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For my family—I love you, a lot; and for all the leaders working 
hard to create a better world—those I have had the pleasure of 
working with, and those I have yet to meet, this one’s for you.
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IntroduCtIon

it has been described as “one of the noblest and best things we 
have ever done as a species”—  stopping one of humankind’s 

most gruesome killers, globally feared and responsible for the 
deaths of more than half a billion people. It was an incredible feat. 
D.A. Henderson, an American physician and epidemiologist, led 
the charge to eradicate smallpox with the help of hundreds of thou-
sands of people around the world, from illiterate workers in rural 
villages to specialist surgeons. It is hard today to grasp the scale 
of this undertaking, its urgency and importance. Very few of us 
remember or understand just how brutal and devastating smallpox 
was. This heroic feat required innovation and collaboration. But 
most of all, it required focus. After years of discussing the possibil-
ity, the World Health Organization set a  ten-  year goal in 1967 to 
eradicate  smallpox—  a goal known as Target Zero (zero cases of 
smallpox). The goal seemed  outrageous—  inconceivable. It was also 
 spine-  tingling and, critically, a goal focused on outcomes. “Target 
Zero . . .  emphasized that the goal was not millions of vaccinations 
but zero cases of smallpox,” noted Henderson.1 Ten years later, the 
last known case of smallpox was recorded, and in 1980 smallpox 
was declared eradicated, saving sixty million lives and counting.

Why do some leaders succeed in changing the world while others  
struggle to point to their impact? What links the eradication of small-
pox, the housing of one hundred thousand homeless Americans, and 
the dramatic reduction in  drunk-  driving fatalities? The leaders of 
these efforts shared a  laser-  like focus on their respective goals.

These leaders discovered the power of making the choice to 
be something to someone, rather than trying to be everything to 
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x Introduction

everyone. Organizations that change the world share one critical 
feature. They systematically identify and target their efforts in their 
sweet  spot—  the intersection between what they are good at, what 
the world needs, and what works.

why are Missions out  
of Control?

Does your organization lack focus? If so, you are not alone. Mis-
sions get out of control for three reasons. First, organizations are 
operating in an increasingly competitive funding environment. 
Second, many programs start by addressing symptoms rather than 
root causes. Finally, most social sector leaders have a hard time 
saying no. The result is mission creep, and with it, diluted impact 
and exhausted leaders.

The demand for nonprofit and public services is growing at 
an incredible pace around the world, but as the size of the sector 
grows, so does the competition for funding. This means many 
organizations follow the money. Perhaps an organization exists  
to raise funds for prostate cancer research, but finds out that there 
is a grant for raising awareness about the disease. The organiza-
tion needs the resources, and this seems somewhat related, so with-
out too much  soul-  searching it bids and succeeds. Over time, the 
organization’s leaders continue to do this, adding services, and 
before they know it the nonprofit has moved from being a  research- 
 funding organization to being a  direct-  service,  awareness-  raising, 
lobbying, and  research-  funding organization. This is not inherently 
a bad thing, but if its initial focus was to research cures for prostate 
cancer, and its efforts have been pulled in multiple different direc-
tions, the result is mission creep, lost focus, and potentially diluted 
 impact—  and how much closer is a cure?

Many organizations start their lives with a narrow focus or 
activity in response to a clear need. Consider a food pantry. Per-
haps a group of individuals in the local community notice that they 
have neighbors who are going hungry. They get together and start 
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 Introduction xi

providing food to those in need. Before long, it becomes appar-
ent that many of the people who are coming for food have other 
 needs—  housing, clothing, employment, and so on. So the food 
pantry starts offering referrals to homeless shelters and collect-
ing clothing donations to give to its clients. They start providing 
job training. While all these activities are useful and worthwhile, 
what is not clear is whether this food pantry is the best organiza-
tion to be meeting these needs. It has gone wide in its services, and 
certainly helped people along the way. But has this increase in the 
breadth of services enabled it to better meet the initial need? Are 
there still people in its community going hungry?

Considering root problems is wise. It is smart to make sure you 
are not just addressing a symptom (lack of access to food) if there 
is an underlying issue (unemployment) that in turn may be a symp-
tom of an even deeper issue (lack of educational opportunities), 
and so on. It is worthwhile to go deeper and ask yourself if there is 
more you could be doing to address this issue. However, the prob-
lem is that most organizations do not prioritize their activities as 
a result of this thinking, but simply add one activity on top of the 
other. Instead of choosing to reallocate resources to  higher-  impact 
activities or referring clients with needs to other specialized organi-
zations, most nonprofits and governments try to do it all and then 
create longer and more expansive mission statements to encompass 
all their work.

Finally, those of us who are drawn to work in the social sector 
do so because we care, and we care deeply. Many of us struggle 
with the idea of saying no to clients in need. While I admire and 
share this trait, this habit causes real problems. When you say yes 
to too many things your effort, focus, and energy are diluted, and 
so is your impact.2

what’s the solution?

So what’s a leader to do? Work in the social sector is immensely 
more complex and challenging than strategy in the business world. 
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xii Introduction

In business the goal is pretty  clear—  it usually boils down to maxi-
mizing shareholder value. This single focus makes it very simple to 
evaluate business ideas and prioritize activities. In general, busi-
nesses choose the ideas that are feasible and will generate the most 
profit. But things in the social sector are never that simple. Is it 
more important to teach literacy or  social–  emotional skills? How 
do you choose between two needy clients when you can only afford 
to serve one? Should you be expending resources on this program 
or another one? Many organizations lack the framework and struc-
ture from which to make these critical decisions. As a result, they 
end up overwhelmed, their resources stretched.

If you take only one thing away from this book, let it be this: 
impact comes from making thoughtful choices and focusing your 
efforts. To change the world you need a powerful strategy, and that 
requires you to make tough choices, not just about what you will 
do, but also what you will not do. It is time to take control.

Mission Control lays out a step-by-step process that will help 
you regain clarity and focus on what really makes a difference for 
your clients. Follow the steps, and you will find your focus and cre-
ate a powerful strategy to help you make decisions, attract funding, 
and increase your impact.

why a Book anD why Me?

I hear from leaders on a regular basis that they need help. Many 
leaders are overwhelmed,  under-  resourced, and in desperate need 
of clarity and support. Mission Control is for all the leaders of non-
profits, social enterprises, and government who need help but are 
pressed for time and money.

I know how it feels. When I was younger I ran a national pro-
gram for a large global nonprofit. We were trained in what was 
considered to be a  well-  thought-  through planning approach, devel-
oped with the help of “expert” consultants. I sat through days 
and days of planning sessions. We worked incredibly  hard—  filled 
walls with pages of notes, completed the  then-  mandatory “SWOT” 
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analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats), and 
debated objectives late into the night. However, when I returned to 
day-to-day management, I remained unclear about what to focus 
on, what to say no to, and how best to direct the time and energy of 
my team. The mission was too broad, and our plan had too many 
goals. All the effort and time spent planning was a waste. Does that 
sound familiar? If so, you are not  alone—  hundreds of thousands of 
nonprofit and government leaders have similar experiences every 
year.

Years ago, I set out to crack this problem. I knew how powerful 
the right process could be for leaders like you. I have spent almost 
two decades studying, developing, implementing, and refining a 
simple, clear process for developing a powerful leadership strategy. 
I’ve worked with  billion-  dollar organizations, global NGOs, and 
federal, state, and city agencies around the world, and I have led 
planning for organizations of all  sizes—  from those with a staff of 
thirty thousand to fledgling agencies with just a few people and 
a dream of a better world. I was a leader of the government and 
nonprofit practices for McKinsey & Company and special strategic 
advisor to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet in Aus-
tralia. Today I run an international firm with offices in the United 
States and Australia dedicated to helping organizations change the 
world. Our clients are tackling the most important issues of our 
day: equality, homelessness, conservation, education, employment, 
development, and justice. It is powerful and inspiring work. Many 
of our clients are stars in their field, but even stars need help every 
now and then.

Finding your focus is a bit like renovating a home: daunting, 
exciting, risky, and something you don’t do every year. If the project 
goes wrong, you may not know until years later, when the cracks in 
the wall start to appear or the roof caves in. Of course, you could 
try to tackle it with no help, but that may be a very risky move.

That’s where my team and I come in. We specialize in helping 
organizations have their “aha” moment, in orchestrating the instant 
a team finds its focus. I love those moments because they feel magi-
cal, but even more because they are the start of big things. Leaders 
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xiv Introduction

with focus achieve more. I wrote Mission Control so you too, as a 
leader of a nonprofit, government, or social enterprise can imple-
ment proven approaches to help you find your focus, achieve more, 
and change the world.

how to use Mission Control

Mission Control is a step-by-step guide to developing a powerful 
strategy. The first chapter will help you prepare for success by assess-
ing whether now is the right time to begin, who should be involved, 
how to get input, how long you should spend on the Mission Con-
trol process, and whether you should engage external support.  

If and when you decide the time is right, begin! Each chapter 
presents a step in the process, complete with tools, examples, and, 
finally, answers to tough questions you may  have—  I call this the 
“cynic’s corner.” I recommend working your way through the book 
sequentially. While the process will almost certainly be  iterative— 
 you may find yourself coming back to earlier  steps—  the order is 
important. You can read the whole book before you begin the pro-
cess but you do not have to. Just follow the steps as they are laid out.

To give you a feel for what lies ahead, here is a short overview 
of each of the remaining chapters.

The first step is to get the facts. You will learn how to identify, 
analyze, and gather the information you need to find your focus 
and identify certain facts you must know about your clients, your 
organization, and the sector in which you are operating. You will 
discover how to use this information to generate insights, and com-
municate them effectively so that all of your stakeholders are on the 
same page from the outset. Do not skip this step, even if you think 
you know most of what there is to know about your organization!

Next, you will set a  spine-  tingling goal. Distinct from a mission 
or vision, your goal will be a rallying cry and the focus for your 
work. By the end of this chapter you should have crafted a goal 
that will have you and your team leaping out of bed each morning, 
excited for the day ahead!
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Once you have your goal, you will systematically identify all 
options available to help you reach it. You will learn techniques 
that will help you and your teams get creative and generate and 
organize ideas. Going broad will ultimately help you narrow in on 
the best path for reaching your goal.

Next, I show you some tricks for connecting with experts and 
the best research to help you identify what works. I share some 
examples of governments and nonprofits that skipped this step, and 
the unfortunate consequences. To avoid their fate, you will identify 
which of your options is most likely to work and under what condi-
tions, which options are not likely to work, and which are untested.

Then you will look inward to identify your distinctive strengths 
and capabilities as an organization. This will help you identify 
which of the options you are best placed to pursue.

Then it is time to bring it all together and actually choose your 
path forward to inform your strategy. You will review your list of 
options, discarding ideas that do not have evidence behind them 
and those that are not well suited to your organization. You will 
focus instead on the ideas that have been shown to work and the 
ideas that you are best suited to pursue.

You will learn to tell your story in a way that is captivating, 
inspiring, and easy to understand. Your team, your funders, and 
your board will be able to clearly communicate your mission, goals, 
and strategy to increase funding and drive impact.

Finally, you will build an action plan so you can immediately 
get started on a path to achieve your goals and change the world.

❆  ❆  ❆

If you follow the simple steps in this book, you will soon be clear 
about your goal and how best to get there. With a focused strat-
egy, your organization will be able to deploy your resources on the 
activities that matter the most.

 Congratulations—  you are on your way to developing a power-
ful, compelling strategy that will save you time, boost your impact, 
and maybe even change the world. Good luck!
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1
PrePare for suCCess

Before everything else, getting ready is the secret of success.1

—  Henry Ford

the Mission Control approach is a step-by-step process to find-
ing your focus and developing an action plan to increase your 

impact. You will learn how to gather and analyze critical facts about 
those you are serving, your organization, your sector, and the broader 
environment. You will find steps on how to set a  spine-  tingling goal, 
identify the full range of available options for achieving that goal, 
and prioritize your activities based on what works and what you’re 
good at. You will craft a compelling story and develop an action plan 
to get you up and running. However, before you begin the Mission 
Control process, pause a moment and ask yourself these questions:

n Do we need more focus?
n Is now the right time?
n Whom should we involve?
n When should we involve people?
n How much time should we spend?
n Do we need a facilitator?

Do we neeD More foCus?

Let’s start with you. In your role as a leader or board member of a 
nonprofit or public organization:
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2 Mission Control

n Do you ever feel overwhelmed or stressed, or have a sense of 
dread?

n Do you worry that you may not be able to deliver on many of 
the things people expect from you?

n Do you wish you could say no to some things, but are not 
sure how?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, then you need to 
get your mission under control. If not, then think now about your 
organization as a whole. Does your staff, team, or board ever:

n Find it difficult to describe the goal or goals of your organi-
zation clearly?

n Struggle to convincingly explain how your activities are 
going to achieve those goals?

n Lack confidence that you are reaching your goal or goals?
n Find it difficult to explain why you are pursuing some activi-

ties but not others?
n Find it challenging to choose among competing priorities like 

grant proposals?

If you answered yes to any of  these—  then you, too, could benefit 
from increasing your clarity and focus. You need Mission Control.

is now the right tiMe?

I can be a  world-  class procrastinator. When faced with a tough 
task, I have been known to clean out the fridge, start learning a 
language, or convince myself that watching an episode of the Real 
Housewives of Orange County is really a learning opportunity. So 
if you are coming up with a list of reasons for why not to start, I 
can relate. However, there are really only two circumstances that 
should cause you to delay: when you are about to hire a new execu-
tive director or CEO, and when you are facing a major uncertainty. 
If your organization could benefit from more focus, then begin 
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 Prepare for Success 3

right away. The sooner you start, the sooner you will increase your 
impact and get some balance back in your life.

unacceptable excuses for waiting

The following common excuses people give for delaying are not 
good reasons to wait.

I’m too busy. Typically, being busy is not a good excuse. Feel-
ing busy and overwhelmed are often symptoms of a lack of focus. 
Thus, the sooner you complete the work described in Mission Con-
trol, the sooner you will feel more in control.

I don’t have the money. This process is designed for those oper-
ating within tight budget constraints and does not require extra 
investment. Furthermore, having clarity about where you are 
headed and how you will get there will make you more compelling 
to funders.

We don’t have a facilitator. You do not need  one—  this process 
is designed to be undertaken without an external consultant or 
facilitator.

We just did our planning! If you still lack focus, more work 
remains. You can certainly build on any planning work you have 
already done, but will stand to benefit from working through the 
chapters ahead.

good reasons to wait

While the reasons just discussed are no justification for delay, there 
are, however, two circumstances under which you should wait.

You are about to hire a CEO or executive director. If you are 
part of a board of directors considering this process and are about to 
employ a new CEO or executive director, wait. The most attractive 
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4 Mission Control

 candidates—  the people with real get-up-and- go—  typically want 
to help shape the future of the organization. If you spend huge 
amounts of energy putting together a plan and then recruit a new 
leader, you will almost certainly have wasted time and energy. A 
new CEO wants to make her mark, and as a result often pushes 
back on key ideas overtly or (even worse) by stalling or subtly block-
ing suggestions. This is not a  flaw—  it is just human nature, and I 
have witnessed it plenty of times. Most leaders have a harder time 
getting excited about a direction or goal that they did not help 
shape. Therefore, hire first and get “Mission Control” second.

You are facing a major uncertainty. If you are waiting for a 
major uncertainty to resolve, it may be worth  delaying—  but only if 
there is a defined period after which you will get resolution. Exam-
ples include a big piece of legislation that might impact your work, 
a major funding decision, or a legal proceeding. The real world is 
complex and changing, so this process is flexible, but if waiting a 
short while (no longer than three months) will give you some clar-
ity, then wait.

If now is not the right time to get started, there is still plenty 
you can do. Read and follow the steps laid out in the next chapter, 
“Get the Facts.” Doing so will help improve your day-to-day man-
agement and position you very well for success once your CEO has 
been hired and/or your uncertainties have resolved.

strategy first, then structure

In terms of sequencing with other activities, complete the Mission 
Control process before you do any restructuring or organizational 
design. It is a common mistake to put the cart before the horse and 
try to rearrange the organization before you know where you are 
going or what you will be working on. But how can you structure 
a team well if you do not know what you want them to do? Get 
a leader in place, and work out where you are headed and how 
you want to get there. Then, and only then, think about how your  
team should be structured to get you there.
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 Prepare for Success 5

whoM shoulD we involve?

When it comes to involving others in the Mission Control process, 
the more the  merrier—  processes typically fail because they exclude 
some individuals, not because they include too many, or they falter 
because they wait too long in the process to engage people.

Not involving enough people is a mistake because almost every-
one has some valuable input to share. Even those people you may 
not consider important stakeholders may possess information that 
could be critical to shaping a successful strategy. For example, they 
may know about upcoming policy shifts, the specifics of an issue 
facing the people you serve, or about innovations in your field. It is 
also a mistake because people who are not engaged tend to be much 
quicker to reject proposals. People use the degree to which they are 
consulted as an implicit measure of how important they are to the 
organization. If they feel that their opinions are not being sought they  
may start to disengage. I know of instances where funders have 
reduced or withdrawn their funding from an organization because 
they were not consulted on key decisions. A good strategy only has 
value if it can be implemented, so you should seek broad consensus, 
particularly amongst those responsible for doing the work. If you 
have found your focus and created a really smart, practical strategy 
to achieve your goals, but no one else is on board, you have wasted 
your time.

A Word on the Difficult Types

Inevitably, on any project, there are one or two individuals who have 
been identified as “difficult.” You may even be explicitly advised to 
not talk to a particular person. Whenever I hear that, I politely dis-
sent and then pick up the phone and invite that person to be part of 
the process. Why? Good  question—  I always cop an earful!

The “dissenters” inevitably have a bone to pick; they may have 
been passed over before, and it is likely that emotions are running 
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6 Mission Control

high. They usually talk for a long time. But, there are three rea-
sons you should reach out to them. One, I guarantee that they have 
thought long and hard about how things could be better. Once you 
get beyond the grousing, they are almost always a great source of 
insight. Two, if you find a way to work with them, they often become 
allies and advocates for change. Three, you’ll regret it if you don’t, 
because they will actively derail the process, vote no on principle, 
and generally find ways to make life difficult.

To ensure that their input moves from grousing to productive, you 
may need to help such people shift their  mind-  sets, rather than just 
involving them. Often, people who have been labeled difficult are 
really good at identifying problems, but they may not be as practiced 
at helping generate solutions. Or they may have a reputation as dif-
ficult because they are fierce advocates for a very small patch of 
the organization but are not in the habit of thinking about the whole 
organization. The best way to change this is to help them shift their 
vantage point and take on a different role. Ask them to solve for the 
whole, not their piece; ask them to start generating solutions rather 
than finding problems with solutions that others generate.

I find this is best handled candidly. For example, you might say, 
“You have thought about these issues so deeply, I am worried that 
without your input, we are not going to get the right answer. I don’t 
want to be coming up with ideas without your help. Can you please 
help me develop a solution?” You can say (with a smile), “You have a 
reputation for being tough to convince. I am assuming that’s because 
you think long and hard about things. The organization needs your 
brain, but we need it at work developing a better way forward, not 
just in picking apart any ideas other people come up with! Can you 
help us out and be part of the Mission Control team?”

Where there are multiple “difficult” people, so much the  better— 
 they become your working team. They can report to the board or 
the steering committee. The trick here is never to sideline people. 
Instead, make sure you put their frustrations, musings, and pent-up 
energy to work solving for the whole group.
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 Prepare for Success 7

who cares?

Involving a wide range of people in the strategic planning process 
does not mean that you have to have every single person in the 
room for every step of the process. There are all kinds of man-
ageable ways to solicit input, ensure that people feel engaged, and 
make sure everyone’s voice is heard. Start by identifying the people 
with a stake in your organization (your stakeholders). For nonprofit 
organizations, these typically include:

n Board members (including national, local, and fundraising 
boards)

n Executives (CEO, head office, and program and regional 
leaders)

n Clients and supporters (e.g., children and their parents, ani-
mals and their owners, those with Alzheimer’s and their car-
ers, etc.)

n Funders (foundations, large donors) and relevant government 
agencies

n Other  staff—  including frontline staff (social workers, etc.)

You may also want to consider including:

n Academics with a specialization in your field
n Partner organizations and/or “competitors” (those you might 

see as fishing in the same funding pool you do)
n Client advocacy or umbrella groups

For government agencies, the list is similar, but with the addition of 
relevant political leadership (depending on your country and level 
of government: governor, mayor, ministers, etc.), other relevant 
political groups and nonprofits that fund you, and/or those that 
you fund to provide services.

Ask a few of the stakeholders you have identified above to also 
review the list and see who is missing. Inevitably, someone will 
think of a critical person or group that was somehow left off in the 
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8 Mission Control

first round. As you start to engage people, make sure you keep ask-
ing the question: “Who else should we talk to?”

who decides what?

Once you have a list of your stakeholders, think about the capaci-
ties in which you might like to involve them. The first, and most 
useful, differentiation to make is whether you want people to have 
 decision-  making authority or to simply provide input. Note that 
some  stakeholders—  like the executive and board of directors— may 
have a legal responsibility to be involved in big strategic decisions.  
As long as you are very clear with people about their role from the 
beginning, they will usually understand that not everyone can or 
should be involved in making the final decision and they will appre-
ciate your honesty. For example, you could convey the message to a  

Stakeholder Group Liaison

Status Involvement

Survey Interview

 Decision 

 Maker

Shared 

Brief Consulted

Board Iesha ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Executive staff Iesha ✓ Some ✓ ✓ ✓

Clients Ruth ✓ Some Some ✓ ✓

Client supporters Ruth Some ✓

Major funders Paul ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Frontline staff Iesha ✓ Some ✓ ✓

Other staff Iesha ✓ ✓ ✓

Academics Paul ✓ ✓ ✓

Partners/comparable 

organizations

Paul ✓ Some ✓ ✓

Client advocacy 

groups

Ruth ✓ ✓ ✓

FIgurE 1.1 Stakeholder  Checklist—  Sample
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 Prepare for Success 9

local advisory board by saying, “We need and value your input 
and advice, but the national board will have the final say on our 
strategy.” Figure 1-1 shows an example of a stakeholder checklist, 
showing who you will involve and how you will engage them.

It is important to note that the intent here is not just to placate 
people. You will have a better strategy if you listen to others (espe-
cially your clients) about the best way to have impact.

Of course, the wider you cast your net, the wider the differ-
ent points of view will be. This can create a challenge, as you will 
almost certainly have conflicting perspectives but may still desire 
agreement. In order to help build consensus, keep these principles 
in  mind—  build from a fact base, ask questions, listen, demonstrate 
that you have heard and understood people’s input, and be trans-
parent. That means clearly communicating the choices open to you, 
your decisions and rationale along the way, and your final decision, 
as well as the reasons for the decision.

when shoulD we involve  
PeoPle?

Do not wait too long to involve people. Many executives I work 
with express the worry, “My boss/board/funders is/are so busy; I’d 
hate to bother them with something half baked.” This sentiment is 
natural but it is also usually misguided. The result is that they wait 
a long time before sharing their thinking, and by the time they do 
share something they are often met with resistance.

Ironically, as I was writing this chapter I received a call from a 
frantic CEO of a nonprofit who was sharing that the recommen-
dations from a very important review had not been approved by 
the board. As I probed, I learned that only a subset of the board 
had been actively involved in developing and reviewing the proj-
ect along the way. People had been invited to give input, but the 
first time the whole board had engaged in detail was when they 
were asked to sign off on a finished set of recommendations. Not 
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10 Mission Control

surprisingly, a third of the people said yes (do you think it was the 
people who had been more involved?), a third rejected the proposal, 
and the rest did not venture their opinions. So now, of course, the 
board has to go back and start again. This time, I am hoping the 
organization will be able to commit to a collaborative process and 
have people involved and engaged along the  journey—  so they can 
get to a shared decision about how to move forward.2

Involve people from the outset. Let people know you are think-
ing of undertaking a planning process, and that you would like 
them to be involved. Use a letter, an e-mail, or a phone  call— 
 anything is better than nothing. Provide some context: here’s why 
we think this will help. In this initial communication, some ques-
tions you should ask are:

n Do you agree that such a review makes sense?
n Do you have any concerns about the timing?
n Would you like to be involved, and if so, how: would you 

be willing to be interviewed, participate in an online survey, 
and/or be part of a focus group discussion?

n Who else should we involve?

While you have their attention, it will be well worth your time to 
also get their input on what needs to change more broadly. Con-
sider also asking:

n What would you like to see stay the same about the way we 
are working?

n What would you like to see change?
n What do you think we do really well?
n What should we improve on?

Be clear about where you are in the process (e.g., we haven’t started 
yet!), and about any constraints (for example, whatever we do, we 
are not going to reduce our services to this client group; we are only 
dealing with the national strategy, not the international strategy). 
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 Prepare for Success 11

Let people know key dates and when they can expect information 
and feedback. Let them know how you will keep them involved, 
stick to your time frame, and advise them of any changes.

Honest, frequent communication is your strongest ally here. In 
general, you will find it is easier to make frequent, pithy updates 
than to have big pauses with no information and then a mad dash 
to generate a comprehensive update.

how MuCh tiMe shoulD  
we sPenD?

To complete all the steps as laid out in this book you will need 
enough time to gather facts, do research, consult your team, and 
have one or two longer meetings with your stakeholders. In gen-
eral, you want to ensure you have enough time to do the work but 
not take so long that you lose traction. Three to four weeks is typi-
cally too  short—  I would say to aim for at least six weeks, and no 
longer than five months.

Other factors that will influence your timing include:

n The size of your organization and  team—  bigger teams usu-
ally need longer, because of the time involved in interviewing 
stakeholders, and so on.

n How much quality information you have at  hand—  the more 
you have, the less time you will need.

n The resources you have to support this  process—  is it just 
you in your spare time? Do you have a board subcommittee 
that can dedicate real time to this process? If you have fewer 
resources, you will need to spread the work out over a long 
period of time so as not to totally disrupt your day-to-day 
work.

n Any other big work or personal projects you have  planned— 
 are you moving offices? Getting married? Running a mara-
thon? Plan accordingly and give yourself enough time!
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12 Mission Control

Sometimes, especially in a big organization, you may have a lon-
ger time frame. When doing cascading work, for example, we’ve 
often done a piece where we work on a national focus and strategy 
over a  four-  month period, then work with each team to help them 
flesh out their part and get it much closer to being  implementable— 
 that whole process can take place over the course of a year but 
is run as multiple projects. Below, you will find a suggested time 
frame and plan for approaching your Mission Control process. 
You will notice that I recommend running two longer meetings or 
workshops, each about half a day in length. Over the years I have 
found this an effective way to maintain momentum while engag-
ing decision makers. It gives you enough time to gather the facts 
and research you need to make good decisions, and the process is 
sufficiently open that people can have their say and make decisions 
together in the workshop setting. You should also continue to share 
pithy updates about your process and findings with your stakehold-
ers throughout the process, say every week or two.

SAMPLE WORK PLAN
Month	  1 Month	  2 Month	  3

W=Workshop,	  M=Meeting 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

Prepare	  for	  success	  (chapter	  1)
Identify	  &	  interview	  stakeholders
Determine	  working	  team	  &	  agree	  on	  work	  plan M

Get	  the	  facts	  (chapter	  2)
Gather	  insights	  on	  your	  organization,	  clients,	  sector	  &	  environment

Set	  your	  goal	  (chapter	  3) W
Identify	  your	  options	  (chapter	  4)
Develop	  first	  "tree"	  with	  broadest	  range	  of	  ideas W
Test	  and	  refine	  tree	  with	  selected	  stakeholders 	  

Identify	  what	  works	  (chapter	  5)
Expert	  interviews
Conduct	  research
Estimate	  relative	  imapct

Identify Your Strengths (chapter 6)
Review	  data	  on	  your	  physical	  and	  financial	  assets W
Discuss	  and	  agree	  on	  organizational	  strengths W

Choose	  your	  approach	  (chapter	  7) W
Tell	  your	  story	  (chapter	  8) W
Plan	  for	  action	  (chapter	  9) W

Share	  updates	  with	  stakeholders	  (every	  two-‐three	  weeks)

FIgurE 1.2 Sample Work Plan
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 Prepare for Success 13

Do we neeD external helP?

It is smart to ask whether you need external help in the form of a 
facilitator, advisor, or consultant. A big reason I wrote this book 
is to allow you to find your focus and without hiring a big team. 
However, you may well find that some parts of the process are 
easier if you have an objective and impartial advisor involved (this 
is particularly helpful for the steps covered in chapters 6 and 7, 
“Know Yourselves” and “Choose”). For those sections, you will 
find yourself way ahead of the game if you have actually done your 
homework and followed the advice laid out in this book.

The role of the facilitator will then be more about helping you to 
stay honest, and can be played by anyone who is objective, intelli-
gent, a good listener, and willing to help out. This could be someone 
on your board or a friend of someone on your board (even better, 
as he will be more objective); it could even just be a friend of yours 
if you are a small team. Other organizations may be willing to help 
out by providing pro bono facilitation support (many good consult-
ing firms will do this, and one day of support is a lot easier for them 
to provide than a full team and project). Having said that, there are 
times when the situation calls for more support and more help. If 
you decide you want more support, I would encourage you to read 
Mission Control through first, so you can understand the critical 
elements and identify where you think you may need support. Many 
of these steps you should be able to complete alone. If you decide to 
engage someone, it is worth considering the following.

what a good advisor or  
facilitator can do

Of course not all advisors or facilitators are created equal, but the 
good ones should be able to help you with the following:

n Engage and consult with stakeholders
n Identify  evidence-  based practices to support you in your goals
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14 Mission Control

n Track down and analyze internal and external data
n Synthesize results into insights
n Help you deliver your process on time
n Keep you  honest—  help you avoid making unsubstantiated 

claims about your assets, your impact, how effective your 
work is, and so on

n Ask questions that make you think twice, and provide sparks 
of insight

n Share approaches and strategies they have seen work in other 
organizations

n Introduce you to potential partners and supporters
n Help guide you to your own aha moments

what an advisor or facilitator  
cannot do

Even the best advisor cannot, and should not:

n Give you a great focus and strategy “from the outside in” 
(i.e., sit at her desk and write a plan for you)

n Do all the work for you (for example, find your data, put 
together your budget)

n Make decisions about what you should and should not 
focus on

what to look for in an advisor  
or facilitator

If you have decided that you would like to engage someone, here 
are the most important things to look for.

Does she have experience? As with anything, most consultants 
get better with time. Look for experience, not necessarily in your 
exact field (doing that may get you an answer that fits another orga-
nization, not yours), but in running strategic planning processes. 
Ideally, there is some convergence between strategic planning 
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experience and content  expertise—  but at the end of the day, you 
and your team are the experts on your organization. A good con-
sultant understands that, and is interested in bringing to the sur-
face your expertise and wisdom and channeling it to help you make 
smart decisions.

Does he ask good questions? In any early conversations with a 
prospective consultant, keep your eye out for intelligent, thought-
ful questions that generate insight and/or signal a real interest in 
getting to know you, your organization, the specific issues you are 
facing, and how best he can help.

Does she “get you”? It is important to have someone your team 
is going to feel comfortable with. Does the prospective consultant 
recognize the unique things about your team and your organiza-
tion? If you have provided some context and background, has she 
read and absorbed it?

Does he speak in clear language? Be deeply suspicious of jar-
gon. Someone who speaks only in obfuscating terms, referencing 
the latest trendy methodology or approach, but is unable to break 
those concepts down into clear, understandable language almost 
certainly does not understand them. Back away!

Will she plan with you or for you? A good plan is YOUR  plan— 
 you and your team believe in, understand, are excited by, and own 
it. Even though you are busy, do not make the mistake of think-
ing you can outsource all the  work—  a good consultant will guide 
you and support you, but at the end of the day, the plan should be 
yours. You should do real work to come up with a good one, even 
if you partner with a fantastic consultant. Any consultant who 
says, “We’ll draft a plan for you to review,” is not doing you any 
favors, no matter how busy you are.

Do his previous clients speak highly of him? Does she have  long- 
 term relationships with her clients? As in any industry, referrals are 
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critical. Because it can be hard to know whether a strategy is sound 
until it has been  implemented—  and that usually means time has 
to have  passed—  long-  term relationships speak volumes about how 
effective a consultant has been.

in a nutshell

Congratulations! You’ve asked yourself some tough questions, and 
I’m guessing you have decided your organization could use some 
Mission Control. You understand that this work of finding your 
focus should come before any reorganization work. Having deter-
mined that now is the right time for your organization, you are not 
going to procrastinate.

You have identified who should be involved and have possibly 
even started the process of reaching out to get their input. You have 
put together a time frame for the process and have thought about 
if and when you may need to get someone external involved. You 
are well set up to achieve Mission Control, find your focus, and 
increase your impact.
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