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Introduction 
 
“Over the last 25 years, strategic planning has become a ubiquitous practice in U.S. governments 

and non-profit organizations…” (Bryson, 2011) 
 
Strategic planning yields a multitude of benefits in the context of non-profit organizations; these 
include clarifying the outcomes produced by the organization among leaders and clients and 
infusing perspectives of major stakeholders into the work of the organization (McHatton, 
Bradshaw, Gallagher, and Reeves, 2011). Bryson (2011) found numerous case studies 
demonstrating the value of strategic planning to government agencies and non-profit 
organizations. Boleman and Cummings (2005) posited a strategic planning model for 
Cooperative Extension that featured county and state forums where key stakeholders discussed, 
through a nominal group technique, relevant issues for Cooperative Extension to address.  
 
In 2010, the University of Tennessee (UT) Extension launched a strategic planning process to 
honor the past and look to the future. The charge was to prepare to meet new challenges and 
opportunities while continuing to provide solutions for local issues. Our challenge is captured in 
the Jim Collins (2009) quote from the book How the Mighty Fall: And Why Some Companies 
Never Give In: “Enduring great organizations are characterized by a fundamental duality. On the 
one hand, they have a set of timeless core values and core reason for being that remain constant 
over long periods of time. On the other hand, they have a relentless drive for change and 
progress…”  
 
The previous UT Extension Strategic Plan, covering the period of 2000-2010, provided a firm 
foundation on which to build. However, the world of 2010 was vastly different than the world of 
2000. In Tennessee, shifts in funding, economic decline, a smaller workforce, changing 
demographics, and advancing technology created challenges that had to be addressed for UT 
Extension to remain relevant and viable in the future. This situation created the need for a new 
strategic plan to provide a roadmap to guide us in achieving excellence and focusing our 



attention on what matters most: Advancing Tennessee. Below, we have described the process for 
constructing a UT Extension Strategic Plan to create the future our state needs, wants, and 
expects.  

Process 

Involvement 
The planning process was guided by a diverse leadership team representing a cross section of 
employees from across the state and was instrumental in collecting and analyzing data to inform 
the strategic plan. As a part of the process, the group sought opinions from many Tennesseans, 
including employees, decision makers, clientele, partners, and volunteers. The goal was to 
involve as many people as possible, representing stakeholders, employees, and the general 
public, to identify issues affecting Tennessee residents in local communities (Boleman & 
Cummings, 2005). 
 
All of the strategic planning efforts used the same word mark, Advancing Tennessee. This 
provided a catchy action phrase that captured the spirit and purpose of the entire planning effort 
and the overall mission of UT Extension.     
 

Area Meetings 
Ten area meetings involved 902 people, and these meetings were held at various locations across 
the state. These meetings were attended by both employees and stakeholders. All employees 
were invited to attend an area meeting, with approximately ten to twelve counties participating 
per meeting. One meeting was held on the campus of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville to 
accommodate faculty and staff assigned to departments and centers on campus. County 
personnel were asked to select five stakeholders to represent their county at the area meeting.   
 
The area meetings began with an overview of the strategic planning process and goals, through 
an eight-minute video featuring the Dean/Director of UT Extension and the strategic planning 
co-chairs. 
 
Next, the stakeholders and employees met in separate rooms at the same meeting location. This 
was done to facilitate open and honest discussions on the part of both stakeholders and 
employees. Opinion polling was used through “clickers” or audience response systems. The 
opinion polling questions were drawn from the most frequent employee survey responses. Many 
of those survey questions were open-ended, so opinion polling provided a way to further explore 
and rank the feedback. Sample questions included: 

• What do you consider the most effective method for Extension nutrition/obesity 
prevention programs over the next five years? 

o Group meetings 
o One-on-one consultations 
o Web-based: social media 
o Web-based: other 
o No opinion 



•  What is the most important trend to address in the UT Extension Strategic Plan? 
o Cuts to federal/state/county budgets 
o Economic downturn 
o Fewer farms/fewer farm families 
o Increased population 
o Technology/social media 
o Urbanization 
o No opinion 

 

Online Surveys 
Employee Online Survey – In addition, 413 employees and 1,498 Tennesseans provided their 
insights regarding Extension’s future through online surveys. The goal was to give everyone a 
voice in order “to help personnel adapt to current changes while growing the capacity to thrive 
during ongoing and future changes [and] to encourage personnel to take an active role in 
organizational planning processes” (Smith & Torppa, 2010).  
 
The employee survey asked about organizational successes, job satisfaction, staffing, prioritizing 
programs and methods, marketing and organizational values. The questionnaire was validated for 
face and content validity by members of the State Strategic Planning Leadership Team. The 
majority of questions were open-ended; therefore, a test-retest technique was used to establish 
reliability. A pilot group of 25 employees was selected at random. The pilot group took the 
survey on two occasions, and no single question had less than 80% consistency from the first 
administration to the second. The overall reliability was 87.2%. Employees were invited to 
participate via email, and responses were received from 413 employees.   
 
The results were analyzed for themes, and the most frequent responses (themes) were listed on a 
summary fact sheet that was posted at the strategic plan website. Example questions included: 

• What Extension educational programs do you anticipate will have the highest priority in 
the next five years? 

• Please name one or two criteria that should be used to determine staffing allocations. 
• What is one UT Extension rule/policy that is a barrier to performing your job? 

  

General Public Online Survey – As identified by Cummings and Boleman, “Listening to the 
needs of clientele to maintain relevance is an essential component of planning” (2006). An 
online questionnaire was available to every person contacted by UT Extension personnel over a 
26-day period in July and August 2010. The overall aim of the study, developed by the Strategic 
Planning Leadership Team, was to understand UT Extension stakeholders’ needs and viewpoints 
relative to strategic issues. Major constructs were:  

• Benefits/usefulness/relevance of UT Extension; 
• Organizational changes; 
• Learning preferences; 
• Community changes/trends; and 
• Involvement. 

 



An instrument was developed to address the major constructs. The instrument was validated for 
face and content validity by the 22 members of the State Extension Strategic Planning Team. A 
pilot group of 20 students in graduate educational psychology classes at the University of 
Tennessee was selected. The pilot group completed the survey, and internal consistency 
reliability was calculated for the relevance/usefulness scale. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
calculated at .83 for the scale’s 15 items.  
 
From July 12 through August 6, 2010, invitations to complete the questionnaire were given to 
every person contacted by Extension (see Figure 1). This included, but was not limited to, every 
person who attended an Extension meeting; visited the Extension Office; received an on-site visit 
from Extension; or received an Extension newsletter (whether email or paper). An invitation to 
the survey was also posted on the UT Extension website. While this was an online questionnaire, 
individuals without reliable Internet access were provided a paper version. Questionnaires were 
submitted by 1,596 individuals of the 2,508 who accessed the questionnaire for a response rate of 
63.6%. Example questions included: 

• What UT Extension programs provide the greatest benefit to your community? 
• What is ONE thing you would like to change about UT Extension? 
• Think about social, political, and economic changes or trends in your community. What 

is the ONE most important change or trend that will affect your community over the next 
five years?  

 

 

Figure 1. Online Invitation for General Public Survey  

Focus Groups 
To maintain and strengthen partnerships with individuals, agencies, and organizations across the 
state, the Strategic Planning Leadership Team conducted focus groups with state-level 
stakeholders. These 24 individuals represented either statewide organizations or departments of 
state government; three focus group sessions were held at a central location with the same 
script/protocol used for each session.      
 



The session included a brief summary of the draft strategic plan, followed by facilitated focus 
group sessions to allow participants to share their opinions about the plan. All participants were 
provided hard copies of the draft plan for their reference and discussion. The sessions took 
approximately two hours, and each session included one moderator and one note-taker to 
accurately record opinions. All comments and feedback were confidential.  This process was 
helpful in understanding the “complexity and interdisciplinary nature of priority issues” (Guion, 
2009). 
 

Retreats 
Two-day and three-day Leadership Team retreats were used to develop overall timelines and 
make plans for data collection, including drafting instruments, analyzing data, and discussing 
trends. In addition, the following techniques worked well for both planning purposes and 
leadership development: 

• Presentations were held with three doctoral candidates who were completing studies of 
the Tennessee Extension workforce. The three studies were in the areas of county-level 
leadership, performance appraisal, and work-life balance. The data from these studies 
was triangulated to the existing data collected for the strategic plan to add weight and 
validity to the findings. For example, the need for a stronger county director training 
system was identified in all of the graduate studies and the various strategic plan data 
collections.  

• Team members selected one of four books to read and discuss with at least four other 
team members. The groups shared book reports with the entire leadership team to build 
our capacity for understanding contemporary thought in strategic planning and 
organizational change. The four books were:   

o Kotter, John P. Leading Change. Business School Press, Boston, 
Massachusetts. 1996. 

o Kim, W. Chan and Renee Mauborgne. Blue Ocean Strategy: How to 
Create Uncontested Market Space and Make the Competition 
Irrelevant.  Harvard Business School Publishing, Boston, Massachusetts. 
2005. 

o Kotter, John P. A Sense of Urgency. Harvard Business School Press, 
Boston, Massachusetts. 2008. 

o Collins, Jim. How the Mighty Fall, and Why Some Companies Give In. 
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., New York, New York. 2009. 

     

Website 
Throughout the entire planning process, a website was used to inform employees, stakeholders, 
and the general public about the planning effort (Figure 2). The site featured an overview of 
strategic planning including our purpose; updates; timeline; area meetings; leadership team 
contact information; and frequently asked questions. The website included information such as 
the overall planning timeline (Table 1). 
 
The website was updated throughout the planning process with news and events. An example 
post from the first leadership team meeting follows: 



 
The first meeting of the Strategic Planning Leadership Team concluded today 
near Franklin. Some of the team’s early accomplishments were identifying 
Extension stakeholder groups and methods to engage different groups in strategic 
planning. The Leadership Team also developed an overall timeline for the 
strategic planning process. “I left our retreat with great confidence in our strategic 
planning leadership team and look forward to working through this process in the 
development of a plan which will guide us in carrying out our mission,” said Dr. 
Tim Cross, Dean, UT Extension. 

 
The initial strategic plan draft was posted for public review and comment using an “online 
suggestion box” which, was a survey within Google Docs. Substantive suggestions were not 
received. This was an indication of the size and scope of the employee and stakeholder 
involvement and an indication that the plan was responsive to their input.   
 
  

 
Figure 2. Website Design   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://utextension.tennessee.edu/strategicplanning/Pages/Leadership%20Team.aspx
https://utextension.tennessee.edu/strategicplanning/Pages/Timeline.aspx


Table 1. Overall Project Timeline   
 
Spring 2010 Establish Strategic Planning Leadership Team 
Spring 2010 Strategic Planning Leadership Team  

• Plan way to involve employees and citizens  
• Identify key values and stakeholders 
• Draft questions and methods  

Summer 2010 Launch Strategic Planning Website and Online Survey  
• Administered to all Extension employees  
• Administered to a group of key stakeholders (clients and program 

partners) 
• Summarize key ideas for use in Strategic Planning Area Meetings 

Summer 2010 Strategic Planning Area Meetings 
• Series of ten meetings held across the state  
• Participants: 

o All Extension personnel 
o County Extension Staff will bring five stakeholders per 

county  
o Specialists may attend meeting of their choice 

• Facilitated by the State Strategic Planning Leadership Team 
• Registration conducted via System for University Planning, 

Evaluation, and Reporting 
Summer 2010 
 

Strategic Planning Leadership Team 
• Analyze and digest findings, define a clear vision, and articulate 

goals and strategies  
• Receive research reports on strategic areas such as budgeting  

Fall 2010 Post Strategic Plan Draft Online and Receive Feedback 
• Online Suggestion Box 

Fall 2010 Focus Groups with various Tennesseans   
Fall 2010 Strategic Planning Leadership Team  

• Consider feedback 
• Revise Strategic Plan as needed 
• Draft preliminary action steps 

Fall 2010 Introduce Strategic Plan at State Extension Conference 
Winter 2011 
 

Best Practices Task Force 
• Establish a task force to identify best practices and action teams for 

implementation 
• Establish a plan for periodic reporting and monitoring of the action 

team process 
• Develop communications plan 

 
 



Program Evaluation and Review Technique 
The Implementation Retreat was held after the initial Strategic Plan launch. This retreat was 
conducted over two and one-half days and consisted of the key Extension administrators. It had 
the following purposes: 

• Develop an implementation timeline.  
• Prioritize initiatives, and confirm milestones. 
• Develop sequence of initiatives, and determine connections. 
• Determine talent, people, and groups needed for implementation. 
• Develop a sprit de corps of the team and build commitment to implementation as a 

priority. 
 

The major product produced were Program Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT) charts 
detailing implementation specifics such as start dates, end dates, and coordination between and 
among different initiatives in the strategic plan. PERT charts have had a long history as a project 
management and organizational development tool. PERT was originally developed by the United 
States Navy Polaris project and used extensively by NASA. The major benefit to the technique is 
that it is easy to see relationships between activities; it shows tasks that can be performed in 
parallel. Steps in using PERT are: 

• Identify the specific activities and milestones 
• Determine sequence 
• Construct a network diagram 
• Estimate time required for each activity 
• Determine critical path 
• Update PERT chart as the project progresses  

 
PERT provides a clear delineation of the project completion time including specific start and end 
dates for all tasks; see Figure 3. (One weakness of this method is the subjective nature of a 
“time” estimate.) It demonstrates both the probability of early completion and the critical path 
activities that determine the overall project timeline. PERT improves implementation of a plan 
because it describes activities that have slack time and resources that can be redirected. The use 
of PERT has the potential to reduce time and cost, in addition to being an effective 
communication tool (Smith, 1981). Figure 4 shows an example PERT chart for improving 
communication with elected officials.   
 

 



 
Figure 3. PERT Task Template   

 
 
Figure 4. Example PERT Chart for “Improving Communication with Elected Officials”    

Summary 
The trends from each of the data collection methods were analyzed to determine if any common 
themes emerged. This was done by identifying codes, sketching notes, and displaying data as 
described by Creswell (1998). This analysis elicited six trends that will shape Tennessee over the 
next ten years. The trends were described as:       

• Increasing urbanization, including a loss of farmland 
• Advancing technology in all aspects of our lives 
• Rising rate of obesity for adults and children  
• Increasing population and diversity 
• Declining economy, including job loss  
• Increasing concern for environmental sustainability 

 
The plan includes five overarching goals with action steps. The goals are:  

• Preparing for Future Growth – Expand UT Extension partnerships, funding, and 
infrastructure. 



• Advancing Tennessee through Innovative Programs – Deliver programs to address the 
greatest needs of Tennessee families, farmers, youth, and communities. 

• Investing in UT Extension’s Human Capital – Become the employer of choice to attract 
and retain a diverse and highly qualified workforce. 

• Maximizing Organizational Efficiency – UT Extension operates efficiently and 
effectively at all levels. 

• Increasing Visibility of UT Extension – Establish UT Extension as the primary 
knowledge source for Tennessee residents. 
 

The entire plan is found at: https://utextension.tennessee.edu/strategicplan/Pages/default.aspx 

The planning process, including data summaries for the various collections, is described at:  
https://utextension.tennessee.edu/strategicplanning/Pages/default.aspx 

Implications for Extension 
This strategic planning process brought many benefits to the organization including a greater 
capacity to change and support for the individual initiatives within the plan. Similar benefits 
have been described across a range of nonprofit and governmental organizations by Smith and 
Torppa (2010), McHatton, Bradshaw, Gallagher, and Reeves (2011), and Bryson (2011). The 
major implication for the broader Cooperative Extension System shown by the Tennessee 
experience is that the strategic planning process itself produces outcomes. These outcomes 
included:    
 

• Professional Development – As with most extensive planning efforts, the process 
provided much instruction and “food for thought.” Many Extension personnel noticed 
that while all of the data collected was valuable, the focus group results connected with 
emotions, attitudes, and perspectives in ways that cannot be achieved with surveys. 
Likewise, Extension personnel were intrigued with the usefulness of the audience 
response system. Extension personnel saw both as highly valuable techniques for ongoing 
planning and education. This realization cultivated questions, interest, and discussion 
among Extension personnel as to how to use focus groups and audience response 
systems. While not mentioned specifically in the strategic plan itself, inservice training 
was conducted in both areas, an unintended outcome of the process. 

• Awareness – The strategic planning process created greater interest in Extension and 
awareness of Extension among stakeholders at the community, University, and state 
government levels. In some instances, leaders of state government departments and 
statewide organizations were motivated to ask, “What can we do for Extension?” Our 
typical answer was to tell them to inform others about the planning process and direct 
them to our offices and website. In hindsight, a more specific answer about securing 
funding or serving on advisory committees would have also been more helpful to the 
Extension organization.     

• Ongoing Strategy Development – Anecdotally speaking, we have observed numerous UT 
Extension administrators and middle managers considering multiple options for a given 
issue and asking, “Which option is the most consistent with our organization’s strategic 
plan?” This observation is consistent with Bryson (2011) who described the “promotion 



of strategic thinking, acting, and learning” as an outcome of an organizational strategic 
planning process.       

 
These three major outcomes – professional development, awareness, and ongoing strategy 
development – have implications for Cooperative Extension organizations. The realization that 
the strategic planning process itself produces outcomes and attention to these outcomes at the 
outset beginning of a strategic planning effort could help Extension organizations to accentuate 
enhance their strategic planning efforts.    
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Abstract 
In 2010, the University of Tennessee Extension conducted a planning effort to chart the course 
for the next 10 years. The process involved approximately 3,000 Tennesseans in area meetings, 
opinion polling, online surveys, and focus groups. This article describes the situation, methods, 
and outcomes. Outcomes included a comprehensive strategic plan; yet, the strategic planning 
process itself produced results, specifically the desire for professional development in needs 
assessment and planning, greater awareness of Extension among state government stakeholders, 
and ongoing strategy development in Extension operations. The major implication for 
Cooperative Extension organizations is that attention to these outcomes accentuates enhances 
strategic planning.   
 
Keywords: strategic planning, leadership, participatory decision-making, organizational change 
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