
Beth: Hello, and welcome to Driving Participation. This is Beth Brodovsky, and I’m here today 

with Meredith Low. Meredith is the founder of Meredith Low Consulting. She is a strategy 

consultant and she’s working with associations and other nonprofit organizations on all kinds 

of interesting, strategic decision making projects and I thought she’d be a really great person 

to bring in today to talk about something that comes up for me a lot in the work that we do, is 

what is the difference between strategy and tactics. It’s the million dollar question sometimes I 

think. So, Meredith, thank you for joining me today.

Meredith: Hi, it’s great to be here!

Beth: I know this comes up a lot in the work that you do, too, so why don’t you start off by 

talking a little bit about the work you do and how you wandered into this world of association 

and nonprofit communications?

Meredith: Sure. I started by career way back when in front line social services nonprofit world 

and then I morphed into consulting in that world and then into consulting in the corporate 

sector so I spent quite a long time in a very different world than the one I started in, in large 

corporate consulting both externally with a consulting firm and then as an internal consultant 

doing strategic planning. Then I kind of found my way back into a small firm and owning my 

own and that’s how I came across the world of associations, is working for a small firm that 

had picked up a little bit of association work so when I went out on my own I wanted to target 

that market. It’s a really interesting mix for me because that combination of nonprofit and 

board governments and the need to be really be transparent and explicit about what you’re 

doing because there are so many stake holders and the desire to take a lot of different ideas 

on board when you think about what’s important, but also for the vast majority of associations, 

they need to earn their ability to exist. They need to do marketing. It’s got a very private 

sector kind of feel in terms of a lot of the operations. Associations aren’t entitled to exist and 

they have to really hustle for their membership and for all the other revenues that they earn 
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and I think associations have really, really interesting strategic issues confronting them right 

now. So it’s a very, very interesting world to live in and for me, I get to think about different 

industries and really delve into each industry depending on which association I’m working 

with, but at the same time see the commonalities of a lot of the things that they’re all dealing 

with. 

Beth: I know. One of the things  love about associations is exactly that. My father is a paper 

manufacturer. He makes coin wrappers so I was raised in like this really crazy niche business 

and so like the world of association is like a little touch on that for me. Like you get out and 

you meet people and you’re like there’s thousands of people that are all in this little niche 

market of the industry that you didn’t know about.  

Meredith: I find it fascinating. Even if you did know about it, the specifics of it are never quite 

what I expected them to be. I wouldn’t necessarily have predicted that consulting works like 

this so roofing contracting works like that or occupational therapy works this way. There’s 

so many nuances to the industry, but then absolutely yeah you meet people who work in an 

association. You need to tell me more about that. I had no idea what that industry is. Like 

that’s because it’s so specialized.

Beth: The other thing I think is interesting is that associations are a type of nonprofit 

organizations and there’s some days when I’m doing this podcast that I think “Maybe I should 

do a whole separate show just for associations because they have some uniquenesses,” but 

then I usually decide that I really shouldn’t because I think sometimes people forget that 

there’s a huge segment of nonprofits, a very large amount of them that have to as you say 

earn their keep and a lot of times what I see a lot of times in the nonprofit communications 

world is people talking exclusively about donors and donors are obviously a very important 

part of every nonprofit and even associations have foundations, but it doesn’t mean that 

there’s not tons of organizations that need to sell product or services in order to fund their 

existence.

Meredith: Absolutely or also volunteer managements, associations and other nonprofits 

are very much fueled on volunteers and stuff so all the inputs, all the things that make you 

successful, you really have to take in that slightly entrepreneurial way. I think most nonprofits 

are surprisingly entrepreneurial just in the sense if you just define entrepreneurship as going 



after your goals without regard for what resources you currently have on hand.

Beth: That is an excellent on topic point on entrepreneurship that I’m feeling at the moment, 

that we all feel. I think that’s a great way to describe it. You kind of jump into something, 

having no idea what you’re getting into and the commonalities between the different 

segments, I just feel that there’s so much we can learn from each other and it’s worth bringing 

us all together to say “Well what did you try?”

Meredith: I do do some work with sort of nontraditional nonprofits and certainly as you say 

associations have foundations and other sort of consortiums that are connected to them, but 

I’ve been on boards of nonprofits and they really are similar issues. There’s different language 

that’s used and certainly different sources of revenue, but I think a lot of the issues are very, 

very similar and part of the challenge too is tying it all together, making it all sort of this 

logical coherent hole so that when you talk about donors it’s not in a way that’s inconsistent 

from the way you talk about beneficiaries and certainly you have nonprofits where the donors 

and the beneficiaries are very, very different people. So there can sometimes be a disconnect 

and that’s not usually good for, beneficiaries I’m not even sure is the right word, but the 

clients.

Beth: If we could only come up with a word for that. We use the word “members” a lot, too, 

but not every organization is literally a membership organization so if everyone that’s listening 

could help us all come up with the perfect word. “Community” is really the best word I’ve 

come up with so far that kind of makes up members and donors and you know everybody 

that’s out there, the funding population, the advocacy audiences. It’s tough to come up with 

that perfect word for the people that are in your orbit.

Meredith: Yeah, and I think you do need specificity sometimes because you have to be 

clear on who you’re talking about and what they’re involved in the community for. What they 

might get out of it, what their purpose maybe for being there. So it’s very different if you’re, I 

don’t know, a physician who is a volunteer for your professional association versus somebody 

who is a volunteer at a soup kitchen. These are people with different, presumable different 

motivations, even though we’re the same human being. 



Beth: Right, that same human being is different in different circumstances. We’ll talk about 

that like even on the opposite end of that in the tactical world. The same person acts very 

differently on LinkedIn than they do on Facebook. What they want from an organization or 

from anybody that they communicate with is different. I think that’s a great framing for this 

conversation that you have to start over the strategic side and looking at who you are and 

what they want, but all of that shows up on the tactical side when you’re making decisions 

about where to go to give them what they want. 

Meredith: Yeah, and who gets what they want out of you. 

Beth: Exactly, as I say all the time, if you try and please everyone, you’re going to get to no 

one. So I think that’s a great way to frame and begin that whole strategy, tactic, strategy, tactic 

side of things and discussing the real root commonality among all these types of organizations 

leads into kind of framing the fact that you work on both sides of the fence and in the work 

that you’re doing, where does participation show up as being important? What are people 

noticing, counting and measuring that they’re using to help them sustain themselves to do the 

work that they exist to do?

Meredith: Well, participation is a very interesting and honestly kind of tricky thing to think 

about when you are thinking about framing strategy. So most of the work that I do is around, 

there’s the tradition of doing a strategic planning process. But there’s sort of this strategic 

planning strategy moment which is typically when you get a consultant like me involved. 

So in that context I think associations and other nonprofits have a real desire to have broad 

participation. There’s this, you’ll often hear about the desire to be member driven or client 

driven, patient centered, all those good things. I think that when it comes to strategy though 

it does get tricky if you’re not clear on what role everybody’s participation plays in the end 

result of what you’re doing and what I mean by that is my recommendation is to consult 

really broadly, especially in strategy, but you’ve got to formulate narrowly and so consulting 

broadly means talking to the people who you know are important to you, making sure that 

you’ve got perspectives feeding into you, from members, from patients, from clients, from 

beneficiaries, from donors, from staff, from senior volunteers, from front line volunteers, 

from members, from non-members, from former members, never members, from adjacent 

organizations, from people who can show you things that are coming up on the horizon 



that your members will never tell you about or if they do it will be like that very last thing 

on the survey and only 3% picked it, but those 3% feel really strongly about it. There are 

different ways of sort of gathering in the idea of what is the strategic landscape that you face. 

What’s going on? What are the things that are going to govern and influence your ability to 

be successful or the choices that you should make in order to be successful, which is what 

strategy is all about. So I think that it’s interesting to see organizations wanting to cast the net 

really wide. The organizations though that are in a really interesting position to do that are the 

ones that have an ongoing sense of participation anyway. The poorest organizations, they’re 

the organizations that do regularly just talk to people, that maybe they have a program that 

if you don’t renew your membership they reach out and talk to you. So organizations that 

can provide me with that kind of data, then those people get to participate without having 

to lift a finger to have to participate. I get their perspectives and I get their opinions and 

their sense so there’s an element in the strategy process where we take advantage of the 

participation that the organization already has embedded in what it does, but there’s also with 

various forms of research, there’s dedicated research and I think that’s also useful because 

when you get participation or attract participation or get input based on participation from 

people just in the regular course of business, so you do an annual check in member survey, 

you do evaluation after a professional development activity, whatever the case may be. You 

gather in all that data, but that’s not really a strategic level and I think at the strategic level 

there’s a value to going out and saying “I’m not going to ask you how the organization is 

doing. I’m going to ask you what’s going on in your world. Is it harder for you to practice 

your profession? Is it harder or easier to do business and why is that? What’s going on for 

you, not with the association as the unit of analysis, but with the person you’re trying to 

serve as the unit of analysis?” The sponsor, a great example of sponsorship is people do all 

sorts of sponsorship assessments, but they very rarely even great organizations with great 

relationships with their sponsors very rarely ask the sponsors “What are your alternatives 

to sponsoring us? What would you do with this money if we weren’t around? What other 

lines in your budget are competing for this money?” and that yields some really interesting 

results. So spreading that net broadly in terms of participation, but then when I’m talking 

about formulating narrowly, I think that to actually set strategy because for me strategy is 

about making choices so that you’re always going to be successful and successful in what? 

Successful in meeting your mission. So when you look at your vision and look at your mission, 



look at the whole purpose for this organization existing, what the strategies are, the choices 

you make. Not just the things you say that you’re going to do, but the choices you make. 

We’re going to do this and that. We’re going to be this and not that. We’re going to go 

down this road and not that one. That has to be OK. If it doesn’t feel like a choice, I think it’s 

not a strategy, but formulating those, it’s very, very hard to do on a very broad participation 

basis. So even if you look at it in the democratic setting, think of it as maybe a referendum 

or election. The degree to which those messages really have to be homed is very high and 

it’s just very difficult to communicate out the ins and outs of the complexities and the inside 

information to a large group of people. When I’m just an average member of an organization, 

I don’t have that much information about the way it runs and the strategic alternatives and 

what’s coming over the horizon. I just see my world and so the rule of the decision makers, 

so in any nonprofit that’s the board, the role of those decision makers is to distill all of that 

broad consultation, all that broad understanding of the world, balance the stake holders, 

decide what sometimes frankly who is important or most important and needs the most work 

or whatever the case may be and set strategies to say “This is the way we’re going to go.” So 

I think that that process is very, very, very difficult to do with a whole bunch of people in the 

room, and anybody who has tried to do it with say a 50-person board knows exactly. So I find 

typically, even with one of the smaller boards, that 10-11-person board, it’s a real challenge 

and I think that’s about as big as you can go and really, really, really formulating it. So which 

is a little bit difficult for people if they really subscribe to the value as many do of sort of a 

democratic or member driven or patient centered, client centered approach. So I think there 

are real challenges. So I think the trick is to get lots of perspectives into that room in terms of 

the research and in terms of sometimes the people who are in the room and then just those 

people are deputized to make that decision. So participation is quite tricky and I think needs 

to be questioned every step.

Beth: And that alone I think is a really important point to put out there for people. Let’s get 

into sort of the nitty gritty of things and ultimately I feel like one of the core conversations 

around strategy and tactics is what’s the difference? I can’t even tell you how many RPs 

that I’ve looked at, how many conversations that I’ve had where people ask for a strategic 

communication planner or communication strategy or a marketing strategy and what they’re 

looking for is how many newsletters are we going to send this week. That kind of stuff. It’s 

really hard for people to understand. So how do you define the difference between a strategy 



and a tactic?

Meredith: Yeah, that’s a how long is a piece of string question.

Beth: Right exactly.

Meredith: Yeah, but I think we all know the difference between a snippet they can’t even tie 

together and an industrial sort of spool of string. So it’s the in between that’s the challenge. 

So I think strategies for your organization, for your mission, your strategies are the main things 

you need to be successful at for it to work. The main choices that you’ve made so I think 

typically organizations will go top down, but I think will talk about a little bit about going 

bottom up from bubbling things up from actions to strategy. So I think the word ‘strategic’ is 

used often to be an emphasis or an intensifier.

Beth: You’re right! I never thought about it that way, but that is a really good point. It’s almost 

more an adjective than anything else.

Meredith: Yeah, so people say they want a strategic communications plan and when I read 

that, I say “So you want it to tie to your strategy” so I think on paper, in theory, the way it 

could work is if you set a strategy and you say for instance, if you’re an organization that, 

let’s say you’re a professional association for a profession that is completely unregulated 

and anybody can join and it’s like mine or yours. So say a professional association for one of 

these professions said “you know what? We’re going to be all about quality. We think the 

landscape is such that our members are going to lose and our profession is going to lose if 

we let it be anybody can come in and do it and there’s no standards and if it just continues 

to be a free for all, the cream rising to the top is not good enough anymore. We actually 

need to have a strategy that really pushes us in the direction of taking quality very seriously 

for these reasons.” You’d have some rationale for why that was the important thing to do. 

Now that’s not necessarily a popular strategy. You’re not necessarily going to get a strategy 

like that out of surveying your members because your members might think things are fine, 

but you might nonetheless go in that direction. So at that level, you would have a strategy 

that would articulate that somehow and say “We’re making this choice.” Somebody not 

knowing anything about that profession might say “So it’s strategy saying you’re going to 



focus on quality? That doesn’t seem very strategic,” but if you’re coming from health care, 

that doesn’t necessarily seem like a big thing to say, but if you’re coming from an unregulative 

profession it might actually be bigger than it sounds. Then the tactics are the things you do 

underneath that to push that strategy forward, the specific projects, initiatives, programs, 

actions at the highest level that makes sense. At the biggest bucket that makes sense. So I 

would say for a strategy for that kind of size, I’d use letters, not a tactic. Still you need to be 

a bit bigger than that so a tactic underneath a strategy like that, focus on quality and ensure 

there’s a minimum level of quality set in our profession. Then your tactics might be things 

like regulate, promoting regulation, introducing a certification program, offering professional 

development that focuses on quality of the work, not on how to get more business. Make sure 

your communication messaging puts forward the quality work and quality professionals. Those 

kinds of tactics.

Beth: That’s really interesting because in my world a lot of times people talk about tactics as 

like the thing. We need a brochure, we need a website, we need an object of communication 

and it’s interesting to hear you talk about it. Even like way higher up than this that the 

strategy is what are you shooting for? Where do you want to go? It’s almost like here’s my 

goal and then the tactics are what are the big initiatives, what are the big efforts I’m going 

to be making in order to remove the needle on that goal and then there’s something else 

underneath that that here’s what I’m actually going to do today to achieve that. 

Meredith: Yeah, and I think that different organizations, like people listening might say 

“Oh, that’s what we call an activity, and that’s what we call a tactic,” and I think different 

organizations use different words. There’s not a standard because I’m in a regulative 

profession. There’s not a standard terminology.

Beth: And I know people who would love it if there was, which is why I want to have this 

conversation. Not so much to say this is the be all to end definitions of strategy versus 

tactics, but just to get people to continue to think about it and to understand when you’re 

thinking about doing a newsletter, like where is your head, what are you thinking and have 

you answered the bigger questions and do you need to answer the bigger questions or are 

you exactly where you need to be. This is one take on it and for everyone that’s listening, 



the biggest thing I want you to get out of this is don’t get caught up in the semantics or the 

jargon. They’re all just words and it doesn’t really matter, so we want you to focus on like have 

you thought big enough in order to have the problems that you’re trying to solve be really 

working to fix things and to move you forward as an organization.

Meredith: Yes, and I think the trap that many organizations fall into is going from high 

level strategy like propel quality forward in our profession get right down to let’s put out a 

newsletter. 

Beth: Yes I see that too. It’s funny. I never really think about it that way, but that is what 

happens.

Meredith: Yes and I would say whatever you call it, if you call it tactics or initiatives or 

whatever, there’s that intervening that sort of sandwich layer that needs to connect it because 

otherwise you have staff doing, typically staff, but sometimes volunteers, but honestly has the 

potential to get even more chaotic, so you have people thinking they may be doing things 

that are kind of heading you towards the strategy, but what you need to be able to do is in 

translating your strategy to operations is you need to be able to take a look at it and say 

this looks like enough. This looks like the things that we absolutely need to do to make this 

strategy real and get it off the ground. And I think that you need to think a little bit higher 

level than specific execution for most organizations. The smaller the organization and the 

more specific your mission, the closer these things all get. The more specific your strategy 

gets. If you’re umbrella under which you’re standing gets smaller and smaller, the more 

specific your strategies get and the more your tactics start to look like actions, just single 

actions.

Beth: I think that’s a really interesting point. If you’re listening and you’re a university, your 

strategic plan, is it a different level than if you’re listening and you are a like a four staff 

person association with ten volunteers.

Meredith: Totally. So if you’re a university and you’ve got a strategy like internationalize our 

student body or turn us into a research powerhouse in science and tech. Yeah, jumping to the 

newsletter is obviously not the level. 



Beth: Exactly. There’s going to be something between that. 

Meredith: But I think the challenge you have for any organization when you just jump to 

the newsletter is it’s really easy to forget why you’re doing a newsletter. If you just jump 

right there and so I think it’s important to talk about, to get the strategy done, we need 

to introduce a certification program. Well what does that look like? Well there’s a whole 

bunch of activities underneath that that are at the level of sort of the size of a newsletter or 

something like that, but I think if you don’t have the bigger sort of buckets of something like 

tactics, initiatives and that kind of idea, you can really get disconnected and it can feel like 

the strategy is this abstract thing floating up there that the board set for you and not every 

association does do a great job or a nonprofit does do a great job in consultation. It can feel 

pretty esoteric and if you don’t communicate it all really well, then all the more challenges 

with that so then you have staff or volunteers just doing activities that don’t really connect to 

the strategy and it doesn’t get embedded and I always think that’s a waste of the money of 

the strategic planning process and it makes you a little more rudderless than you would be 

otherwise.

Beth: Yeah, and I think it’s a hard thing for people to think about when there’s a lot of pressure 

on them to get stuff done, like actual stuff that it’s easy to look at. I put out an invitation for 

our gala and 200 people showed up and we raised $40,000. Like that’s, you can wrap your 

head around how I did this thing and this worked. It’s a lot harder to sometimes say like how 

can I be sure we’ve internationalized our student body, like where’s the deliverable against 

that necessarily or whatever it is, but a lot of times what happens is when you focus on the 

executions, you’re doing all these things that end up kind of lining up in a row as opposed to 

all connecting to a center hub and that you’re working and you’re working and you’re doing 

and you’re doing and at the end of the year when you go back and look and see I’ve done 

all this work. I’ve worked so hard. What did it all add up to? You can easily find that it didn’t 

add up to more than the sum of its parts sometimes. I’m sure you’ve probably seen this too 

where as when it’s all like you’re saying all lined up, sometimes I’ll use the word “objectives” 

for that middle layer to go from strategy to an objective to a tactic because in my world, 

people really do understand the word tactic and they tend to mean do an executable thing 

when you use tactics so we use the word “objective” to get that translation between here’s 



where we want to be when we’re done and here’s what we’re doing today, but here are a 

couple of fine guiding points in between to make sure that we’re still executing connected 

to it. That happened a lot when social media came along and everybody was like let’s do this 

new thing and it was this little bubble that was floating off wherever, completely disconnected 

in strategies and so now we’re in this world that’s starting to get lined back up and stacked in 

order, but it can be tough to translate a strategy into these tactics. How have you gone about 

doing that with people?

Meredith: I do find it’s tough but it’s really, really important so you know why you’re doing 

your gala. Are you doing it to raise money or are you doing it to raise awareness or are you 

doing it for both or are you doing it to increase equity in the organization? There’s lots of 

things you can get out of a particular event. Social media is also a great example. Why are 

you doing social media? Member engagement, donor awareness.

Beth: ‘Cause your board president said that you should have a Tumblr.

Meredith: I think the other thing is that the difference between a strategy and a tactic I would 

say an activity, a strategy is a commitment, but you can experiment with a tactic. When things 

are fresh and new you can say “Let’s have a tactic to experiment with social media and see 

what we can do with it,” and then we would get more embedded into our planning a little 

bit more. In terms of how you do it, I think that there are a couple of things and I’ve been 

working with an organization recently that for various reasons had no strategic plan before 

and for a number of years had had no strategic plan for reasons that don’t reflect badly on 

them. It’s a long story and so there had been a new executive director who had been around 

for a couple of years and what they did is they put together an implied strategy from all the 

things that they were in fact doing. So I say that because most of the time people think of this 

as a very top down exercise so when I’m working with clients, we’ll do a phase of research 

and information gathering and sort of the broad consultation and then we’ll do formulation 

typically with the board and senior staff and then the tactical planning, the step of how are 

we actually going to do that? How are we going to attach the things you’re currently doing? 

They should either report these strategies or we should question whether we should keep 

doing them. We should think about doing new things we need to do in order to get these 



strategies off the ground. We need to think about resourcing and constraints and timing and 

dependencies and all those kinds of things. So I typically work with the staff with some input 

from key volunteers often, but for an organization with staff it’s where the pendulum swings 

over to staff because it starts getting more execution and so then the organization needs to 

be able to build a tactical plan that then will for each year that you identify these tactics are 

going to be rolled out over the course of these years, then for each year in theory it just falls 

into your operation plan so that this year we’re doing acts, but the reality is even with a top 

down process like that you still have to take into consideration what you’re already doing and 

so it’s really interesting to see an organization look at what they’re already doing and saying 

“this actually means that our strategy is this” because the proof is in the pudding and if you’re 

not actually doing anything about your strategies, they’re just words anyway. So if you actually 

look at what you’re doing, if somebody didn’t read your strategic plan and only understood 

what your operations were, what would they say your strategy is?

Beth: Ah, that’s really good. I like that. 

Meredith: Yeah, so you want to match and in theory that’s what you should be doing when 

you assess your strategy every year. The board should be taking a look at the strategic plan 

every year and saying okay this is, it’s always hypothesis driven, it’s always built off, we think 

this is how the world is gonna turn our. This is what we think is important so we think this 

is how we should move towards things. These are the things we should, if you look at the 

life cycle of progress, these are the things we should be sustaining, these are the things we 

should be growing, these are the seeds we should be planting. Here are the other things we 

should be freaking out about because they’re on fire and just to see how right you were about 

where everything was at and how the outside world was going to go and what you’re capable 

of and all those kinds of things, but I think you need to take into consideration, one example 

that shows up so often on strategic plans for I think everybody in your particular plan base is 

revenue diversification.

Beth: Interesting. Yep, everybody wants that.

Meredith: Everybody wants that. It shows up very often on strategic plans as just like a side 



bar. My question is always are you actually doing anything about that? Are you halving off 20 

percent of the chief staff officer’s time to deal with that? Are you putting together a team of 

staff to deal with that? Have you appointed somebody at an appropriately senior level to deal 

with that? If not, let’s not pretend it’s going to happen.

Beth: This is so interesting. I never really heard people talk about it this way, but it’s very 

much in line with are you living what you say you’re living, and I think everybody when they’re 

in the strategic planning process has like hopes and dreams and goals and they’re all pumped 

up and excited about it, but the proof of whether it’s actually strategic plan that’s executable 

is like look at it in a year from now. It’s really interesting that you describe it that way and not 

even just, I mean I’ve always had teams go back and look at the strategy a year from now, but 

to say to have your audiences, have your members, have people that maybe weren’t involved 

in deciding on it come back and tell you “What do you think our strategic plan is based on 

what you’ve seen us doing?” That could be really horrifyingly eye opening for a lot of us, 

myself probably included, but you know it’s kind of like are you willing to really see, really look 

and see what people see you as because what we say a lot of times in branding, like there 

is no such thing as brand. Your brand only exists in the way people perceive you and if what 

they’re perceiving of your strategy is that you’re an organization that runs monthly events and 

what your real goal is about advocacy, then there’s a disconnect and disconnects I think are 

more disruptive to an organization than inaction.

Meredith: Yeah, and I think this is why you get a lot of people kind of la la la and hand wave 

past strategic plans because many of us have the experience that the strategic plan doesn’t 

mean anything. I worked for an organization that had a strategy of operational excellence. So 

if I’m looking to fund multimillion dollar projects capital expenditures, I have no idea whether 

I am funding something top support great customer service or cost savings or technological 

innovation. I have not idea. That doesn’t tell me anything.

Beth: I was going to say do you think that the part that happens is because when somebody’s 

strategies operational excellence and then they just leave it there, that’s our strategy, like what 

you said, what does that mean in like I show up at work today. How do I deliver operational 

excellence and I think a lot of times people will bring in a consultant, they’ll write the strategy, 



the consultant drops off that heft of paper and it goes in someone’s drawer and then they 

check strategic plan off of their list. And it’s hard because then it takes a huge amount of 

band with an effort from the board and the team to get this done and while that’s happening, 

a lot of times there’s a whole bunch of other stuff that isn’t getting done and as soon as that 

process is done, it’s like oh thank goodness we can now go and do our other work and so 

there’s that gap between creating the plan and delivering it that sometimes falls into the black 

hole.

Meredith: Absolutely and that’s I think I said earlier about the idea of the strategies not just 

sort of hanging there and it’s an incredible amount of work to do a strategic plan and you 

really don’t get your money’s worth if you don’t execute it so I think if your strategic plan, if 

you go through a strategic plan process, if anything in your environment is changing, which 

it is for everybody, if you go through a strategic planning process and you don’t at the end, 

if you’re the CEO or executive director, university president or whoever you are, department 

head, whatever it is, if you are that person and you don’t look at your strategic plan and 

think “Oh my gosh, that’s a big change” at least in one chunk of your organization I think you 

probably did it wrong and you’re probably ignoring some things. 

Beth: How do people make that change? I mean I’m all about giving people like boots on 

the ground, how does it happen kind of stuff. So when someone writes this strategic plan a 

lot of times you’re right. It is the board or it’s sometimes got input from other people, but a 

lot of the actual decision making has to happen in a smaller group like you said so that there’s 

focus. Once that’s done, how have you seen people do it well, to actually get it out and push 

through an organization so that it does happen?

Meredith: I think there are a couple of things. I mean one is the stage after the board 

meeting and they set the strategy and then the staff take it away and sort of look at how to 

make it real and then bring that back to the board. So then the small group that’s actually 

formulating the layer down strategy, the tactics, is typically a smaller group. So a couple of 

ways that you start to look at making that real and one is engaging the staff and engaging 

volunteers. Another is being really clear about what is about to change so actually putting 

strategic issues onto the board work plan. If you don’t have a board work plan, those are 



some of the things that should change. Change in reporting I think is really powerful. So a 

lot of nonprofits have the reporting of this department and that department and the other 

department. If you have a strategy, you should be reporting against your progress against the 

strategies and then some reporting for other things that you need to be aware of.

Beth: I love that because you know a lot of organizations, I see this a lot. If you go to your 

local, we have townships, and you’re Canadian, but we have townships in America.

Meredith: We do, too.

Beth: You have townships, too?

Meredith: Yeah.

Beth: I feel like I love talking to Canadians about nonprofit work because I get to hear you say 

organization, but you’ll go to something like that and the township’s website is organized how 

the townships staff is organized, like by the department and they don’t ever think about like 

I’m a resident of this department. I want to know when to sign my kid up for soccer and where 

is kindergarten registration and what day can I put out my old washing machine for pick up. 

They never think about like what does a resident need and what are they looking for at this 

time. They think about how their organizational chart is structured and I see that in all kinds 

of other organizations too and I love how you said that, how instead of reporting back based 

on your organizational chart and your structure, report back based on your goals and your 

purpose. That’s really a big idea that I don’t think a lot of people have heard of. 

Meredith: Interesting because if you’re a board member and a lot of people talk about board 

members not being strategic and I think you can’t on the one hand struggle with your board 

members not being strategic and then not give them a strategic frame work to work with as 

they make decisions.  

Beth: That’s great. It’s like I want you to do this, but I’m telling you to do something else. 

That’s interesting. So the last thing I want to make sure we fit time in for is the people that are 

going this sounds fabulous Meredith, but we’ve got something that we need to communicate 



about happening that brings the dollars in. It’s our thing. We’ve got to start moving and 

taking action. I know that I need a strategy, but. You hear this, I hear this so many times when 

people say “I want to talk to you about branding,” or “I want to talk to you about doing a 

digital communications strategy, but what I need right now is.” I feel if I had a nickel for every 

time I heard that sentence, but the reality is that people are in that situation and for people 

like you and me to say “I’m sorry I can’t help you because you really need to back the truck 

all the way up to strategy before you can make any impact.” I mean that’s lovely and we don’t 

want people to jump into tactics and completely say “Great, I got the tactic. I’m good to go. 

I’m not ever going to back up and do it,” but they do that sometimes. So how do you juggle 

between the fact that you’ve got to get stuff done today and some people know that they 

need to back up and get strategy and some people are like “Thanks, got the thing. Good to 

go.”

Meredith: Well, I think a couple of things. I think one is if the organization is in huge disarray, 

you don’t talk about strategy anyway so if things are on fire, so if the organization is at risk 

due to I don’t know, a lawsuit or legal issues or something like that, I think it’s completely 

viable to say “You know what? Strategy is for the people with the luxury of time, and we don’t 

have that, so let’s just get on with it,” so there are times when actually every so often I get 

called for we think we need to do strategic planning. I think you need to do just executional, 

I can help you with that, but let’s not do a full strategic plan because you’re not in a position 

to make those kinds of decisions. That’s one thing where I think it’s utterly, it’s exactly the right 

choice to not go in a really strategic direction. I think the other thing though is you absolutely 

don’t want to be hampered by the need to do a full enchilada strategic plan. You can set 

strategy without doing a whole bunch of research. You just need to be aware that that’s what 

you’ve done and think about how do we tweak our strategy with better input down the road.

Beth: So what are some of the key things people would do because there’s always pros and 

cons to that. Like you haven’t really gotten the information. You haven’t gone back and gotten 

the information and one of the biggest risks I find a lot of times when we’re talking strategy 

is the head person, whether it’s the head of the board or the head of the organization that 

says “You don’t need to talk to anybody. I know our members. Just ask me. I can tell you 

everything you need to know.” How do you avoid that risk if you’re doing this sort of down 



and dirty version?

Meredith: Well I think you pointed out I did it recently with a board and it was a profession 

where instead 90 percent of the profession are service providers. They’re in the office with 

clients and they’re not managers, they’re not academics and I went around, I sort of thought, 

I went around the board table and I said, “Just put up your hand if you’re a manager or 

academic,” and almost everybody put up their hand. I said, “OK, so let’s just bear this in 

mind. The average member is not in this room, so we need to be very aware of that,” and a 

few people really took that on and were like kind of appointed themselves the voice of the 

average member and said, “I’m not sure that the average member cares that much about 

that,” so I think you need to be up front and open about that as you’re setting strategies, but 

back to the idea of what if I work at an organization where they’ve set strategy or they’ve set 

strategy at the level of operational excellence and here I am the director of operations for 

the organization and the boards not really all that functional right now. Maybe my executive 

director or CEO really isn’t the strongest leader that I ever worked for. Like how do I get on 

with my job and feel confident that I’m making good decisions even if I don’t have that kind 

of guidance that I would get from a good strategic plan. I think that you know or as somebody 

walks into you and says yeah we should have a little integrated communication strategy but 

for now everybody is just screaming about a newsletter so let’s get one going. I think what 

you can do then is make your logic visible to others so they can see how it fits because really 

fundamentally what we’re talking about in the strategic planning environment whether it’s 

bottom up or top down is having it be a logical frame work and say this is who we are. This 

is how we think we’re going to be successful. This is what we think is going on in the outside 

world. How good our information is about that is going to vary and so this is why we’re going 

to do what we’re going to do. We’re going to hope for particular outcomes so I think the 

path to sort of strategic management that anybody at any level in an association can come 

forward and this is going back to the idea of the “strategic communications plan” is you 

make it strategic by tying it to the strategy. So you say this is operational excellence defined 

as this, that, the other and so therefore this is what we’re going to do and this is how we’re 

going to do it so I’ve seen associations with a strategy of provide excellent value to members, 

but without defining that particularly carefully so if you’re doing a member newsletter and 

so when you, Beth, are working with someone who has asked you to put something like that 



together, then together you can sort of say, well, let’s design it this way because this is true, 

this is the right way to go and let’s say why. We think members are looking for information on 

this and that and the other. It’s not going to be highly technical because they get that from 

the journal so let’s make it more about these topics because we think that that fills a gap. 

Let’s make it this frequently because we think that’s the right frequency and we’ll experiment 

with that. Let’s make it sort of design it this way because. So if you put in why you’re doing 

things and what you expect them to achieve for you, I think that really, really, really is helpful 

and I think that can help instill that throughout the organization even if you’re working in an 

organization that’s not terribly good at that. So just say “You know what? I have to use my 

best judgment about what the strategy is and therefore how this work fits into that,” and 

make that visible and transparent to other people so they can work with it and so they can 

understand because somebody might come in and say or the organization might actually do 

some strategic thinking and then sort of say “No, actually we want to be,” whatever it is, all of 

the technical information so we don’t want to do that newsletter that way anymore. As you’ve 

said if it’s not technical then at least it gives them a way to talk about it.

Beth: I think that’s terrific and I actually love what you said about remembering that the 

people that are in the room typically when you’re having this conversation, the committee, 

the board, they tend to be the zealots. They’re the people that are passionate and crazy 

about the organization. They’re showing up no matter what. They’re not representative of the 

average member and to be honest, they tend to forget that and I would want to refer listeners 

to episode 37 with Amanda Kaiser where she talked about that very specifically about that 

topic and about a research process to help you find out what those people think that really 

are the average, average member that might be a helpful point to take a look at. So Meredith, 

we need to wrap up now so I want to leave everyone with sort of what’s your best advice that 

you could give to someone that is in that situation where they’ve got to start taking action, 

they don’t have the luxury of backing up today and doing the strategic planning process of 

full on please come in Meredith and help us re-establish a good solid base. You know, where 

should they start? What’s like the one best thing that they can do to make sure that their 

tactics that they’re doing are the best they can possibly be?

Meredith: I think it fundamentally is just acknowledge what your hypothesis are and then go 



test them. So it’s really about saying “I don’t have perfect information,” and you never do.

Beth: Even when you research.

Meredith: Even when you research and so this is also honestly this is what I find separates 

out people with potential for bigger roles. I think it’s a really, really great skill for leadership 

so at whatever level you’re at right now, if you have any ambition to get to a higher level or 

bigger role, this is a great, great skill to be practicing every day is really saying “I don’t know 

everything there is to know, but here’s what I believe to be true and therefore here’s the 

choice I’m going to make and here’s how I’m going to test and see how close I was.” Here’s 

how it fits in with other things. So connecting it to the rest of the organization, but I think just 

writing that down, objectives of the activity, why we’re doing it this way and track it and make 

it possible for other people to understand what you’re up to and for you to be able to track 

so you’re not just stabbing blindly in. In so far as you do have any strategy, connect it to that 

strategy in the way that you understand it. You can seek understanding, but sometimes some 

organizations great clarity just isn’t coming. It’s just where the organization is at right now and 

if you’re sort of in the depth of it and and event manager, communication manager, whatever 

the case may be, you want to set objectives for what you’re doing and then go and execute 

on it and see how well you met your objectives and then see if your objectives were the right 

ones. 

Beth: I think that’s really great advice and I especially like what you said to set an objective 

that you understand so even if there’s no leadership that’s saying you need to do this, a lot 

of times the people that are executors get frustrated because they don’t really know why 

this thing is being done. It’s just do a thing and do you want fries with that. It can be really 

frustrating so even doing this exercise for yourself, I love that advice of putting together a 

rationale about what you believe that your audience that you’re creating for should be getting 

out of that, that alone would probably both be guidance for the project, but also provide you 

a little more maybe enthusiasm for doing the work.

Meredith: Yes, because it’s so frustrating because you think it’s somebody else’s job to define 

this for me. So just pretend you’re them for an hour, do their job, do whatever part of their 



job they didn’t do for you and then say, “OK, let me pretend I got this guidance from on high. 

OK, I’ll go with that guidance.” 

Beth: That’s ultimately going to help you, that it’s to not be frustrated. You didn’t get it, let it 

go. It didn’t happen, but ultimately if you’re like I don’t know why we’re doing this, you have 

to do it so putting that together for yourself is only going to be better for the outcome and 

probably just for how, just the ease of moving through a project in and of itself. 

Meredith: Yeah, yeah and it can also be sort of, it sometimes feels very brave to be doing 

those kinds of things and so I think just being open and transparent about what you’re doing 

and why really helps. Often walking your boss through your thinking and just making sure 

you’re on the right track, that’s a good thing, too. 

Beth: Absolutely. Meredith, this was so helpful. If people want to learn more or have 

questions for you, how can they get in touch with you? 

Meredith: They can go to my website, which is MeredithLow.com, M-e-r-e-d-i-t-h-L-o-w, and 

the rest of my contact information is there, and I’m always delighted to talk to people or 

whatever questions they have. 

Beth: Wonderful. Thank you so much for joining me and for sharing your knowledge with both 

me and the nonprofit community.

Meredith: Thank you. It was such a pleasure.


