seen to be the time during which Oxfam must develop the tools for strategic
resource allocation).
Responses to the overview
The overview was the subject of much debate in Oxfam House, especially between the
specialist support Units and the senior management team. The Units had not been involved
as a resource to work participatively with senior managers on key issues, as the consultants
had recommended, but were asked to comment on early drafts.
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The Units pointed out the lack of clarity and definition inherent in the nine issues in the
overview, and the lack of prioritisation between them, which they felt would be problematic
throughout the process. They said the nine issues were a mixture of process issues
(distinctive competence, analysis of poverty), development perspectives (gender,
environment), priority programme issues (emergencies, advocacy), and institutional issues
(institutional learning, widening the work, project support), and did not provide a coherent
framework for programme planning by field staff.
Middle managers — the Regional Managers — were given no role in the process of
developing the overview, and expressed their concern at being excluded, especially as it was
they who had to ensure implementation. Many Unit and field staff were concerned about
what they saw as the Northern agenda and bias of the overview. They particularly
questioned the Northern bias of the analysis of the external context and causes of poverty.
Field staff had no formal role at this stage. They gave their feedback through the training
sessions at regional meetings, and later in interviews with the Planning and Evaluation
Unit. While many felt positive about Oxfam setting its own agenda, they also raised
questions about what was seen as a predominantly Northern bias. There was confusion
about the role and purpose of the overview, especially in relation to the vexed question of
resource-allocation, and about whether the overview was mandatory and set the boundaries
for allocating resources, or whether it was an initial focus to be built on and modified. Some
felt that the underlying assumption of the entire process was that the projects and
programmes are Oxfam's, whereas in reality they belong to the partners; and the issue of
how to plan and work in that context was not well addressed. Concern was also expressed at
the lack of attention paid to staff development in the overview, an issue seen by many staff
as central to improving Oxfam's work.
Many field staff felt that the overview did not address the question of how the Divisional
plan would be formed, and on what basis their own plans would be approved. Others felt
that some form of field-testing and development of the nine issues would have been helpful,
especially as they were compelled to address all of them in their plans. However, most staff
viewed the document pragmatically as a starting point for their own planning, in the
absence of anything else.
The guidelines
The guidelines were written following the completion of the overview, which had taken more
time than expected. The Planning and Evaluation staff working on the guidelines felt the
pressure of the tight timetable acutely, but it was decided by senior management that the
priority was to follow the agreed timetable. The lack of time for preparing these guidelines
meant that they were never piloted; had they been tested, it would have become clear (as it
did subsequently) that more detail was needed. The consultants placed great stress on
brevity, but in the event staff felt they were asked to do a major task without adequate
guidance and explanation, and they would have welcomed longer guidelines, with more
examples and step-by-step instructions.
Two issues which recurred throughout the process were raised at this juncture. Firstly,
there was a tension between the felt need of some senior managers to get on and do the work
quickly and learn from experience, and the need of some other staff to have more time to
prepare materials and training to a standard which they felt was required for the work.
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Second, there was a conflict between the need to provide clear guidance to staff and a
reluctance at the same time to impose on them. This meant that the guidelines (and much
subsequent interaction between Oxfam House and thefield)were more open-ended and less
clear than many field staff felt was useful. This latter is a major issue for Oxfam, and to
resolve it requires clarity about where levels of authority and responsibility start and end
between field offices and headquarters; this was an issue that was highly contested at the
time of strategic planning. It continues to be an issue which Oxfam, and many other NGOs
based in the North, are grappling with: the role and authority and responsibility of the
central organisation vis a vis the role and authority and responsibility of staff working in
the countries of the South. While field staff always have a great deal of responsibility, the
crux of the issue appears to be the need to agree on levels of appropriate authority for
decision-making, accountability, and policy setting.
The guidelines were developed from the literature on strategic planning in business and
from discussions with academics and other NGO staff with experience in this field. The
guidelines presented the model of strategic planning illustrated in Figure 1.
Figure 1: The process for developing a country plan

Strategic overview
Country context, including
work of NGOs
Key causes of poverty
Resources
Oxfam's distinctive
competence
Strategic alternatives
Country strategic plan with objectives, activities, indicators
Resource implications
(Drawn from discussions with Alan Fowler and Exploring Corporate Strategy, edited by G.
Johnson and K. Scholes)
The guidelines did cover many of the key elements in strategic planning, with an emphasis
on understanding the external context, i.e. the conditions prevailing in each particular
country where Oxfam works, and the need to identify the key causes of poverty in that
context. The stress was on identifying the major causes of poverty that Oxfam could
address, not on all aspects of poverty. The guidelines required Oxfam staff to look at what
they did well (their 'distinctive competence') and their resource base (both financial and
human resources). Staff were required to consider both the internal context of Oxfam (their
resources and skills) and the external environment, and to identify strategic alternatives
for their work in the future.
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Having identified the range of strategic alternatives, they were to select those most
appropriate to their situation, and out of that to develop a country programme with clear
aims, objectives, activities, and indicators for measuring achievements. The resourcerequirements of their new plan were to be presented. There was always ambivalence about
the degree of detail required in a strategic plan. On the one hand, a strategic plan is a map
to guide actions, and not a blueprint; strategic planning requires openness and a readiness
to change quickly as circumstances change. On the other hand, strategic plans in Oxfam
were to be used for resource-allocation, an exercise which requires more detailed work
planning. This tension is one which is not resolved in the literature about strategic
planning; the consultants did not highlight it; and there are no easy answers to the problem.
Is work planning a legitimate part of strategic planning? If it is, it is essential to ensure that
work planning is also a process and not a blueprint; yet, by its very nature, work planning
is often seen and used as a blueprint and a way to measure performance. This is an issue
which requires much more work and thinking, both within and beyond Oxfam.
There were some gaps in the framework as initially developed. It was modified over time,
and the senior managers used a slightly different framework for writing the Divisional plan.
Gaps in the guidelines
It became clear as the guidelines were used that there were a number of gaps in them. First,
the diagram was a linear one, and the visual presentations of the cyclical and iterative
nature of strategic planning had been removed in the interests of brevity. These would,
however, have helped staff to see that every stage of the process was inter-related with the
others, and that doing strategic planning requires moving between stages. They would have
helped to show how the lessons from experience in this cycle would contribute to the next
phase of planning. The need to learn from experience and to monitor work and the context
all the time would have been made much clearer with a diagram.
Second, while the guidelines did stress the on-going nature of strategic planning, and the
fact that it is a continuous process of strategic thinking, the focus on producing a written
plan for approval by a certain date meant that many staff saw it as a writing exercise, rather
than an approach to their work. This point is critical. The tension between the need to
develop a strategic way of working and the organisation's need for a written plan for the
purposes of budgeting and decision-making runs through most strategic planning, meaning
that many staff continue to perceive it as a bureaucratic exercise rather than an on-going
process. This remains a fundamental dilemma within strategic planning, and the reason
why many commentators focus on strategic management rather than on planning. It is
probably inevitable that the production of a written plan introduces a rigidity into the work
that is antithetical in many ways to working 'strategically*. (See the first page of the
Introduction to this paper for the other essential elements in strategic management.)
Third, there was a need for more guidance on building up the picture of Oxfam's internal
context. As well as looking at human and financial resources, what the organisation is good
at (its distinctive competence), and the overall mandate of the organisation, it is important
to understand who the stakeholders are in an organisation. Who has a legitimate interest in
the work, what are their expectations, and how well is the organisation meeting them at
each level? It is clear that Oxfam — a complex organisation working in over 80 countries,
with actual bases in more than 40, as well as the UK — has a wide range of stakeholders
with differing and sometimes contradictory expectations of the organisation. One aspect of
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strategic planning must be to recognise these, prioritise them, and plan to meet the
expectations of the main stakeholders. In Oxfam's case these include 'poor women and men':
the people whom Oxfam tries to work with; but the strategic planning process has
highlighted how few mechanisms exist to enable NGOs to measure their effectiveness and
their accountability to the poor.
Those groups, including the support Units, who did their strategic planning after the field
offices, did undertake stakeholder analysis and found that it helped them to understand the
conflicting demands on them, and their need to decide which demands were important and
which they would have to deflect or defer to the future.
Fourth, the concept of strategic alternatives was not clear, and did not prove an easy tool to
help staff to think through the different possibilities for their work. During the process
further literature was discovered, particularly written out of the experience of NGOs in the
USA undertaking strategic planning (Koteen 1989 and Bryson 1988), and the concept of
strategic issues was used to replace strategic alternatives.
Strategic issues
The identification of strategic issues can help staff to focus and prioritise. Determining the
strategic issues follows a process of reviewing the organisational mandate and its mission
(set out, for example, in the overview), and an analysis of the external and internal
environments. SWOT analysis (of internal Strengths and Weaknesses, and external and
internal Opportunities and Threats) and stakeholder analysis are two of the methodologies
which help to define and clarify the most significant trends and issues in the external and
internal environments.
Defining the strategic issues involves identifying the fundamental issues which the
organisation must address to ensure a good 'fit' between the external environment and its
internal purpose and ability. At this stage, questions may be raised about the relevance of
the mission or the adequacy of the understanding of the environment, or the analysis and
interpretation of past performance. The iterative nature of the planning process will become
clear, and many revisions may need to be made to earlier phases. The earlier analyses of
SWOT, and contexts, are developed as tools in a dynamic process and may be revisited many
times during the course of strategic planning.
Drawing out the strategic issues can reveal the differences between staff in how they view
their work and the role of the organisation. Often differing ideologies influence people's
interpretations of the purpose and work of NGOs and it is important, as part of the planning
process, to recognise these and then to reach agreements or compromises on the future
overall direction of the work. These processes'... virtually by definition, involve conflicts of
one sort or another. The conflicts may involve ends (what); means (how); philosophy (why);
location (where); timing (when); and the groups that might be advantaged or disadvantaged
by different ways of resolving the issue (who). In order for the issues to be raised and
resolved effectively, the organisation must be prepared to deal with the almost inevitable
conflicts that will occur' (Bryson 1988, p.56).
Strategic issues contain three elements, and they should be framed as questions. The first
question is whether or not the organisation can do anything about the issue. If not, then it
is not a strategic issue: the organisation must conserve its limited resources and attention
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for issues it can address. Second is to ask why this is a strategic issue. What is it about the
organisation's mandate, mission, values, or internal strengths and weaknesses, or external
opportunities and threats, that make this a strategic issue? Again, earlier analyses are
essential in deciding the question. Third, the team should ask what are the consequences of
not addressing the issue:'... a review of the consequences will inform judgments ofjust how
strategic, or important, various issues are' (Bryson 1988, p. 56). If the consequences are
minimal, then it is not a strategic issue.
By carrying out this exercise, it should become possible for the organisation to prioritise
those issues that are fundamental and need addressing now. The process is aimed at
focusing on what is'... truly important for the survival, prosperity and effectiveness of the
organisation' (Bryson 1988, p. 57).
From experience it has become clear that the dynamic model offered by Bryson — with
modifications — has greater potential for enabling staff to focus on the key issues and to
prioritise them. Towards the end of the planning process and for the Overseas Divisional
Plan, this was the model used; it needs to be further developed by Oxfam for inclusion in the
next set of revised strategic planning guidelines.
The model in Figure 2 is more comprehensive; the steps become disaggregated and clearer,
with specific methodologies, and so are easier to carry out.
Figure 2: Preferred strategic planning model
External
environment
• trends
• analysis of poverty
• roles of NGOs,
MLAs, governments
• collaborative forces
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(Based on Bryson 1988, pp. 50-51 — modified by Oxfam's experience to date. MLAs
multilateral agencies.)
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Other issues in the guidelines, including gender and environment
There was little in the guidelines or overview to push staff to change or take risks, yet Oxfam
is working in fast-moving environments, and strategic planning is designed to enable
organisations to move and change as the contexts change. However, because the plans were
tied to budgeting, and because of uncertainty on the part of field staff about how this would
work, the confidence needed for taking risks was lacking. The overview and guidelines did
not create a context in which staff felt sure enough of the process to start taking new risks.
This is something to be addressed as the strategic planning approach matures in Oxfam.
There was resistance to the idea of using strategic planning tools for Oxfam's emergency
work, and these concerns were not addressed effectively in the planning pack. The fact that
strategic planning is well suited to establish the broad parameters within which decisions
can be made about when to get involved in emergencies, and when and how to withdraw
from them, was not made clear enough, and there was a reluctance on the part of many staff
to apply strategic planning to their work in emergencies.
The guidelines did not explain to staff how they should address the nine issues highlighted
in the overview. This was for a number of reasons: first, because the exact status of these
issues was not clear and staff were uncertain how far each plan had to address them or take
them into account. Second, the issues were not all of the same order: some of them
(distinctive competence and institutional learning, identification of poverty) were integral
to strategic planning and integrated into the whole process. Some (such as gender and
environment) were perspectives rather than discrete issues; others (such as emergency
work and advocacy) were discrete areas of work, and supplementary guidelines were
attached for field staff.
The topics of gender and environment were particularly difficult to handle in the guidelines.
Many staff, especially in the support Units, understand these to be perspectives which take
in their own ways of working, methodologies, and issues, and not discrete areas of work, like
advocacy or evaluation. But, because they had been designated as issues, the guidelines
could not incorporate a clear gender-based and environmental perspective throughout. Had
they done so, many different approaches and methods would have been introduced into the
guidelines.
Considerations of gender and environment lead to ways of analysing social reality in order
to make changes, and provide dynamic analytical tools with which to challenge dominant
thinking about development and produce alternative solutions. Thus it becomes essential
that concerns about gender and environment are explored in the external context, using the
tools of analysis developed by specialists in those areas. Once the relationship between
poverty and the environment, or between gender-determined relations and poverty, is
omitted from the external analysis, then it is predictable that the plans will not address
them in an integrated or systematic way.
For example, for Oxfam to tackle the issue of gender-linked inequality at the strategic level,
different tools of analysis are needed for understanding the context, and for drawing out the
strategic issues. The strategic planning tools of gender analysis (for example those
elaborated by Moser, Munroe, and Llongwe in Wallace and March (eds.) 1991) need to be
used in both the analysis and subsequent plan. To do this would require some path-breaking
work for Oxfam, because it certainly appears that the strategic work done in NGOs up till
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now has been gender-blind, and the original tools of strategic planning drawn from the
business sector pay no attention to gender-related issues. The same holds true for the
environment. Both these approaches are radical and demand new responses to the
problems of poverty — responses in both development practice and organisational
procedures (Williams 1993).
In this round of strategic planning, Oxfam did not grasp this challenge and work through
the planning process from either a gender-based perspective or an environmental
perspective; hence the commitment to try to redress the balance of development work in
favour of women and the commitment to promote sustainable development are inevitably
dealt with in a rather piecemeal way in the Divisional plan and many of the country plans.
Formats, detail, length, piloting
There was a debate about whether or not to givefieldstaff one format (or several formats)
for planning. The senior management team decided in the end not to do so, as it would be too
much of an imposition. The Planning and Evaluation Unit, working on the assumption that
formats might assist non-English speakers, wanted to consult staff and outsiders, but lack
of time prevented these enquiries. Subsequently many staff said that a guide to various
formats and a much clearer methodology would have been useful. While on the one hand
formats and methodologies can be seen as constricting and limiting creativity, on the other
they do provide clarity about what is required, and enable direct comparisons to be made
between plans later.
The level of detail required in a strategic plan is open to negotiation, but the issue was
complicated in these guidelines by the inclusion of a detailed section on work-plans, which
belong better with operational or annual planning. This prevented some staff from seeing
the essential differences between strategic thinking (setting overall priorities and focus)
and day-to-day planning (staff/time allocation to particular tasks).
The length of the plans was set at 20 pages in the guidelines, but in the event this was felt
by field staff to be too short, and most of the plans were much longer. The 20-page limit was
set as a move towards the 'new culture', in which the emphasis was on concise, summarised
texts.
Lack of time prevented the Planning Team from piloting these guidelines. The feedback on
the guidelines fromfieldstaff confirmed that, while some people found them useful, they did
not meet the needs of many field staff, who needed guidance on methodologies, more
worked-out examples in the text, options on formats, and more guidance on developing
indicators.
2.5 Training for Overseas offices and Unit staff
Planning the training
The strategic planning pack did not provide the clarity of policy or procedures that the
Training Department and the Planning Unit felt was necessary for good training to be
developed; however, they had to work with the material as it was, and design training that
would be of use to Regional Managers, advisory Units, and field staff in a very short time.
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The Planning Unit and the Training Department worked closely together to try to define the
critical elements of strategic planning that could be communicated in a two-day training
programme. Senior management decided that two days was the maximum time available
for training field staff, given their heavy work-loads (and ways were never found to enable
field staff to drop existing work in order to undertake the lengthy process of strategic
planning), the costs of training staff overseas, and the intention of one Area to undertake
the training at the end of already lengthy regional meetings.
A variety of management and development tools for addressing issues of both the process
and content of strategic planning was developed, focusing on the basics of strategic planning
and its purpose; the Oxfam timetable; prioritisation and setting objectives; the role of
indicators for measuring success or failure; and exercises to open up new ideas and ways of
thinking. Time was too limited for training in development issues such as gender analysis,
poverty analysis, local economic issues, and how to incorporate advocacy/policy work, as
well as more practical skills such as report writing.
Delivering the training to middle managers in the UK and Overseas staff
A preliminary training session was held in June 1991 for Regional Managers and Unit
Coordinators, to provide them with a working knowledge of the process, an understanding
of their roles, and an introduction to some of the tools and techniques of planning. A member
of the senior management team was present. Participants found themselves unclear on a
number of issues, including the role of the Units, how resource allocation was to be handled,
and how disagreements between field offices, Regional Managers, and Units over strategies
were to be resolved.
One over-riding point that emerged from the preliminary training sessions was the real
need for management involvement. Trainers cannot answer questions of policy or clarify
ambiguities in procedures. This lesson was well taken and all training sessions (with the
exception of that for the Units) were held with a senior manager present, plus one trainer
from the Planning Unit and one from the Training Department. This strengthened the
process considerably, as it combined the management-information function with the
planning function of the Planning Unit, and the Training Department provided the
techniques and support for the training.
The scale of what the organisation was undertaking was confirmed during the preliminary
training. It was clear that Oxfam was trying to move very far, very fast, and that some of the
support structures to help such a major re-orientation were not yet in place.
The two-day training package for field staff included input from the Planning Unit and the
senior managers, designed to clarify the basic purpose and expectations of strategic
planning, and to introduce staff to the concept of and the contents of the strategic overview.
A representative of senior management was always present to answer questions and
discuss with field staff their concerns about the overview, which included what they
perceived to be a Northern bias in the analysis of Oxfam's context; a fear of imposition from
the top; anxiety about how to remain open and flexible; and concerns about the way in which
resources were to be allocated on the basis of planning.
A number of exercises were designed to assist staff with some of the key elements of
strategic planning. For example, a lot of time was spent mapping the causes of poverty in a
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selected country, looking at both the internal causes and those arising outside the country.
Group discussions were held to identify 'the poor' and 'the poorest' and the reasons for their
vulnerability.
Exercises were carried out to encourage 'lateral' thinking, to get people to look at familiar
ideas and issues from different angles. A great deal of time was spent on identifying some
critical approaches to poverty-alleviation in the country selected for the training, and then
working through one of these by developing a clear strategic aim, associated objectives, and
the activities required to achieve those objectives. Work was also done on developing
indicators that would allow staff to assess whether or not the work done was actually
meeting the objectives and overall aim. This required a lot of systematic group work, and
was a new way of conceptualising work for many field staff; thus it was time-consuming.
There were also exercises to assist staff with prioritisation, using ranking and matrix
methods, to help staff make a realistic assessment of their resources, including their skills,
the time available to them in a year, and their financial base. The two-day training was very
intensive, and required a lot of group work and plenary analysis of that work. It was an
interactive process, and the trainers modified and changed the programme as the training
developed and the needs of each particular group became clearer.
Time constraints meant that the training, like the guidelines, could not be piloted, and the
trainers had to learn and adapt as they went along. Time had to be spent on briefing field
staff about the restructuring and management changes, to provide the context for strategic
planning. More time than expected had to be spent on explaining the principles of strategic
planning, because it was a new concept for many field offices, and a lot of time was spent in
trying to unravel the status, definition, and role of the nine overview issues. The lack of
clarity about these caused difficulties in every training session. The time was too short for
the amount of basic information and new skills that had to be imparted, something that had
concerned the trainers all along. Again the need to keep to the timetable meant that corners
had to be cut, but many staff felt ill-equipped after such a short training to undertake the
work expected of them.
Assessment of the training
It has not proved possible to differentiate in detail between the impact of the training and
the impact of management input, Unit support, and the use of outside facilitators; but, on
the quality of the plans produced, it is certainly clear that most staff wanted more training
inputs, and some of those who received the least training remain confused about many of the
fundamental issues of strategic planning.
In two days, given the time constraints, it was not possible to cover everything. The
Planning and Training staff limited their aims to motivating colleagues, explaining the
process, and providing a few practical tools. Even within this limited set of objectives, two
key issues were glossed over in many training sessions. The first — prioritisation — was
very serious. The problems of prioritising when nine issues had to be addressed in the
programme were never really resolved. The problems which staff faced with prioritisation
were probably also compounded by one of the exercises which worked best: developing aims,
objectives, activities, and indicators. This exercise took time and tended to get bogged down
in detail, especially where staff were unfamiliar with these programme-management tools;
staff were left with long lists of objectives which there was no time to prioritise. Secondly,
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the 'mapping* of resources, including staff and their skills as well as equipment and finance,
was never completed.
The case-study material was largely taken from a country office in the area where the
training was taking place. As far as possible the trainers tried to tailor the training to meet
the different needs in different regions/areas.Some staff felt that the training was not
always addressed to the level of their needs. The training, however, did certainly help to
motivate staff to do strategic planning and to dispel much of the mystique which surrounded
it for many of them; some of the exercises worked well in every situation, others worked only
sometimes.
The feedback on the training was positive overall, and certain tools such as SWOT and
SMART (which assesses objectives and activities in relation to whether they are Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound) were found to be helpful. Most staff
wanted more time for discussion, and more clarity on the nine issues, their status and
precise role; more work on methodologies, especially for prioritisation; more time for
relating aims to objectives, and generating indicators; and follow-up training and support.
More broadly, the training in strategic planning highlighted two things. The first was the
need for a comprehensive training policy for all staff, focused on development as well as
management issues. Understanding of development issues and methodologies cannot be
assumed on the part of all staff, especially given the high turnover of people employed in the
field. The second major lesson learned was the need for the organisation to introduce all the
other elements of strategic management and not to rely only on strategic planning. A
strategic way of working requires better monitoring and evaluation, clarity about roles and
responsibilities of managers, more delegation of authority, better internal and external
information systems, and a 'learning culture' in which self-criticism and learning from
mistakes are encouraged.
A great deal of material was prepared for these training sessions, which were delivered
formally eight times, and parts of them many more times. There is a vast body of material
that should be turned into a training manual for Oxfam; certainly many of the issues and
exercises have wide relevance and were relatively successful in introducing new ideas and
concepts to staff, and have been improved and developed subsequently. More work could be
done to ensure their usefulness.
2.6 The country and regional plans
Offices started planning at different levels. Some had undergone country reviews and were
already open to the idea of analysing and reorienting their work; others had experienced
rapid change in the country context; others were quite far along the road of strategic
planning before this mandatory process; yet others had no experience at all to build on. For
those who were already developing their own form of strategic plans, this new process
required a change in methodology, analysis, and presentation, which disrupted their work.
For those who were new to the process, it was an enormous undertaking, especially in offices
inexperienced in country analysis and programme planning.
The plans which were produced have provided Oxfam with a great wealth of material,
particularly on country contexts, and a range of development issues have been discussed in
them. These require analysis in order to improve understanding of Oxfam's work in
24

development, and time should have been allocated in advance to analysing individual
country plans, to draw out issues, needs, and learning across the programme.
Team-work

From the outset, each office worked as a team to a greater or lesser extent, generally with
the manager of the team writing the plan, sometimes with various other members of staff
writing sections. This process of working together was seen as vital, and led to plans based
on consensus. Some offices, however, had difficulty in reaching consensus, because of
conflicts that occurred within the team during the process, especially when defining
priorities for the country programme. The process did bring out personal conflicts and
differences of opinion, some of which were hard to resolve; for those teams who worked
through this stage, the result was a clearer and commonly agreed vision of their work.
Overall, from experience, it seems that the most appropriate members of the strategic
planning group are programme staff; it is usually not appropriate to involve administrative
staff, certainly not in the entire process — except perhaps in small offices.
Involving partners
Some offices worked very closely with their local partners, and with other organisations,
consultants, and advisers in the creation of their plans. This gave them confidence in their
insights, enabled others to challenge Oxfam's views of itself and assumptions about
themselves, and gave guidance on positioning with respect to other NGOs. Other offices felt
that such close involvement would prevent the plan from being an 'Oxfam' plan, and
consulted their partners and others only intermittently and informally. Some teams wanted
to resolve their own views on contentious issues first, before opening up the debate; some
who felt too constrained by shortage of time to discuss strategic planning with 'outsiders'
plan to do so in future.
The ways in which consultation with partners was carried out varied considerably,
depending on existing relationships, and also on the level of confidence that the teams had
in the strategic planning process and its likely results.
The issue of how far to involve Oxfam partners in the strategic planning process is critical
and much discussed. The Nicaragua office is developing a new way of working, known as
PROF: Programme Framework Approach. PROF provides a framework and a set of tools to
implement strategic planning; it is a programmatic approach which includes joint planning
with counterparts, on the basis of mutual accountability and responsibility. In future the
relationships between funder, counterparts, and beneficiaries should be much more
transparent and explicit. ('Counterparts' might include government ministries, other
international NGOs, and local NGOs and groups.) The debate is continuing, and the degree
to which Oxfam should or should not involve partners in strategic planning in different
contexts in future will be a significant issue.
Planning for Oxfam or for partners?

Many offices found the relationship between Oxfam's strategic planning and the work of
their partners problematic. It proved difficult for some offices to separate out Oxfam's role
as a funder from the implementation role of partners, and they felt that Oxfam could not
plan, because it does not implement projects.
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This is an area where more work needs to be done, because Oxfam staff need to distinguish
between the agency's roles as funder/adviser/supporter and the implementation role of the
partners. Oxfam has to do strategic planning to decide on how best to use its resources —
funding, staff, networking strength, opportunities for advocacy, training services — to meet
the overall aims; the choice of partners and ways of working with them will then follow.
Where Oxfam staff work closely with partners, they will draw on the analysis and
experience of those partners to assist them with the country analysis, with understanding
the priority issues in the country, and deciding how best to address them. They will also
work with partners to get feedback on Oxfam's strengths and weaknesses, successes and
failures, and to identify where new opportunities might lie.
Using facilitators
Many staff were unsure if the use of facilitators was a permitted option. Where they were
used, either in a formal sense, or as ad hoc advisers/challengers, field staff found them
useful in raising critical questions; but, even when using consultants, staff found they still
had to undergo the process of strategic planning themselves in order to benefit from it. Some
consultants were not well briefed on Oxfam's strategic planning process (and some of them
found the number of unresolved issues difficult to handle); these did not really enable staff
to do strategic planning: some focused much more on operational planning than on strategic
thinking. Teams sometimes found that the work carried out by consultants was
incompatible with what they were trying to do.
While several staff commented that external facilitators could be really useful, since they do
not carry the historical 'baggage' associated with Oxfam and are more inclined to question
Oxfam's accepted paradigms, the benefits can be undermined if consultants are
inadequately briefed, or inexperienced in strategic planning.
Roles for Regional Managers
For some field offices, most of their support came from their Regional Managers (based in
Oxfam House), who were seen as vitally useful. These RMs gave teams advice and support
throughout the strategic planning process: at the training stage, challenging ideas and
providing constructive criticism, facilitating the development of the plan, feeding in the
changing views of Oxfam House, criticising the draft plans (a number of times); and later, at
the approval stage, by representing the views of the field team. This kind of continuous
support ensured that advice was timely and appropriate, and the close involvement of these
RMs appears to have improved the quality of some plans.
Other RMs gave little support, especially earlier on. They felt that it was important for field
offices to develop their own programme. Some became involved only at the stage of
commenting on the first draft plan, which may have been too late in the process, since the
teams were a long way down the path of developing their ideas.
Planning in emergencies
Some offices which operate in very unstable contexts, or with substantial emergency
components in their programmes, found strategic planning very difficult. Much of the
difficulty seems to stem from confusion about the difference between operational planning,
which could involve planning activities for six months, and strategic planning, which
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develops priorities within a broad directional framework. Operational planning is difficult
in emergencies, because circumstances can change rapidly and radically; however, the
definition of a policy framework and long-term goals does not necessarily have to change
with changing circumstances. Emergency work requires operational planning (with a timespan of three to six months) to be adaptive and responsive to changing environments, but it
must be supported by clear policies and strategic management, of which strategic planning
is one part. Such strategic thinking can be assisted by Oxfam's past experience in
emergency work, because, although each situation is different in detail, there are often
common patterns in emergency work from which guidance, support, and policy can be
developed.
A critical issue which must be addressed in turbulent environments is staff development.
This is an area on which Oxfam is starting to focus, and an area which can be expanded
further. The development of staff expertise in emergency work, in monitoring and
evaluation techniques, in developing gender-awareness and planning methodologies,
coupled with the preparation of disaster-preparedness policy and practice, would go a long
way towards ensuring more flexible, adaptive, and successful emergency interventions.
Many field staff would welcome more training and assistance on the broad problems
encountered in planning in emergencies.
Participation and the need for evaluation data
The participative style used by all teams for strategic planning resulted in a substantial use
of staff time, a fact not recognised by the twenty days allotted for the process in the
guidelines. In large field offices with a number of staff, this meant a considerable number of
team meetings, and often involved travelling time. It also meant that substantial time was
required to process and re-present the large amount of information and diverse views of the
team members.
Existing staff may find it difficult to challenge the current programme, since they have a
substantial investment in its development, and also in their own employment; but those
field teams which had experienced country reviews prior to strategic planning found that
the experience had been extremely useful in facilitating change. The combination of
outsiders questioning the basis of the country programme and the team participating in
that process can enable teams to make major changes in the direction of their programme.
Such changes become more difficult to address in teams which have considerable
investment in the existing programme and which have not been challenged previously.
Some country teams felt that it would have been appropriate for the programme to have
undergone such a review before strategic planning began, to provide them with feedback on
their work.
It was, however, clear from this process that accommodating changes is an evolving process
which cannot easily be done in a short time in NGOs. A number of factors militate against
fast change in NGOs, beyond emergency work: terms and conditions of employment,
agreements with governments and partners, expectations of key stakeholders, and staff
resistance. Change has to be planned for and introduced carefully into NGO work; this
represents a fundamental difference from the way in which strategic planning is carried out
in the business sector.
The more participative the process, the more difficult it may be to make changes to the
programme, because of staff interests, so in the future Oxfam may have to distinguish
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between the team-building aspect of planning and its decision-making, prioritising
function.
Process vs product

When strategic planning was introduced to field offices and Units, stress was laid on the
importance of the process, and on the need for staff to develop their skills in analysis,
assessing the internal and external situation, and making decisions and changes in order to
use Oxfam's resources to achieve the greatest impact.
There is a danger that strategic planning can degenerate into an empty, bureaucratic
exercise, focusing on a well-written plan — the product — instead of on the process. Ideally,
strategic planning should be an on-going process of developing new ways of working and
thinking, encouraging staff to engage in a process of constant reflection about their work,
reviewing it and (when necessary) making changes to it, to meet changing circumstances.
This issue will be discussed further under the heading of Approval (2.9).
Language
Language caused a number of problems. The overview and guidelines were translated into
French and Spanish, but not Portuguese. The Unit guidelines were not translated (except
for those of the Gender and Development Unit). Many teams did not work in English, and
this meant translating the draft plans into English, translating comments on the draft, redrafting in the original language, working on the document, and then re-translating. This
was extremely time-consuming for some staff. Since the language used and ideas expressed
were fairly complex, this meant that much of the translation work lay with the
Representatives, or other staff, whose first language is English. Problems have also
occurred for some staff whose first language is not English: other staff, such as Regional
Managers, have had to edit their writing. The presentation of plans becomes a problem,
since the analysis behind it, and its content, may not be well represented by the English
translation.
There is also a cultural aspect to this problem. The language and concepts of strategic
planning arise from Western economies, which do not easily translate conceptually or
linguistically. Oxfam needs to continue working on ways to make strategic planning
relevant in an international context.
The issues of choosing which language to work in and coping with the lack of professional
translators have dogged Oxfam for years. While it is a multi-cultural organisation, English
is still the dominant medium, and many field staff are excluded from key debates because
they lack proficiency in English. Oxfam has never been able to decide whether to use
English and recruit and train staff in English, or whether to be multi-lingual and invest in
translation resources, which would be costly. The problems and conflicts of language come
up in every major exercise undertaken by the organisation, and yet the issue continues to be
unresolved.
Time-frame
The time-frame was a major issue for all field staff. While many staff feel in hindsight that
the time period was long enough, simply because something more prolonged would have
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tied people up for longer, they said that strategic planning should have been introduced
gradually, to ensure minimal disruption to programmes. Other staff found the time allotted
far too short for such a major undertaking, and wanted better and clearer guidelines, more
training inputs and support from Oxfam House, and more time to work through the issues
with staff and partners.
The Units' role in the field plans
The specialist support Units grappled with the problems of maintaining a useful
involvement with such a large number of field offices during the planning process. In
September 1991 Unit co-ordinators tried to put into practice the consultants' proposal that
Units should work interactively with field staff, and suggested a number of ways of getting
involved with overseas colleagues. These included working with Regional Managers at the
Area strategy meetings held in Oxfam House three times a year; working with the senior
management team and Regional Managers by writing papers and presenting seminars (the
outcomes of which would be fed down the management line by senior and middle managers);
attending regional meetings; selected field visits and attendance at other field meetings;
and correspondence and phone calls direct to field staff. The intention was to try to break
away from the 'personalised' relations between Units and the Areas, built up through
personal contact or interest over time, and to integrate the Units into the planning process
early on. The Units clearly stated that it was neither feasible (given their staffing levels and
the number of field offices) nor desirable for them to get involved after drafts had been
written, since the first draft stage would be far too late to be useful to field staff, and the
Units would be put into an unacceptable 'policing' role. Many of the Units' suggestions were
never taken up, owing partly to lack of time and partly to the unclear status of their
suggestions.
In spite of the Units' reservations, when the first drafts did arrive in May 1992, the Units
were asked by the Regional Managers to comment on almost all the plans. This placed a
great strain on Unit staff: two or at the most three people were trying to comment on over
forty plans. The status of the Units' advice was never clarified, leaving both the Units and
field staff unclear how to handle the Units' inputs.
Many Overseas offices felt that more support was needed, especially in the earlier stages for
weaker offices with little or no experience of strategic planning. Support should have been
more continuous: it came too late at the 'comment on draft' stage. Support was particularly
needed, for example, to help some offices with analysing the external context and focusing
on the critical trends: they had a tendency to try to write about everything. Others needed
detailed help with issues of gender and the environment; others wanted more support on
programme planning, how to define aims, objectives, and activities, and how to prioritise;
some others wanted support with planning in emergencies. Yet others needed assistance
with relating concrete programme proposals to identified trends, such as health issues,
AIDS, lack of clean water, and low productivity. The strategic planning process made clear
the field offices' needs for support from the specialist Units, and it also highlighted some of
the obstacles to delivering that support from the Units to the field. These were issues that
all the Units addressed in their strategic plans, and for which they suggested many
approaches and solutions.
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Models for the future of Unit/Field co-operation in planning
A few experiments were tried during this period which could provide models to be developed
in the future. At various times, some Regional Representatives and Country
Representatives visited the UK, and spent time with RegionalManagers and Unit staff,
discussing the draft plans.
In the summer of 1992, a large two-day meeting of all Unit staff and all Regional Managers
for one region was organised, to discuss strategic plans. While it was held after the first
drafts had been written, nevertheless many useful points arose from this meeting — both
developmental and institutional — and the Unit/Desk discussions were constructive and
informative, providing a good basis for future work.
One Area held its regional meeting in Oxford, rather than in the field office. This meant that
they could meet with a wide range of other specialist and advisory staff, to their mutual
benefit.
Area strategy meetings, where Unit and regional staff can meet together to discuss issues
of common concern, were also useful forums for some staff, though these have now been
discontinued. A number of ways were found to tackle a problem prevalent in all
organisations: how to get specialist advice fed into the main line structure, which is
organised along geographical lines?
Comments on country and regional plans
Field staff worked extremely hard, often at the cost of other aspects of their programmes or
their own private lives, to do strategic planning and write their plans. For many the process
was, in the end, a positive one: many new skills were learned, teams were consolidated, and
understanding was developed.
The following critique of the written plans is in no way intended to diminish that
achievement; it is undertaken with a view to learning how to improve the tools, training,
and support to field staff to enable them to do further strategic planning in the future. Much
effort was expended, yet many problems were encountered, and it is the contention of the
authors that, if better preparation had taken place, staff time could have been more
effectively used.
It is, of course, recognised that the written plans do not reflect accurately the complexities
of the process. However, they can be used to assess the degree to which staff were equipped
to tackle the different aspects of strategic planning, and the areas in which further support
is required.
Country context and poverty analysis
The poverty-focused analysis of the country context was for most plans a substantial part of
the document, and in many cases it was too long: much of it was a description of the context,
rather than a search for the causes and trends of poverty within that context. While teams
need to undertake a detailed analysis, not all of it needed to be presented in the final
document; what is required is enough information to lead the reader to understand the
issues that are raised later in the plan. This can be fairly brief. Significantly, however,
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because this was the first time that strategic planning had taken place in most offices, this
section took a lot of time to produce. In future an annual review of this part of the plan can
take place to see what changes have occurred during the past year, and the 'poverty context'
will require a deeper review only every third year, and will require less work than it did the
first time round.
The analyses of the 'country context' and the causes of poverty were undertaken from
various perspectives. A few offices employed the tools of gender-analysis: they presented the
causes and effects of gender-determined inequality and highlighted the inferior and poorer
position of women in relation to, for example, access to resources — land, labour, capital,
education, health care — and the barriers to women's involvement and participation in
development.
Similarly the environment was addressed in an uneven way in the analyses. What was
missing in the guidelines was '... an explanation of the importance of the relationship
between environment and poverty, which ... should be the basis for analysis of sustainable
development, the strategic overview and strategic plans'. While environment was
mentioned a lot, the definitions of the word were not specific, and there was a reluctance to
consider poverty as a cause of environmental degradation.
There are very many potential issues to be addressed in a country context, and different
offices focused on different issues and elements. There is a need for clear guidelines about
what to focus on in a country context, and how to relate the major economic, social, political,
and development trends to the analysis of poverty. This would enable the country and
poverty analysis to be used better as a tool to guide the next steps in the planning process.
Distinctive competence
The section identifying distinctive competence through an examination of each team's
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT analysis) varied from plan to
plan in the depth of its analysis. Many offices listed the strengths and weaknesses of their
programme in considerable detail, but gave much less detail when analysing external
opportunities and threats. The definition of distinctive competence suffered from this lack
of an external perspective and a search for new opportunities.
Little attention was given to how Oxfam could work differently from, or in collaboration
with, other aid agencies and government development workers to fully utilise its distinctive
competence. There was a tendency for staff to present the SWOT analysis in terms of lists,
rather than exploring the dynamic tensions between strengths and weaknesses,
opportunities and threats, and using these lists to develop their analysis.
Issues in the overview
Most offices tried to address the issues outlined in the overview, at least by mentioning
them. The problems inherent in this list of issues have been described earlier; they were
reflected in the disparate ways in which offices dealt with them, and their lack of clarity
about what was expected of them.
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Strategic alternatives
The limitations of this concept were discussed earlier in this paper. The intention was that
staff should look at the context, their analyses, and their assessment of their distinctive
competence to see if there were other, new areas of work in which they could engage to
extend their work on addressing the causes and symptoms of poverty. Staff found it difficult
to step outside their current programme and seek new and different ways of working. This
was less true for offices that had undergone major evaluations or country reviews, where
they seemed more able and willing to learn from past successes and failures, question
current practice, and identify different ways of seeking to address the problems of poverty.
What is required is an open-minded effort to identify the issues to which Oxfam can most
appropriately address itself, and to see how far these fit with the existing programme, and
how far changes could be made. Following this, strategies can then be developed that take
into account the existing programme, available resources, and the new issues that need to
be addressed; then changes can be introduced in gradual phases. This becomes easier when
staff have access to more data and feedback on the quality and impact of their programme,
and when they have been exposed to questions and challenges from the outside, be it from
partners, evaluators, or other NGOs.
Current country programme
This section was included in the model to enable staff, once they had looked for new
opportunities and identified new areas of work, to assess how far their existing programme
fitted their definition of what needed to be done, and how far or how fast their programme
could actually be changed to meet their strategic alternatives.
It is recognised that any changes have to be introduced sensitively, and often slowly, in order
to accommodate existing commitments and agreements with governments, partners, and
staff. The first round of strategic planning has confirmed this. NGOs have a wide range of
existing relationships and commitments, which cannot be severed abruptly. NGOs can and
must change in a changing world, but this must be done sensitively and with adequate
timetables to allow the proper conclusion of existing commitments.
Aims, objectives, activities, indicators
It is clear from the plans — as it was in the training—that this is a new task for many staff,
and one which is time-consuming. All offices tackled it with different degrees of success —
some were very confident indeed — and this area of planning is one where Oxfam needs to
offer clear concepts, language, methodology, and training to staff. It is at this stage that staff
are working to address the key causes of poverty. Staff are not necessarily able to develop
objectives which relate well to their aims, and activities which will deliver on the objectives.
It was a major task for staff to undertake, especially if they had no prior experience, and
staff put much time and effort into it. The work they did certainly provides the basis for
monitoring their plans, and can be built on to improve programme planning in the future.
This must include work on formulating aims, ensuring that objectives relate properly to
those aims and that the activities relate to the objectives, and deciding how to develop and
use appropriate indicators for development work.
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Prioritisation
This proved to be difficult for staff, and in many plans it was not really attempted. Most
plans identified large areas of work as being of importance, and then planned to address all
of those areas. This, in part, was a product of the lack of prioritisation in the overview, where
all teams were instructed to address a wide variety of issues. In the end, however, priorities
must be set in order to increase impact, and not dilute resources. It will be necessary for
teams to choose which areas they think, from their analysis, are more important than
others, and plan the work accordingly. This process takes place in practice anyway; teams
will do only what they can do (albeit by working overtime), and will make pragmatic
decisions about which areas they will address as a priority; broad policies do become
narrower in practice.
Resource implications
Many offices tackled the question of resources by outlining both staffing and budgetary
requirements; some also presented their training requirements and needs for other kinds of
support from the various Units in Oxfam House. Demand did outweigh supply of training
and support, even though not all offices listed their requirements.
This is an area where many, but certainly not all,fieldstaff are confident and able to present
their needs for resources to enable them to meet their plans.
Concluding comments
Allfieldoffices took this exercise very seriously and invested a great deal of time and effort
in it. Field offices started at different points; some were experienced in programme
planning, or country analysis, while others started with little or no previous experience.
If more time and resources had been put into the preparation of the overview, guidelines,
and training, field staff could have achieved more in less time. However, given their
different starting points, field staff worked hard, and achieved some interesting results.
These form a basis on which Oxfam can build and move forward. However, staff will need to
receive more support and guidance — from Oxfam House, each other, and counterparts or
local resource people — in the following areas, in order to consolidate and develop on the
good work done to date: poverty and context analyses, assessing the quality of programmes,
defining strategic issues, and developing their programme-planning skills.
In general, mostfieldoffices found strategic planning a useful and beneficial process. They
reported that the process enabled them to start to prioritise and define their programmes in
a clearer way, based on a proper rationale. To some extent 'mind-sets' were unfrozen. The
process has also been empowering for many offices, building up the team on the basis of a
shared vision, which can provide a firm foundation. Some teams feel that the 'approved'
plan should allow them room to manoeuvre, so that senior management in the UK will
interfere less with field programmes once their basis has been agreed (allowing for the fact
that strategic directions on matters such as gender equity are being set from the centre).
Such a plan becomes the 'contract' between the field office and UK management; these
teams feel that this is a move towards devolution of power to field staff, and they support
this. Others fear that strategic planning will lead to more, not less, direction from the
centre, and some are concerned that they will have lessflexibilityin their work.
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The process has also built up the teams' confidence, enabling them to see more clearly their
strengths and weaknesses, and their distinctive competence in relation to other actors.
Teams have started to become more systematic in their analysis, and have developed clearer
criteria for reviewing requests. They express greater interest in taking initiatives, rather
than (as previously) being mostly reactive. Such a process has also allowed the thinking and
rationale of country offices to become more transparent, which allows partners and other
organisations to understand better the basis on which Oxfam works.
2.7 Unit plans
The process

There was some uncertainty about the strategic plans of the specialist support Units.
During the writing of the overview and the guidelines, the focus was very much on the field
offices and their needs in the process. However, it was clear that if the Units were to make
bids for resources, and to prioritise how they were to respond to the welter of demands for
their services, and to promote their own initiatives (cross-Area, notfield-led),they would
have to write strategic plans themselves.
One of the key issues of concern was how the Units planned to divide their time between
responding to demands from field staff and promoting cross-regional/area issues: the socalled 'reactive/proactive split'. Units were asked to suggest percentages, with priority
accorded to reactive work (perhaps 80-90 per cent), given the demands from field staff.
Many of the Units argued for a much moreflexibleapproach and highlighted the need for
more strategic work to be done at the global or institutional level.
The Units took the strategic planning process seriously. Most Units either brought in
external facilitators or used the Planning and Evaluation Unit to facilitate or advise, and
they also worked together to draw out a set of strategic issues that were common to all
Units. Over a period of months, the process brought the Units together to work cooperatively on identifying their similarities, as well as their differences. The Unit plans,
sharing a joint statement on key issues, were presented to the senior management team in
October 1992 in a common presentation, with each Unit subsequently highlighting two or
three issues unique to their work.
The product
Many of the Units wrote a clear external analysis of global poverty trends, focusing
particularly on the subject in which they specialised. So, for example, the Gender and
Development Unit described the 'feminisation' of poverty and the causes and effects of this,
while the Health Unit focused on issues such as the collapsing state health sector, charges
for services, demographic issues, the spread of AIDS, and emergency-related health issues.
They, like the Gender and Planning Units and the Training Department, also drew on crossUnit issues, for example women and health, environmental matters, and the role of
Northern NGOs. A number of Units raised the issue of work that other agencies were doing,
and concerns about who was setting the development agenda: multilateral and bilateral
agencies, or national and international NGOs, or forums representing the poor.
The internal context was crucial for the Units in their plans, and they focused on this in
their joint pre-amble, stressing what the Units had to offer Oxfam (cross-area knowledge
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and experience, specialist expertise, bringing in ideas from external forums, new thinking
about development, and institutional learning). Suggestions included exploring new ways
of working on policy, guidelines, and advice; standard-setting and promotion of quality in
Oxfam's work; evaluations of their work; and more inter-Unit task forces/co-operation for
the future.
Many of these themes were continued in the individual Unit plans, in which a number of
strategic issues were identified. One major focus was the question of how to provide support
—in health, gender, agriculture, technical areas, planning and evaluation, and information
systems — in order to improve the capacity of staff, and the quality and impact of Oxfam's
work in these areas. Most Units were concerned with providing this support in both
emergency and development work.
In addition to the support role, which accounted in all cases for over 50 per cent of each
Unit's work (a much higher percentage for some), the Units identified strategic issues in
relation to proactive work: for example promoting gender, evaluation, and public-health
policies; promoting new information and communications systems; taking a key role in
developing communications and advocacy messages; undertaking innovatory research and
networking tasks on strategic issues, such as AIDS, and violence against women; and
developing institutional indicators for assessing Oxfam's effectiveness as a development
agency.
In their plans the Units raised a wide range of strategic issues related to development and
emergency work and institutional management, and, like the field plans, theirs have
provided a rich resource of information and analysis for the organisation's future use.
The Units worked hard to identify the strategic issues and, with more or less success,
managed to relate their objectives to aims drawn from these issues, and their activities to
the objectives. Like many field staff, some Unit staff found difficulty in relating their dayto-day activities to the objectives and in assessing whether these activities did actually help
them towards meeting their objectives.
Most of the Units tried hard to prioritise, and they did manage to limit themselves to
between three and six core aims. Some Units indicated what work would have to be dropped
if the plans were not resourced. However, many of the objectives remain unprioritised and
are presented as long lists, not sequenced or ordered.
In relation to budgeting, unlike the majority of field teams, the Units did not write their
plans to fit their existing budgets. Instead, with the agreement of their managers, they tried
to analyse what work needed to be done in order to deliver an effective and efficient system
of support in the fields of, for example, information, communications, gender, and health
support, and what work needed to be done to undertake strategic proactive work. Perhaps
inevitably this led many Units to ask for more resources.
Unit plans: the current position
Although all the Unit plans were approved (see below), they were never implemented.
Following the process of strategic planning for the Overseas Division, divisional managers
took the decision to review and reorganise the specialist support provided by the advisory
Units to staff in the field and in Oxfam House, with a view to providing critical support more
effectively.
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2.8 Summaries
From an early date, the senior management team decided that summaries of the plans
would be necessary for the planning process. These would serve as documents that the rest
of the organisation could consult, and as reference material for staff within the Division.
They would also enable senior managers to read a wider range of plans. Regional Managers
were to write these summaries, in formats drafted by the Planning Unit and selected by the
senior management team. Summaries proved difficult to write for a number of reasons:
plans were already summaries of work; they were not written to a format, so all differed in
style and content; time was short, and some staff found the process complex. In future, the
purpose, need, and format for summaries should be re-examined, and more realistic
timetables and user-friendly formats set for their completion. They should be written by the
field team.
2.9 Approval
Approval of country I regional plans
In the model, plans were to go through an approval process. In the process that was set up,
approval followed the submission of the final drafts of country, regional, and Unit plans, and
preceded the writing of the Divisional plan. Some members of the senior management team
repeatedly raised the question of what approval actually meant at that point, given that the
Divisional priorities would not have been set.
Area Directors agreed to use three broad criteria suggested by one of them, following
discussions with his Regional Managers. These were: whether there was a focus on poverty;
whether the plan was internally consistent (i.e. the analysis of the context and causes of
poverty were addressed by the objectives of the plan); and whether it provided a sound basis
for annual work-plans and budgets. Other variables, however, were introduced by some
Area Directors, including length, the degree to which the plan took into account all the nine
issues from the overview, and whether the plans fell within the budget parameters.
In one region, the approval process became a significant learning and sharing experience
between the Regional Managers and their Area Director. They left the office for several days
and worked together on all the plans, comparing and discussing them at some length. Those
who participated found this a positive and informative process, facilitating cross-regional
learning and understanding. Following this intensive process, agreement was reached on
the status of the different plans.
Another region identified areas which needed further work during the plan period,
including the need for clearer objectives, a programme focus, better institutional learning,
sharper prioritisation, and better programme management. These are issues that need
working on across the Division at all levels.
What does approval mean?
It seems that if the approval stage happens before priorities are set in the Divisional plan,
it can only be a process whereby staff are told whether or not their plan document is of an
acceptable standard. It cannot imply that the plans laid out will necessarily be funded or
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supported by Oxfam, because this can happen only after the overall priorities and
parameters for resource allocation have been set by the Divisional plan.
How tightly the country/regional plans mustfitthe overall Divisional framework has yet to
be decided. There are no easy answers, particularly given the fact that the nature of the
contract/relationship between the centre and field offices remains unclear. Where does the
balance of authority lie? What degree of flexibility/autonomy is to be given to field offices?
How much is to be delegated, and how much is to remain centralised? This relationship
between the priorities of senior management set at headquarters and those set in field
offices is one which will have to be worked out in practice by all agencies with field offices
undertaking strategic planning. (See Section 3.2.)
Clearly the approval process is only one phase in an on-going process, and it does not mean
that all approved plans as written will be funded and implemented. Further negotiations
will take place after the completion of the Divisional plan, and in the light of on-going
progress monitored through six-monthly reports. In top-down, bottom-up strategic
planning, the process of negotiation between plans at different levels is of major importance.
2.10 Overseas Division strategic plan: the process
Expectations of the plan
The Divisional strategic plan was started in October 1992 and circulated in March 1993.
Expectations of the plan were many and various among different 'stakeholders'. The senior
management team themselves had a wide range of purposes for the plan and expectations
of what it could achieve, including
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

a framework for decision making and resource allocation;
the creation of manageable work-loads;
clarifying the work of the Division and the senior management team;
motivating staff;
prioritising Oxfam's work;
establishing the principles for relating to the rest of the organisation;
drawing out common strands of the programme;
reflecting concerns of the country plans;
showing what is distinctive about Oxfam;
promoting good work;
prioritising Unit advice;
and showing whether Oxfam should do the work itself or support others to do it.

The consultants said that a Divisional plan must do the following:
• provide the criteria for funding programmes (including evaluations to show what has
been achieved, the content of advocacy messages, and examples of success and failure);
• identify changes in the overall balance of the programme;
• match the needs of the poor to the perspectives of the donor;
• show that future support will explicitly depend on learning from experience;
• contain a mission statement and assessment of whether Oxfam is 'getting there';
• supply the rationale for resource allocation;
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• provide strategies for achieving objectives;
• and provide ways of measuring performance.
The consultants stressed the need for changing resource allocation and breaking with
history, and learning from past successes and failures, so building on evaluations.
The expectations of the Overseas Directors (the post-holders changed during the process)
included their hopes that the plan would
set priorities, broad policies, and strategies;
provide a framework for monitoring and evaluation;
provide clear definitions of responsibilities and accountability;
integrate the objectives of field staff, desks, and units;
promote institutional learning;
show the balance of the work between emergencies, development, and advocacy;
show where Oxfam can be most effective;
and develop a clear sense of direction to guide the work.
It is clear that there was a wide range of expectations of this plan, and different people had
different views about what it could achieve. Given that strategic planning is only a tool that
can serve different functions, this was problematic. Inevitably the plan could not meet all
these expectations, and this lack of clarity means that the criteria for judging whether the
plan fulfilled its purpose are lacking.
From a survey of the literature, some valid expectations of such a plan were outlined earlier
in Section 1. They include the following criteria:
• Does it track future trends and provide new directions?
• Does it clarify Oxfam's identity, purpose, and objectives?
• Does it identify the strategic issues and contain clear objectives and strategies to meet
them?
• Does it prioritise?
• Does it build for maximum impact on the basis of past effectiveness?
• Does it build in learning for the future?
• Are resources allocated to meet the plan?
• Does it set standards of excellence?
• Does it look to alliances to strengthen the work?
• Does it promote adaptive management to assist coping with change?
These points will be used to guide an assessment of this Divisional plan.
The many purposes which a plan can serve, and the different expectations of it, cannot all
be achieved in one document, at one moment in time. The greatest emphasis should not be
put on the document, but rather on the on-going process of thinking about and answering
key questions on the basis of good, continuous supplies of internal and external information.
However, it is essential, according to all these lists of expectations, that the written plan
should highlight the key strategic issues, prioritise them, develop a strategy, and allocate
resources to achieve them.
This Divisional plan was certainly expected to bring together the strategic issues identified
by the senior management team and those that had emerged from the country and Unit
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plans, and prioritise them in order to clarify which strategic issues the Overseas Division
was going to address, and how it planned to address them over the coming three years. The
plan had to look two ways: it had to provide the direction and framework for the work of the
Overseas Division and resource allocation within the Division, and it was also to serve as
the motor for strategic planning in the rest of Oxfam.
The processes preceding the writing of the plan

The senior management team was required to bring all these strands together and to
analyse what were the key strategic issues for Oxfam in the 1990s in its overseas
programme. This task was clearly immense.
Work was started early in 1992, when the Planning Team was asked to map out the steps to
be taken and the work required to write a Divisional Plan by October 1992. In February
1992 some of the key elements and issues for the plan were discussed with the Area
Directors; the need for prioritisation was recognised as paramount, and it was agreed that
the plan must cover both development and institutional issues. At this meeting and a
subsequent meeting in April, a wide range of issues concerning strategic planning was
discussed, but it was not until May 1992 that the Planning Unit was asked to present a
framework for the contents of the plan, and a timetable of work to be done to get there. By
this time Unit had been able to consult and read more widely, and it proposed that the
'strategic issues' model presented by Bryson, modified to fit Oxfam's requirements, would
serve as a good basis for this plan.
The Planning Unit ran a half-day workshop in May 1992 with the senior management team
to explore the idea of strategic planning, the purpose of the Divisional plan, elements of the
plan, a timetable (finalised in June), the definition of key strategic issues, and how to
identify them, and issues concerning summaries and approval. It was agreed at the
workshop that the plan would contain a mission statement; an analysis of the external and
internal environments; a section on causes of poverty; a SWOT analysis to draw out Oxfam's
distinctive competence and identify opportunities for the future; key strategic issues; the
aims, objectives, and activities to address these issues; and a vision of Oxfam in the future.
Tasks relating to these sections were allocated to individual members of the senior
management team, and the rest of the time was spent on a brainstorm about possible key
strategic issues.
A long list of possible strategic issues was drawn up at this session, both developmental
(what do we mean by sustainable development? what is our response to the neo-liberal
economic model? what is our role in the face of declining state services? is Oxfam a
development or funding agency? what should be the balance between emergency and longterm work?) and institutional (how to get a programme focus; how to speed up policy
formulation; the right balance between programme and communications work; relations
with other NGOs; etc.). At a subsequent meeting in July 1992, senior managers had another
brainstorm on strategic issues, some of the same issues were listed, and others were added
(such as how to allocate resources to support an integrated programme; the question of
opening and closing offices; what response to make to the privatisation of aid, urban work,
gender issues, etc.).
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During this period other lists of issues were being generated elsewhere in Oxfam. It was
suggested that the plan should enable Oxfam to
• open/close offices rationally;
• guide the size of programmes and propose a balance between small and large projects;
• and provide a clear analysis of poverty which would show whether or not Oxfam should
also start funding community development work in the UK and Ireland.
An alternative structure for the plan was proposed: that it should be based on key issues,
including
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

criteria for where and how Oxfam works, and criteria for involvement in different sectors;
a communications strategy;
objectives related to cultural change within the organisation;
budget flexibility;
partnership;
changing roles of Southern NGOs and relations with Northern NGOs;
strengthening NGOs as a means or an end;
the meaning of'the poorest';
and Oxfam as a 'movement of people'.

In the event, the original format was used, but it was clear that the plan could never address
and resolve the mass of issues which Oxfam staff and senior management felt needed to be
tackled.
The senior managers' 'away-week' to work on the plan
When the senior management team met in October 1992 to work on the plan, they had a vast
range of material to work from and draw on: more than forty country plans, eight Unit
plans, the plan of the Public Policy Department, incomplete draft sections on context, and
causes of poverty, the welter of lists of strategic issues and expectations generated over the
previous year by various people, and materials provided by the Planning and Evaluation
Unit, such as summaries and literature reviews. None of the drafts or lists had been worked
on or clearly defined, and no prioritisation or grouping had been done. The scale and
difficulty of the task were compounded by the fact that there had been many significant staff
changes during the year.
The planning process during the week was run by the new Overseas Director. An external
facilitator was brought in for the last two days of the first week, which proved useful in
helping the senior management team to sort out some key issues from the volume of
materials in front of them. The team encountered many of the same problems that field
offices and Units had faced, including a lack of data on the impact of Oxfam's work, a lack of
information on what was going well and where the failures were, and a lack of institutional
learning or records. So they were forced to rely on the perceptions of staff present at the time
for historical perspectives. There was a lack of good up-to-date external information on
some issues.
Given the scale of the task which senior managers had set themselves to do in little over a
week, and given also the high number of staff changes, it is not surprising that the team
missed their deadline of October 1992 and over-ran until February 1993.
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2.11 Overseas Division strategic plan: the product
The Divisional plan represents the first serious attempt of the Overseas Division to define
its work, set overall directions and prioritise, and draw parameters around Oxfam's role. As
such it is a significant piece of work, even though not yet complete. In his covering letter
attached to the plan, the Overseas Director acknowledged that the plan was not yet
finished, and that critical issues such as how resources were to be allocated to meet the plan
had yet to be decided.
Future trends
The plan tracks current trends and contains interesting contextual material. There is still
a concern that the context remains Northern-biased, with too much emphasis put on the
monetary causes of poverty (e.g. external debt, unfair trading systems, structural
adjustment policies) and too little on other dimensions of the causes of poverty (unequal
relations between men and women, the relationship between poverty and the environment,
issues of access to resources and distribution of resources). There continues to be a lack of
gender-related and environmental analyses in the 'context' and 'causes of poverty* sections,
because, although they are priorities for the senior management team, they are seen as
issues rather than as development perspectives.
The analysis, while documenting the current development thinking of multilateral agencies
and lead governments, has not identified new and up-coming trends (change in the USA
after the presidential election, the changing role of Japan, etc.). Oxfam will perhaps in
future need to explore ways to identify seeds of change, as well as monitoring current
situations.
Mission
The plan has attempted to clarify Oxfam's identity and purpose. Some clear principles are
laid out, and it provides a basis for future work.
Strategic issues
The Divisional plan does list five strategic aims relating to sustainable development,
gender, emergencies, Oxfam's influencing role, and new organisational culture. Five others
are presented for future consideration: whether to work in the UK and Ireland and in
Central and Eastern Europe, how to handle funding from multilateral agencies, and the use
of administration and grant budgets.
Senior managers are continuing work on defining the objectives and activities under each
aim. As they stand, the aims are not tightly defined, and the plan presents a list of
unprioritised, untimetabled activities. Senior managers need to ensure that the activities
actually fit the objectives, and that those objectives will enable the Division to meet their
aims — a difficult task at the Divisional level. Each of the aims has major implications for
resources, staffing, training, and ways of working. Once they are worked out in more detail,
it may prove extremely difficult to implement all these diverse elements. Without
prioritisation, the document may not be much use as a guide to making decisions.
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Does it build on past effectiveness? Does it build in learning for the future?
It is hard for Oxfam to plan from this basis at present, given the relative dearth of
evaluation material. However, the plan recognises this major omission, and does build in
provision for improving systems of monitoring, impact assessment, and evaluation, which
should greatly help planning in the future.
Are resources allocated to meet the plan?
Strategic planning requires the allocation of resources — money and people — to be an
integral part of the plan, so the lack of it weakens the document.
Does it set standards of excellence?
The plan recognises that this needs to be done, but in many cases the plan states that more
work has to be carried out before appropriate standards can be set for Oxfam.
Does it recognise alliances as a means of strengthening the work?
This issue, identified as critical in the literature, will be discussed in Section 3. Oxfam will
need to think about alliances more in the coming years, in relation to governments of
different political positions, Northern and Southern NGOs, mass movements, and local
organisations, in order to strengthen the impact of the work through collaboration.
Does it provide adaptive management to cope with change?
While this need is not explicitly addressed in this strategic plan, meetings subsequent to the
writing of the plan have highlighted the need to develop the capacity of line management as
a priority. One element of this capacity building must be to give staff the confidence and skill
to make difficult decisions, and make changes in the light of lessons learned internally and
changing external circumstances.
Concluding comments
Strategic planning is an iterative, on-going process, and the Divisional plan produced to
date provides a useful resource for continuing strategic analysis, for clarifying which
strategic issues Oxfam wants to address, and for developing a prioritised strategic plan. The
plan needs further work in order to help staff to prioritise work, create manageable workloads, and guide decisions on resource allocation.
The plan also needs to be presented to the field staff. In a top-down, bottom-up process
(where frameworks come from the top, then plans come up from the bottom, and a synthesis
is developed), the product needs to be discussed with the field staff. No provision has been
made in the Oxfam timetable for doing this, yet these discussions are central to such a twoway process. At present the field staff are merely being presented with the plan: there are
no mechanisms for further discussion. In the future, Oxfam will need to decide how to
develop the Divisional plan in order to create a greater sense of'ownership'. But the need to
consult field staff must be balanced by the need for senior management to accept ultimate
responsibility for taking key decisions about the future of the Division. Herein lies another
of the potential contradictions in strategic planning: the plans need to be negotiated and
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agreed, in order for people to feel a commitment to them and implement them; yet there is
also a need for clear priorities to be set and difficult decisions to be made — and senior
management have ultimate responsibility for these. It will take time and experience for
Oxfam to discover how to operationalise these two possibly conflicting processes.

2.12 Reporting
The guidelines referred to six-monthly and twelve-monthly reporting cycles, intended to
monitor progress against strategic plans. Work was subsequently undertaken on writing
work-plans from strategic plans and on developing reporting formats.
Reporting on strategic plans is an integral and essential part of the entire process.
Reporting will involve an assessment of how far objectives are being achieved, and how far
the objectives are actually enabling Oxfam to meet its aims. Reports need to be evaluative
and analytical, taking into account key changes in the internal or external context, and
making changes to the strategic plan where necessary. Reporting provides the mechanism
for staff to stop and assess their work, judge its effectiveness, and make decisions about the
coming months. It is a time for re-allocating resources if necessary, and ensuring that the
overall direction is still valid.
Good reporting will require that staff monitor their work and the impact of their work on an
on-going basis, both as a team and with their partners. Monitoring should be an evaluative
process, not a descriptive process, and is a task in which many staff at all levels will require
further training. As staff develop analytical and evaluative skills, and have better
indicators for guiding their judgements about their work, monitoring and reporting will
improve. It is essential to move away from the largely descriptive reporting that
characterises work in many NGOs to a much more self-critical and evaluative style of
thinking and reporting.

2.13 Time and cost of the exercise
It is important to have a reasonably accurate picture of the time spent on this exercise, and
the cost of that time, for a number of reasons. Oxfam must understand that a major financial
investment has been made in strategic planning; for such an investment to have relevance
in the future, further investments will be necessary: in the process, in further
implementation work, and in the monitoring of plans. It will also be important to monitor
the amount of time devoted to the exercise during the next cycle, to assess what changes
occur with experience, and with improved support and training.
The authors believe that almost all staff have greatly underestimated the time that they
and their teams spent on the process. The most detailed records generally indicate
considerable time invested in the exercise; vaguer records generally show less time. Most
people remember how much time they themselves spent, but have difficulty in recalling the
amount of time spent by other members of the team. The majority of staff spent considerable
'hidden' time on strategic planning: time spent late in the evenings, and at weekends, on
discussion and writing, is likely to be unrecorded. This is typical of the way that many
Oxfam staff work, and is a measure of their commitment.
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There are also other hidden costs to Oxfam. The first of these is in the level of stress that
many staff suffered. The second was the effect of this exercise on Oxfam's on-going work.
Staff were informed that strategic planning was a priority for the Division. This meant that
on-going work suffered as a result: programme work was delayed, visits postponed, and so
on. The volume of work affected, and the implications, are impossible to quantify.
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3 THE EXTERNAL CONTEXT: STRATEGIC PLANNING IN OTHER
NGOS AND KEY ISSUES IN THE LITERATURE
Most development NGOs of a size similar to Oxfam's are engaging in strategic planning.
Rapid growth in income in the mid-1980s, and the consequent expansion of the
organisations, have created within these NGOs organisational problems similar to those
that confronted Oxfam. They are compounded by the challenges of increased competition in
fundraising, and increasing demands for NGOs to be accountable to their donors. Strategic
planning has therefore been adopted by many NGOs as a way of defining priorities and
developing greater organisational clarity. This section of the paper draws material from
other NGOs and the literature about Northern NGOs, to provide a wider context within
which to understand and assess Oxfam's planning process.
3.1 Strategic planning in other NGOs
Staff in the Oxfam Planning and Evaluation Unit discussed strategic planning with three
NGOs who have been undergoing a similar exercise: the International Planned Parenthood
Federation (IPPF), Save the Children Fund (SCF UK), and ActionAid. Much can be learned
from the experiences and practice of other organisations; it is vital that NGOs become more
open and share their experiences more freely, and perhaps start to work jointly on key issues
such as strategic planning, methods of monitoring and evaluation, and the development
and use of indicators. Detailed comments on discussions with these NGOs can be found in
Appendix 2. Below are the key learning points.
Key issues
From discussions with three NGOs — IPPF, SCF, and ActionAid — the following critical
issues emerged:
• It is essential for senior managers to provide proper support to strategic planning, and to
be clearly committed to it.
Senior managers in the other NGOs have made a clear commitment to devote time and
effort to the process: to extend their own learning, provide direction, and support the rest of
the organisation. This vital factor is well described in the literature: Garrett 1991, Bryson
1988, and Koteen 1989 all stress the need for commitment to the process from the key
decision makers and opinion leaders.
In IPPF, the Central Council spent considerable time and effort on the development of their
process, and on the development of a Corporate Plan. They took advice readily from their
planners, and were willing to allow field staff to have a direct influence on the formation of
the plan. In SCF, the senior management team also have a strong commitment to strategic
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planning, and their planner is a member of this team. They felt that a comprehensive
adoption of strategic planning throughout all of the SCF Overseas Division at the same time
would be inefficient; instead they have implemented a staged process, whereby seven or
eight field offices plan each year, allowing learning to take place and be fed into other
country processes. They felt that, in this way, field staff could receive full support from
management and specialist staff, and management would have the space to provide it.
• The roles of the planners and the Senior Management Team must be clearly defined at the
beginning of the process.
It is clearly beneficial to define the roles and responsibilities of the planners in relation to
the senior management team at the outset, and for the two groups to work closely together
in designing and implementing a clear process, and in giving advice and support to field
staff. This has evidently been of benefit to both IPPF and SCF, where the planners work
with or are closely linked to the senior management teams. In this way, both management
concerns and planning concerns have come together; there is a two-way flow of advice
between the parties; consistent advice goes to field staff; and they can work together to
identify and address problems.
• Substantial time and resources must be devoted to the strategic planning process.
Both IPPF and SCF have devoted substantial resources and time to the process, recognising
that the exercise is costly, however it is done, and aiming for quality to justify the cost. In
IPPF a consultative process, called Delphi (see Appendix 2), involving the senior
management team and 85 representative staff, was used to develop the Corporate Strategic
Plan. This obviously demanded considerable time and resources, but resulted in the
unanimous adoption of the plan at a Members' conference, with only a few minor changes,
after 18 months' work.
SCF are doing their planning in a staged process, one country from each region
(approximately seven countries) each year. When the initial countries started strategic
planning, many others wanted to join in. Subsequently the senior managers have actively
prevented this, because inadequate guidance and support resulted in plans that did not
fulfil requirements. They prefer to maintain a staged process, so thatfieldteams can receive
sufficient support, and so that learning can be fed back into new processes.
ActionAid are piloting strategic planning in some countries, so that they can learn from and
modify the process before all of theirfieldoffices carry out such planning.
Now that IPPF are carrying out strategic planning in theirfieldoffices, they are supporting
the teams with five-day workshops, and facilitation and guidance either by their own
planners or by consultants brought in to helpfieldteams to question their assumptions and
biases. SCF are also supporting teams in this way. In addition they ran afive-dayworkshop
in Spring 1993 with senior managers and field staff to explore issues and problems that
have arisen out of strategic planning to date.
• Merging corporate plans with field plans is not easy.
These NGOs all recognise that there are problems in trying to combine top-down and
bottom-up plans, and they are unsure how they will be resolved. There is likely to be conflict
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between field concerns and corporate concerns, for instance between fundraising needs and
the areas of work prioritised by staff based in the field. IPPF and SCF are trying to overcome
this by taking more time to conduct an open, transparent, and consensual process in the
creation of their Corporate/Divisional plans. SCF have an urgent need for an overseas
department strategy to assist with, for instance, the current strategic plan for fundraising.
However, they feel that it is not possible to develop a departmental strategy plan quickly,
given that it is a new process and one which will require substantial learning and
experience to be effective. In order to address this problem and make up for the deficit, they
are working at the Divisional level on their core mission statement and organisational
'values', and are feeding in to fundraising the field strategies developed so far, from
completed country strategy papers. So some strategic guidance from the overseas offices is
being fed in, and strategic thinking at the senior management level is taking place, even
without a departmental plan.
At present ActionAid are focusing on the country level for strategic planning. Their senior
management team is working on the development of a clearer and well-constructed mission
statement, and a set of core agency Values'. ActionAid feel that country strategy papers may
not mesh well with corporate concerns at this stage of their practice of strategic planning,
generally because country strategies are too country-specific; and so they have postponed
working on this issue.
• Strategic planning requires evaluation data, so that programmes are based on sound
knowledge, not unsubstantiated opinion.
All of the agencies noted that decisions about programmes require good information, and
that this was lacking in much of their work. They identify this as a key weakness in strategic
planning, and are aware of the need for rigorous evaluations to feed into their knowledge
and understanding of good practice. Poor data mean that discussions about strategic
planning are based on opinions and prejudices rather than fact, and often lead to poor
decision making. SCF may decide to use consultants, as part of the strategic planning
process in the field, to carry out a programme or country review at the beginning. The
resulting information would then be used to guide strategic planning.
• There is a range of strategic planning methodologies and tools to choose from.
All the agencies are trying different models of strategic planning, and using them in
different ways. This highlights the adaptability of strategic planning as a set of useful tools
to assist management at whatever level. All the agencies have found the tools of SWOT
analysis and stakeholder analysis to be very useful. IPPF also use a 'goal worth assessment'
methodology which forces staff to attach values to goals and objectives, thereby enabling
staff to prioritise their aims and areas of work — something which (all the agencies agree)
is extremely difficult for staff at every level.
3.2 Some key issues for Northern-based NGOs in the 1990s
The following list of key developmental (not institutional) issues is drawn from the
literature on the role of Northern NGOs, from the Unit and field plans drawn up by Oxfam
colleagues, and from discussions held in Oxfam over the past two years. The purpose is to
raise issues for debate; some of them have been considered, at least partially, by some
countries and the Divisional plan, others have not. In some cases these themes have been
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touched on, but the issues and assumptions implicit within them have not been examined
and made explicit. This brief presentation is intended to stimulate further discussion.
The issues considered below have emerged after years of development activity by NGOs,
governments, and multilateral agencies which has not achieved real improvements in the
lives of the poor in many developing countries, but rather the reverse. The apparently
inexorable rise in absolute poverty and misery, widespread damage to the natural
environment, the growing impoverishment of women, increasing conflict in many areas,
and the erosion of the most basic state services for millions of people form the context in
most countries where Northern NGOs work. This is a context that requires development
workers to think and rethink their roles and strategies, in the face of so much human
suffering. They need to re-examine and clarify their development theory in order to avoid
being merely responsive, and in order to avoid reinforcing the systems that perpetuate this
suffering. They must challenge the existing theories of development and underdevelopment, especially since many of the existing theories appear to have failed. For
maximum impact, organisations must develop appropriate strategies—and they cannot do
this without their own theory and concepts of development.
What are the causes of poverty, environmental destruction, and social disintegration? How
best can the different participants in the situation — governments, multilateral agencies,
local NGOs, local community-based organisations, international NGOs, and mass
movements (working on issues like peace, women's rights, environmental protection, and
consumers' rights) — contribute to improving the conditions and tackling the causes? What
are the issues?
The role of the state

What is or can be the role of the state in different countries? What stance should Northern
NGOs take towards the state: should it be opposition, uncritical support, or partial support;
or should NGOs try to run limited parallel services? When can the state be a force for
development, and in which contexts?
Multilateral agencies are increasingly keen to privatise the functions of the state and use
NGOs to provide services for the population, drawing on Northern funds, by-passing and
weakening the state. It is essential, then, that Northern NGOs are clear where they stand
on the issue of the viability of the state as a development actor. They must decide whether,
when, and how to put funds and resources into strengthening the state in its delivery of
services and protection of rights, rather than channelling money into parallel structures as
a first choice. They must decide on which aspects of state functions they will support. NGOs
must be aware that their activity generally can weaken the accountability of the state to its
people, and that states can avoid addressing their responsibilities when NGOs take them
over.
Northern NGOs must also be aware that the trend towards the 'privatisation of aid' may
change in the future, as the global context changes. The trading blocs of North America,
Asia, and Europe are becoming increasingly dependent on each other and closed to
outsiders, further marginalising poor countries; the roles of the UN and the World Bank are
changing; there are new development actors, such as Japan, who are beginning to demand
more international influence. It is important not only to catch up with current trends, but to
try to anticipate changes and new directions.
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The role ofNorthern NGOs in relation to Southern organisations
What is the role of Northern NGOs in relation to local NGOs and community-based
organisations and groups? Should Northern NGOs continue to see their role as working
directly with the 'poor' at the grassroots, or is their role increasingly to build up (wherever
possible) and provide support to local organisations through supplying information,
information technology, training and human-resource development, management skills,
advocacy support, and institutional development? Do Northern NGOs have this expertise?
Should they develop it, if they do not? Is this expertise to be directed at local/national NGOs,
or to grassroots groups? Conflict arises here in the uneasy duality between funding and
support, because of the asymmetry of power in the funder/beneficiary relationship, as
opposed to the more equitable role of providing support for Southern activities (Harding
1993).
One dominant assumption is that working with local NGOs is the most strategic way to
work in many situations. This argument is based on the logic that this sector is relevant to
building self-help and countervailing power-bases, and that it is capable of strengthening
civil society and enabling people to take greater control of their own lives (Fowler 1992,
Korten 1990, Uphoff 1986). The only viable way to build sustainable development is said to
be through local organisations, and so the role of external agencies becomes one of helping
them to strengthen themselves, to enable them to work effectively for the poor. The
weaknesses of many of these organisations in numerous countries is acknowledged, in
terms of organisation and leadership and in their own development theory. Northern NGOs
have gone a long way towards reinforcing these problems in Southern NGOs, replicating in
them their own internal weaknesses, and often constraining the development of Southern
NGOs by limiting their relationships to essentially bureaucratic encounters; and by
limiting funding to proj ects (rather than programmes)—both for bureaucratic convenience,
and to meet Northern demands for fundraising packages and measurable successes.
Building local self-reliance may in many ways contradict the long-term continued presence
of Northern NGOs in the South. The debate should focus on identifying the skills which
Northern NGOs need to develop in their own staff, to enable them to build up and support
organisations in the South effectively, and on identifying the other roles which Northern
NGOs should assume in the future, as Southern NGOs become stronger.
While much of the debate focuses on NGOs and community-based organisations, Korten
(1990) stresses a fourth sector: mass movements, whose power-base lies in more active
people's involvement, and the 'professionalism' and 'organisational' imperatives of NGOs
which often tend to exclude people. He suggests that both local and international NGOs
need to network and cooperate with these movements, and in a sense to become more like
them by promoting the active involvement of their own constituencies in the process. He
also argues that Northern NGOs must change or become increasingly irrelevant.
The force of the available evidence does suggest that achieving sustainable development
requires that those closest to the people and based in the country are essential, and that the
role of external agencies must be to undertake the work to strengthen and build up local
NGOs: 'the people's propensity for organising is an immense development resource and
NGOs are an adequate vehicle for tapping it ... NGOs should not be regarded just as a
conduit for funds or a means of implementing programmes, but as a resource in themselves'
(Cernea 1988). Multilateral agencies and governments have taken account of this in their
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increased funding for Southern NGOs, albeit more frequently for service-provision
activities.
However, the move to working through Southern NGOs seems to go against the grain for
many Northern NGO staff, for a number of reasons:
• first, the ideological/personal motivation of the workforce means that staff want direct
contact with the poor, and often mistrust the ability of local NGOs to work closely with
them;
• second, the fund-raising imperative, which demands direct contact with 'the grassroots'
and pictures and human-interest stories for the Northern market (Hanlon 1991);
• and third, the major problems involved in turning around certain local organisations
which lack a real commitment to and contact with poor women and men. It is a crucial
challenge in some countries to pursue such a strategy, but the question is: what else will
ever provide a long-term, sustainable strategy?
If such a strategy is adopted, then Northern NGOs will have to become more transparent
and open in their relationships with Southern organisations, and in their own internal
decision making. In such relationships, there will need to be mutually agreed agendas,
goals, strategies, systems of monitoring and evaluation, and methods of operation.
If this analysis is right, and local NGOs and community-based organisations are crucial to
sustained development, the skill with which a Northern NGO balances the needs of its
varied donors against the needs of recipients is a critical question that may determine on
the one hand the financial survival of the NGO, and on the other the chances of building
lasting change in a given country. Is development best delivered through direct access to 'the
poor' which is often required for fundraising, or by building up local institutions and NGOs?
A theory of development, and the development of strategies

In order to attempt to grapple with these questions, NGOs must have a theory of
development. What is development? What hinders it? What are the causes of poverty and
underdevelopment, and where can leverage best be applied to achieve positive change?
Without clarity on this issue — drawn from a development theory on the nature of the goal
and how to move towards it — it is not possible to develop strategies to address the
problems. To maintain that an organisation has a strategy is to claim that there is a wellthought-out logic behind the way in which it positions its resources. This logic must make
explicit the organisation's assumptions regarding the forces that sustain the
problem/condition it is addressing, and the points of system vulnerability at which an
intervention will create a new and more desirable equilibrium of forces' (Korten 1990, p.
114). Without properly developed strategies, the impact of an organisation is severely
diminished.
Carley and Christie also stress the practical relevance and importance of theory, which is
not an academic exercise but essential for understanding what is happening. They advocate
the need to develop'... theory grounded in experience and experience directed by theoretical
reflection' (Carley and Christie 1992, p. 181).
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The theory and analysis of the causes of poverty determine the kinds of solution proposed,
and NGOs need to grasp the challenges raised by gender-based and environmental
perspectives, and to work through these to a new, alternative understanding and vision of
development.
Development and emergency work

While there are increasing moves in many NGOs to undertake emergency work in ways
which draw from their experience in development work, and on the ground there are no
clear divisions between long-term complex emergencies, recovery work, and development
work, it is still the case that much emergency work remains, of necessity, more top-down,
high-input, and externally run than much development work. Certainly much of the donor
funding promotes a short-term approach, focusing on fast decisions, top-down structures,
and the rapid disbursement of money.
Many writers see a fundamental difference between the staffing, structures, and financing
needed for emergency responses and for development work. The question of how to tackle
these differences and develop a coherent approach remains a critical issue for NGOs.
With the increasing incidence of conflict-related emergencies, the demand for relief work is
rising all the time. Funding from large donors, and often from the public, is more
forthcoming for emergency work. NGOs will have to confront the problems caused by this in
their media and advertising work, in their fundraising, and in their allocation of resources
within the organisation. Writers such as David Korten (1990) fear that the humanitarian
and fundraising imperatives of emergency work might overwhelm some NGOs and remove
them from the arena of developing local capacity and promoting social change; some
practitioners, within Oxfam and elsewhere, see the relationship between development and
emergencies as more complex and multi-faceted than this.
The ways in which NGOs respond to the tensions between fundraising and existing practice
in the fields of emergency and development work will be a critical issue in the next decade.
Gender

Implementing development work from a gender-based perspective is another strategic
concern for the 1990s. Increasingly lip-service is paid to the need to help women to challenge
their oppression and consequent poverty; there is a recognition that development has
served women poorly, often reinforcing their subordinate roles and even taking away the
economic and social status which they held before. This, combined with the rolling back of
state services and the constraints imposed by structural adjustment programmes and cuts
in health, education, transport, and other services, is known to be contributing to the
increasing impoverishment of women. Yet this lip-service has not really been translated in
most NGOs into working from a gender-fair perspective, other than in a piecemeal way.
On an organisational level, taking gender seriously involves rethinking staffing and
recruitment policies, training and induction packages, and the allocation of resources. At a
development level it involves working with gender-sensitive theory and methodologies, and
taking the time to find and work with those progressive forces concerned with addressing
the issues of unequal relations between men and women.
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The strategic issue is the willingness of an NGO to reallocate resources and change ways of
working, within the organisation and outside, in order to put into practice this verbal
commitment to the centrality of gender as a development issue. There are major
implications for changes in attitudes, approach, and practices (Williams 1993).
Environment and sustainable development
The issue of sustainability is also critical: not just financial sustainability, but questions of
who has access to and control over resources, how resources change over time, and how to
ensure that the resource base does not become exhausted. Many observers see this as the
most critical issue for the future.
The development theory, methodology, and tools of analysis associated with theories of
sustainable development, like thinking about gender, demand different ways of analysing
and discussing the causes of poverty, and new ways of addressing them — both in
development and within organisations.
Working to build sustainable development demands new ways of working and new
organisational forms, characterised by listening, learning, learning from mistakes, working
in more flexible and adaptable groupings, building alliances, and developing 'reflective
practitioners' (Carley and Christie 1992). As with gender, the implications for making
changes, internally and externally, are significant, and require a major commitment.
Influencing policy
Following the limited success of much development work on the ground, there has been a
growing recognition that NGOs have a wider role to play at the policy-making level and in
changing the international agenda which determines the conditions of life in so many
countries. Increasingly NGOs in the North have taken up (and been encouraged by
Southern NGOs to take up) a role in the area of advocacy and lobbying. In fact there is
considerable pressure from the South for Northern NGOs to stay in the North, to build on
their comparative advantage of access to Northern policy makers. This was clearly spelled
out in the Manila Convention and is now an established part of the development agenda.
However, there is an issue about the relative proportions of time and money to be invested
in work on the ground and in advocacy and communications work, and how time and money
should be spent in order to achieve the maximum impact on poverty. The jury is still out on
the question of what is the most effective way of making a positive impact on the conditions
of poverty for the greatest number; the quest for an answer is hindered by the lack of
evidence of success, and the failure of much development work and advocacy work. Much
more systematic monitoring and evaluation work needs to be done before this issue can be
resolved.
It must be a strategic issue for the 1990s to determine the effectiveness of different
approaches and working at different levels, and therefore to decide how best to allocate
resources between them; for example, how much money to allocate to building up
institutions at the country or village level, and how much to invest in policy-influencing
work. Policy-influencing work in the North and, increasingly, in the South, and also work to
facilitate Southern access to Northern policy debates, aimed at ensuring that the Southern
voice is heard, need to be evaluated, and successes should be built on. (Northern NGOs may
also need to challenge restrictions on their activities in areas such as UK Charity Law.)
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Such decisions, especially on whether to lobby internationally, regionally, or nationally,
require a clear analysis of where the causes of poverty lie and where there are openings to
affect and change these causes.
Competition versus co-operation?

It is clear at the moment that NGOs in the UK, and in the North as a whole, see their
survival very much in terms of creating a competitive market niche for themselves, with the
imperative of raising money in a difficult fundraising climate. Some have opted to become
'service deliverers' (or public-service sub-contractors) for large donors, and are thus
involved in the continued privatisation of the state, and weakening of state functions in the
South. They can thus no longer lobby for changes in aid patterns or the need to rebuild the
capacity of the state, but rather participate in the 'recolonisation' of, for example, Africa, by
spending Northern aid through Northern-controlled channels for the people of the South.
Others, who do not want to take this route, are bidding for funds in a highly competitive
market, and increasingly the ethics of business competition are permeating the thinking
and ethos of NGOs.
What is the likely impact of this trend when competition continues in the field — in
development and emergency work — as it does with few exceptions? It is surely
inconceivable that the multiple, complex, and deep-rooted causes of poverty are best tackled
by myriads of separate organisations, each doing its own work according to its own agendas,
set by its fundraising imperative, its ideology, and its staff. 'Countries with a weak
institutional base, exposed to multiple donors' institutional development efforts —
sometimes contradictory — and presenting conflicting guidance, face a potential
nightmare' (Carley and Christie 1992, p. 157).
A crucial strategic issue is when and to what extent can a Northern NGO build alliances and
work co-operatively with other Northern funders and Southern NGOs? (Wilson 1992,
Christie and Carley 1992, Fowler 1992). Northern NGOs administer finances that are
similar in size to World Bank loans to the poorest countries, yet the impact of this finance,
which amounts to several billion dollars a year, is greatly diminished by competition and
lack of co-ordination. For NGOs to increase their impact, or to have any viable impact at all,
they must collaborate with each other at all levels: from developing staff guidelines, to
planning, to lobbying. Such collaboration must take place at a global level also.
How can moves be made from this intense and negative competition to a more integrated cooperative approach which may have more chance of making an impact on the enormous
problems which NGOs are trying to tackle?
Support versus funding
This issue involves deciding what is the appropriate role for a Northern NGO, and how best
to achieve it, understanding that the funding and support roles are different, not easily
compatible, and often in direct contradiction to each other. Trying to work with the two roles,
as funder and support agency, can be problematic, given that they require different staff
levels and staff skills, different procedures, different ratios of grant to administration, and
different concerns and contents.
Many Northern-based NGOs are moving increasingly into 'support' roles (for the reasons
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given above), but without examining the staffing levels and skills required to deliver, for
example, organisational or institutional support for local organisations and NGOs, nor
considering whether existing organisations within the country are better placed, or
potentially better placed, for the delivery of support. If the decision is taken to follow the
support route, this has major implications for recruitment, staff training, procedures,
ratios, the use of staff time, and relations with partners and other organisations. The
strategic issue here is: what is the most appropriate and effective role for a particular NGO
to play, given its past experience, skill profile, ideology, and analysis of how best to bring
about change, within the specific country context? As agencies shift from the funding role to
more of a support role, questions need to be asked about whether they are the most
appropriate source of that support in that context; whether they are able to form the
necessary relationships, given their past funding role; and, if so, whether they have the
necessary skills and technical expertise to deliver support effectively.
Creating an adaptable, flexible workforce

Flexibility is essential to survival in a fast-changing and complex environment. The critical
issues that NGOs must address now are how to devolve decision making to the most
appropriate level, where staff can best respond to changes in the environment; how to
develop a skilled workforce, capable of living with uncertainty and change, willing to make
mistakes and learn from them, open to strategic thinking and working. The need to develop
the appropriate staff skills to become a learning organisation, open to new ideas and
directions, monitoring and evaluating in order to learn from experience, able to monitor the
external environment and respond accordingly, will require significant humandevelopment resources. How best to fund and deliver such training/development and
provide on-going support to staff are critical strategic issues in the 1990s.
These issues seem to encompass many of the more detailed questions that Oxfam has been
trying to grapple with, and not all of them can be addressed now. In trying to frame some
questions at this level, drawing on both Oxfam's own material and ideas from the literature,
it is hoped to contribute to the continuing debate about the identity and roles of Northern
NGOs in the 1990s.
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4

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In this section it is intended to draw out some of the main lessons that have been learned to
date from the strategic planning process, and to highlight some of the issues that need to be
further worked on and resolved in future. These conclusions, while drawing heavily on
Oxfam's experience, focus on the general issues of strategic planning in NGOs, and are
intended for a wide range of readers. Conclusions and recommendations specifically for
Oxfam have been presented elsewhere (footnote to the internal Strategic Planning Review
Paper, 1993).
It should always be borne in mind that the over-arching reason for undertaking strategic
planning is to improve the performance of an organisation in fulfilling its tasks during
turbulent and changing times.
4.1 The essential components of effective strategic planning
Clarity ofpurpose
Strategic planning is a management tool, and it can be used for a number of purposes. There
is a range of methods associated with strategic planning which can be used in business and
in NGOs. It is essential, before an organisation embarks on strategic planning, for it to
clarify its expectations of the exercise, and to ask whether those expectations are realistic,
and what is the key purpose of the exercise.
Strategic planning can all too easily become a catch-all for attempting to address a wide
range of problems facing NGOs. From the outset, senior management must decide what
they want strategic planning to achieve, be sure that their expectations are achievable and
relevant to the organisation, and then communicate this purpose to all the staff.
Confusion about the purpose, or too wide a range of purposes, causes confusion within the
organisation, can make the choice of appropriate methods difficult, and lead to outcomes
that may be disappointing.
A recognition that strategic planning is only one tool of strategic management
Strategic planning alone cannot achieve much for an organisation, unless the other
elements of strategic management are in place, or are in the process of being put in place.
The most important of these elements include:
• Good information systems about the internal working of the organisation and also about
the external world; good management information systems; and good external
monitoring.
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• Senior managers who work not at an operational level, but at a strategic level which gives
them an overview; and managers who delegate authority and responsibility as far down
the line-management systems as possible — giving authority to staff with operational
responsibility to structure their work and their teams, make decisions, and make changes
without having to refer 'up the line'.
• Human-resource development at all levels. It is essential to develop leaders who are good
at 'investigating, thinking, planning, and lead on to coaching, influencing and
counselling others' (Garrett 1991, p. 31) and who enable their staff to get on with the
'doing5. It is also essential to have a well-trained, competent staff who can cope with
change, admit to mistakes, and take essential decisions.
• Good monitoring and evaluation systems for assessing the quality and impact of the work
being undertaken by the organisation, and those organisations that it funds. On the basis
of this information, judgements can be confidently made about strengths and weaknesses
and how to build on good work.
• A learning environment which encourages the open discussion of mistakes, and where
staff are able to take risks and learn from past failures.
Clarity about roles and responsibilities
This applies particularly to the roles and responsibilities of the planning staff and the
managers, and to the question of which team members are to be involved in strategic
planning.
To work well, planning staff and managers need to have a close working relationship, with
open channels of communications and access, and to know which functions are to be
performed by which staff. Without this, there is a danger of making decisions that are not
informed by planning needs, or conversely by management needs, and the clarity of purpose
and methods can get lost.
All staff in the organisation need to be clear about whether or not they have a role to play in
strategic planning, and, if so, what that role is. For example, most staff will be involved in
discussions of context and distinctive competence, but not all staff will be involved when it
comes to making decisions about priorities. All staff, including all support staff, need to be
clear about the degree to which they will be involved in strategic planning, and what is being
expected of them and offered to them. Teams can make their own decisions about this, and
decisions may depend on the context: a very small office or team may decide to include all
staff in strategic planning; a large team with staff spread over a wide geographical area may
decide to involve only programme staff and not administrative staff. What is important is
that decisions about roles and involvement are made at the outset and communicated
clearly to all staff.
This also applies to strategic planning at different levels. Field staff need to know what role,
if any, they have in working directly on the divisional plan; divisional staff need to know
whether they are to have any involvement in the overall organisational plan. Staff also need
to know, once plans at the top are drawn up, what role, if any, they have in discussing or
negotiating these. Lack of clarity about any of these issues can cause staff to lose their
commitment to the strategic planning process.
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Time, money, and support
Strategic planning is a costly undertaking for an organisation, and perhaps should not be
undertaken, unless there is a willingness to commit substantial resources of money and
staff time to the process at the outset. Over time, as staff become familiar with a strategic
way of working, the time taken should lessen dramatically.
Successful strategic planning requires that senior managers put a great deal of time into
working as a team, developing an overall framework within which all strategic planning will
take place. This framework needs to be clear, and its status unambiguous, so that staff know
whether adhering to the overview is mandatory or whether it is simply there as a guide.
The organisation will need to ensure that other tasks are dropped, to enable overworked
staff to find the time and the resources to give to this work. Specialist support staff and
managers must be able to give the time and support to the field staff that is required during
strategic planning; where external facilitators or consultants are to be brought in, the
organisation must ensure that time is taken to brief them adequately about the nature of
the strategic planning process in that organisation, and what the purpose of the plan is, and
how it is to be used. Otherwise facilitators may work with teams on strategic planning
approaches and methods not appropriate to the organisation's purpose.
Training
Enough time must be allowed for staff training at all levels, and the time needed should be
determined by the trainers, taking into account what has to be achieved. The organisation
must be able to fund this training, and enable staff to find the time to attend. Again, over
time the training requirement will diminish, though in NGOs with a high turnover of staff
based overseas, on-going training will always be a cost to the organisation.
Strategic planning often highlights the need of staff for training in other areas, especially
monitoring and evaluation, techniques of report writing, skills of analysis, and
understanding of different approaches to development. Because a strategic way of working
relies so heavily on a skilled, motivated, and informed workforce, more time and effort will
need to be spent on training, and on other methods of human-resource development such as
exchange visits, sabbaticals for study, time for reading, seminars, and newsletters.
Good information
The need for good information on which to base judgements about impact, effectiveness,
sustainability, strengths, and weaknesses has been mentioned earlier under 'strategic
management', but is so important that it is worth stating it again. Without good monitoring
and evaluation systems, strategic planning can be based only on intuition, staff perceptions,
and prejudices. Data about how time and money are being spent, and with what effect, are
essential to strategic planning, which involves putting limited resources to maximum use.
This is an area of weakness for many NGOs, and one where more work is needed. This work
needs to include a better understanding of the range of methods for monitoring and
evaluation, training staff to evaluate their own work and the work of the organisations they
support, and developing criteria for assessing impact, even in complex areas such as
advocacy and awareness building.
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Prioritisation
Strategic planning is about prioritisation, yet this is something which staff in many NGOs
find difficult, especially if they work in agencies where 'responsiveness' is seen to be
essential to the agency's way of working.
It can be a salutary exercise for staff to move from an analysis of complex environments,
where the needs of the poor are often so vast and inter-related and the problems of poverty
are often overwhelming, to decide to work with only a few partners, or only in one or two
geographical areas, or only in two or three sectors: it helps to highlight the mismatch
between the needs of poor people, what staff would like to do to promote change, and the
realities of what can be achieved with a small team and budgets which are tiny in relation to
the problems. Staff are obliged to think about what is possible, rather than what they would
like to do. The act of prioritising obliges NGOs to acknowledge their limitations — and the
difficulty of doing this, both emotional and intellectual, should not be underestimated.
It is by no means easy to be sure about the interventions which will make a difference to
world poverty in the 1990s, and the difficulty is compounded by the relative lack of data on
the impact of work in the past, and the lack of co-ordination between the work of NGOs. But
the task of making decisions about what to focus on is essential if NGOs are not to dissipate
energy and spread themselves too thinly to make any real difference.
The needs of field staff

Field staff have particular needs during a strategic planning exercise:
• Clarity about the purpose of the exercise, and about the use to which the plans which they
produce will be put.
• Understanding of the relationship between their plans and the overall organisational/
divisional plan.
• Clarity about the framework/overview (if one is produced from the top) and a clear
knowledge about the extent of their autonomy and the degree to which they have to follow
policies and priorities set from the top.
• Clear guidelines describing what the process is, and how to approach it, with detailed
guidance — providing examples — and suggested formats.
• Adequate training.
• Appropriate support, from their managers or specialist support staff, or from external
(well briefed) facilitators, or other agencies, or regional meetings, or visits to the head
office.
• Good, regular channels of communication between themselves and offices in their region
and the UK to convey news of developments, new information, and feedback on progress.
• Advance notice of each stage of the process, and notification of the outcomes of each stage.
• Forums for discussing and reviewing the final organisational or divisional plan.
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4.2 Unresolved issues, and aspects which require more work by NGOs
Strategic planning is a new area of work for UK-based NGOs and, while much can be
learned and used from the business sector and from NGO experience of strategic planning
in the USA, there are aspects of it which NGOs will have to develop further, and tensions
within strategic planning that will need to be resolved in the future.
Strategic planning is essentially part of an on-going process
It is an exercise which needs to be open to new ideas and the possibilities of change. But
plans are written down, they are approved and accepted, and they are used as part of the
budget-allocation process. This inevitably means that there is a tendency for the plans to
become blueprints, rather than general maps setting broad and changeable directions. The
contradiction between the process and the written plan is one that requires more work
before a way of resolving it, or of achieving an appropriate balance, will become clear.
Related to this is the tension between strategic planning and work planning. Work plans are
often used as a blueprint and used to judge the performance of teams and individuals. Ways
need to be found to develop and use work plans as a process, rather than a blueprint, and
there is a need to clarify the relationship between a strategic plan and work plans. There are
many related issues which require more work.
Strategic planning for rapid change?
In the business sector, strategic planning is done to promote rapid organisational changes.
But NGOs are not businesses, and they have many relationships — with governments,
partners, and staff—which actually prohibit very rapid changes of direction or focus. NGOs
must honour such agreements and respect long-standing relationships, while at the same
time finding ways to be more flexible and make changes when necessary. While NGOs are
always described as 'flexible', in fact many of them cannot make major changes of policy or
direction very quickly: they have to consult widely, and honour and listen to the people they
are engaged with.
Again, this is an aspect on which further work needs to be done, to see how far NGOs could
be more flexible and how far the nature of the work will always mean that, beyond
emergencies, NGOs have to move quite slowly.
Problems inherent in a democratic style of working
In strategic planning which is done in a top-down, bottom-up way, there is a tension between
the need for all decisions to be discussed up and down the line, and the need for difficult
decisions to be made, and priorities to be set, which some staff will not want to accept.
Mechanisms for resolving conflicts, for allowing participation and yet enabling difficult
decisions to be made, have not yet been set up by NGOs; work needs to be done to find ways
to accommodate all these requirements within the strategic planning process, and to find
where the balance between them should lie.
Incorporating gender
Incorporating gender-fair policies is critical in development, and something which many
NGOs claim is a priority for them. Ways must be found to incorporate the methods and
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approaches used in gender-sensitive planning and evaluation into agencies' strategic
planning framework. This requires senior managers and planners to be aware of genderrelated issues, and to work closely with gender specialists within the organisation — or
outside it — to develop tools which adequately incorporate an understanding of gender into
the organisation's mandate and its analysis of the context and the causes of poverty, and
which enable the organisation to ensure that all strategic plans are written from a genderbased perspective.
Work must continue on developing ways of generating gender-sensitive indicators for
measuring success, and using approaches and methods in monitoring and evaluation which
ensure that the needs and perspectives of women as well as men are considered and taken
into account.
The role ofpartners / counterparts
For organisations like Oxfam which work through other organisations — 'partners' or
'counterparts' — one crucial question is whether (and to what extent) they should
undertake strategic planning jointly with partners. Or should they do strategic planning
alone and then present the results to partners and prospective partners, so that they will
know exactly what the donor's agenda is? Is strategic planning a tool for increasing NGOs'
transparency and accountability, or is it a tool for working together with counterparts to
increase teamwork, solidarity, and the legitimacy of the Northern funding NGO?
Co-operation among Northern NGOs
A second crucial question is: can Northern NGOs start to work together on strategic
planning? Are NGOs in the North going to cling to their separate identities and ways of
working, their separate donor bases and constituencies, or will they decide that it is more
effective for them and their partners — Southern NGOs, community organisations, and
individuals — to start working and planning jointly on certain issues, or for certain
countries/sectors?
The need for objective, relevant criteria for strategic planning
Much more work needs to be done within many NGOs to develop criteria upon which to base
decisions about priorities, budget allocation, and future direction. In the past many NGOs
have relied on history, tradition, and individual judgement when making key decisions
about where to work and what to focus on. Strategic planning requires the development of
open, accountable criteria on which to base key decisions, and this is an area where many
NGOs flounder and where more work is needed.

4.3 Concluding comments
Oxfam has undergone a major strategic planning process, and many changes can be seen in
the organisation as a result. Considerable skills have been developed by staff, and a great
deal of learning has taken place at all levels in the organisation. Many mistakes were made,
and there are still many critical issues that remain to be answered. However, this major
piece of work is a firm base on which strategic planning can be undertaken in the future. It
is vital that Oxfam continues down the path of strategic management, to build on this work
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and to develop an organisation and a skilled work-force able to cope with the challenges of
the years ahead.
It is hoped that, by openly sharing this experience and the lessons learned, other NGOs may
benefit from Oxfam's work, and avoid making the same mistakes. On this basis, likeminded NGOs may be able to work together to solve some of the complex issues involved in
strategic planning, and develop it into a tool that will produce improved relations with
organisations in the South, and better work on the ground around the world.
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APPENDIX 1: CHART SHOWING OXFAM POSTS REFERRED TO IN THIS PAPER

APPENDIX 2: STRATEGIC PLANNING IN IPPF, SCF, AND
ACTIONAID
1 International Planned Parenthood Federation
IPPF initiated their strategic planning process by developing their 'Corporate' plan first,
rather than by building up from Country Plans — a process which Oxfam has attempted to
do. The Central Council of IPPF decided that the development of a Mission statement and
key goals for the organisation would be the most appropriate way to start. Their decision
was based on the recognition that some level of consensus would be required throughout the
Federation, and that this would be best achieved by looking for agreement at the
organisational level, as a basis for the eventual formation of country plans.
Agreement at the Federation or organisational level is made at the Members' Assembly,
where representatives of member associations from six world regions meet to discuss,
debate, and reach agreement on plans. In the past, the Members' Assembly would agree a
Three Year Plan composed of a set of recommended actions designed to guide the work of the
Federation until the next Assembly, in three years' time. Agreement on such plans was
achieved relatively easily, but it was recognised that agreement on a strategic plan to take
the Federation forward into the 1990s would be more contentious. To enable such
agreement to take place, it was decided that a consultative process would be adopted with
representatives of the Federation's main constituencies, by means of a 'Delphi' process.
Such a process is used when groups of people, who meet only infrequently, must gather at
some point to agree on important and possibly contentious issues within an organisation.
Delphi is essentially a series of questionnaires, the first asking broad questions, and further
questionnaires which build on previous responses, until slowly some consensus has been
approached among the participants. In the case of IPPF, written responses to a series of
survey questionnaires were used as a means of reaching consensus on the Mission and
major Goals of the IPPF Strategic Plan.
Their survey began with an in-depth review of the current environment of the Federation
and its member Family Planning Associations, and the identification of 17 pressing issues
which could affect IPPF's future viability as a leading worldwide family planning
organisation. The survey questionnaires were sent to 85 people worldwide, including all
members of the Central Council, and representative groupings of staff from the regions,
Family Planning Associations, and the International Office.
The first part of the survey asked staff to comment on the 17 issue statements, and to select
from them the five most important to be addressed by the IPPF strategic plan. The other
parts asked staff to comment on eight draft Mission Statements for the Federation, along
with a set of Goals designed to fulfil this mission. The responses were subsequently
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amalgamated to form a second draft of the Mission statement, now made up of six
statements, and the major goals of the proposed plan.
The second and final survey asked for further comments and refinements to the Mission
statement and Goals of the plan. It also asked for participants' views on a set of
programmatic objectives and action areas within the plan. Responses to the survey then
reflected the majority view of the participants regarding the future direction of the
organisation, its Mission, major Goals, and priorities for the 1990s.
The results then formed the basis of the Federation's Strategic Plan, which was taken to the
Members' Assembly in New Delhi in 1992. It was recognised that such a draft reflected the
consensus views of only a small group of 'representatives' of the different tiers of the
Federation, and, as such, the draft was open to debate at the assembly. The Strategic Plan
was adopted with only very minor changes at the Members' Assembly.
There are three conditions required for such a process to be successful: adequate time, both
for the process and for participant response, high participant motivation, and participant
skills in written communication. The IPPF process took 18 months to reach agreement on a
strategic plan at the Federation level. Out of the original group of 85 participants in the
survey, only 56 responded; this is apparently a good response rate for such a survey.
It should be noted that the plan, in the opinion of IPPF, has not become a grey amalgam of
diverse opinions. They feel that some areas of the plan include radical change for the
organisation. The mandate of the Federation has been extended beyond what was perceived
as a narrow focus on family planning and contraception, to the promotion of sexual and
reproductive health for all, and linked also to the issue of unsafe abortion (a contentious and
emotive issue in a number of countries). The development of the plan forced some
prioritisation to be made in the selection of important issues. However, the final issues
identified in the plan as being the most important are not prioritised at the country level, in
an effort to recognise the variety of local conditions and the variety of possible responses to
differing issues.
Country Family Planning Associations are now writing their own plans within the
Federation's framework of the Strategic Plan. It is expected that the plan is broad enough to
allow countriesflexibility,but also to enable them to prioritise along the lines of the overall
Plan. Contentious issues such as unsafe abortion maybe less of a priority for some countries
where the Associations must operate within cultural and legal constraints, but the issue can
be addressed in less conflictive ways by, for example, documentation and information
provision. The point is that different contexts require different activities to meet the parts
of the goals that they can address.
Key points

There are some key lessons for Oxfam here.
1 The Central Council was unanimous in its adoption of and support for the strategic
planning process. This included the provision of a proper link between the planner and the
Council. The planner, in consultation with the Council, designed the process adopted, and
wrote the initial mission statements and the 17 key issues.
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2 IPPF is willing to invest time and resources in the process to ensure the quality of the
outcome.
3 IPPF included in the process a substantial commitment to strategic planning at the
country level through training: holding five-day workshops, providing facilitators to
question the assumptions and biases within teams, and so on.
4 Tools: The strategic planning technique being used throughout the Federation is one that
requires the planner to quantify the Goals and Objectives in the Plan according to the
impact they will have on the attainment of the organisation's mission. This is a major
departure from the Strengths/Weaknesses/Opportunities/Threats (SWOT) approach,
which had traditionally led the organisation to do more of what it had done in the past, i.e.
planning to do things right, but not necessarily planning to do the right things.
5 As for Oxfam, IPPF have yet to address the problems of bringing the plans of the
organisation and those of the countries together. It does seem, however, that the
transparency in the formation of the Organisational plan, and its unanimous adoption by
all the Member Associations, provide a good basis for resolving any future conflict that may
arise.
6 IPPF recognise that a key challenge in their strategic planning lies in knowing what is
good practice in their work, and what is not. The deficiency lies in limited evaluation
coverage and sometimes in poor evaluations, with no rigorous learning taking place from
past practice.
(From interviews with Marilyn Wilson, Planner at IPPF, and material provided by her.)
2 Save the Children Fund
SCF are similar to Oxfam in their strategic planning process, in that they intend to build
their Overseas Department plan from the bottom up, ensuring that the field staff are
included in the process, and that their views form the basis of the Overseas Department
Plan. Recent re-structuring in SCF, and a change in personnel, have led to the adoption of a
more strategic approach by management. The UK section of SCF completed their strategic
planning some time ago. The Senior Management Team of the Overseas Department of SCF,
of which the planner is a member, decided from the outset that a complete adoption of
strategic planning globally, and all at the same time, would be too disruptive and inefficient.
They intend to take considerably more time than Oxfam to carry out strategic planning for
the Overseas Department as a whole. Their aim is to ensure that the field are adequately
supported by management, training, and other services, and that lessons are learnt along
the way and introduced into later country processes. They also feel that the development of
strategic thinking at the country level is the most important priority.
The process they developed was one whereby one country per region per year (around seven
countries in all) would prepare Country Strategy Papers. Such papers are similar to
Oxfam's Country Strategic Plans, although with less emphasis on activities and workplanning, since these are addressed by an existing system of yearly work-plans. The
Country Strategy Paper has a five-year timespan in mind, and is intended to provide the
rationale underlying the work which SCF does in a country. Strategic issues are identified,
and overall objectives formulated, thereby providing a framework and direction for their
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work. This also enables progress to be monitored at annual Regional Review and Planning
meetings. SCF emphasises the strategic nature of their papers, and aims to allow for annual
reporting/reviews and thereby the opportunity for adjustments in strategy to be made.
There are two main elements of preparation of SCF Country Strategy Papers. The first is
the Country Situation Analysis, where the nature of the problems facing children is
described, including the context in which they are occurring; followed by an analysis to
reveal why such conditions for children exist. SCF also carry out a SWOT analysis, looking
at the SCF itself, its strengths and weaknesses, resources and skills, its distinctive
competence, the likely returns on investment, and so on. This analysis also includes looking
at the constraints on possible actions and the opportunities presented within the existing
context. Essentially the whole analysis is concerned with addressing and analysing the
needs, opportunities, and trends presented within a country and the policies, competencies,
and experiences which SCF can bring to a given situation within the organisation's overall
'values and principles'.
The next element is the identification of strategic issues arising from the above analysis,
and the development of a strategy to address those issues, i.e. a series of objectives which
will help in the choice of a future pattern of work.
The process has taken three years so far, and SCF expect to complete the cycle of Country
Strategy Papers in two more years. The Overseas Department will then prepare its own
Strategy Paper. SCF are penalised in this lengthy process by the lack of an Overseas
Department Paper with which to guide not only the overseas offices, but also, for instance,
the fundraisers. What SCF have done instead, to make up for this deficit, is considerable
work, in parallel to country strategic planning, on the development and clarification of their
core 'values and principles', their Mission statement. A global strategic issues workshop
was planned to take place in July 1993, with the intention of debating issues arising from
papers, attended by headquarters staff and overseas offices who have completed their
strategy papers. So some strategic guidance for the overseas department is being developed,
and strategic thinking at the management level is taking place, even without a
Departmental Plan.
Key points
1 As for IPPF, the Senior Management Team in SCF are in full support of strategic
planning, and devote substantial amounts of their time to the process. The planner makes
up their team, and — although it is not a prerequisite for planning — this partly expresses
SCF's concern to ensure that the process works.
2 SCF have devoted substantial time to the process, at the cost of the possible benefits that
may come from having an Overseas Department Strategic Plan in place at an earlier stage.
3 SCF have invested considerable resources in this exercise. They have defined the key
strategic unit at the country level, and offer the country support and also financing for the
use of consultant researchers, facilitators, and increased training. In fact when SCF started
their staged process of strategic planning, other countries started to join in; their SMT took
the position that these countries would have to wait their turn, since the quality of the
Country Strategy Papers dropped, due to the diminished support available.
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4 SCF have recognised the need to develop and improve guidelines and working tools to aid
the strategic planning process, especially in prioritisation. To this end they planned a
workshop in April 1993, attended by their equivalent of Oxfam's senior management team,
with some middle managers, to look at support requirements, guidelines, and tools for
future planning. A CSP Support Pack was finalised in 1994.
5 The Overseas Department senior management team employed John Harris, from the
London School of Economics, to critique the Country Strategy Papers produced so far. He
found that most plans were inadequate in their analysis, were not strategic (were too
operational), and their analysis led to different issues being identified from those adopted.
These lessons are now being incorporated in strategic planning in countries starting the
process, and will be fed back into reviews of the existing country strategy papers.
6 As for IPPF, a key challenge in strategic planning lies in knowing what is good practice in
development work, and what is not. The deficiency lies in limited evaluation coverage and
the lack of rigorous learning from past practice. Some of the beneficial effects of doing
strategic planning for overseas staff have been that they have become more aware of the
need for proper evaluation of their programmes, and are more aware of the need to look
more closely at impact in the long term. Staff are also starting to ask more questions about
their work, such as: why are we doing this?
(From an interview with Mike Edwards, planner at SCF, and materials provided by him.)
3 ActionAid
ActionAid's Planning and Reporting System (APRS) was first introduced in 1988. The
system is based on a management model in which the Development Area (DA) or Project is
viewed as the basic decision-making and management unit. (Within the DA/Project there
can be further levels of decision making.) The Country Office provides strategic direction,
co-ordination, support, and supervision to the DA/Projects.
The APRS is central to ActionAid's management and accountability system. The building
blocks of the system include:
• a clear justification for undertaking long-term commitments in any country or
development area (Country and DA Appraisal documents);
• a comprehensive understanding of AA's strategies in achieving its mission in any country
(Country Strategy Paper);
• a well-researched long-term plan to work in a specific development area (Long-Term
Perspective);
• a systematic schedule of reviews to measure and analyse the results of the work
(Programme Reviews);
• regular short-term planning and reporting (Annual Plans and Budgets and Budgets and
Reports).
These measures are designed to be backed up by baseline surveys of identified target
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beneficiaries and comprehensive coverage analysis, to ensure the focused impact of
development work on communities/beneficiaries and a system of monitoring and
evaluation, based on relevant indicators of outcome and impact.
There are two main components of the APRS, covering country-level planning and
reporting, and agency-wide planning and reporting.
Elements of agency-wide planning and reporting include Divisional Plans, three-year
rolling plans, and Annual Reviews. The agency's Medium-term Plan is largely based on the
International Division's Plan, which is in turn based on individual country programme
plans (i.e. a rolling three-year financial resource plan).
The relationship between these different elements is represented in a schematic form in
Figure 4.
Figure 4: Planning and reporting system, ActionAid
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