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This chapter introduces the topic of strategic planning in 
student affairs by exploring its meaning and relevance to 
sound management and a force for change. A model is 
presented for the student affairs strategic planning 
process and elements of a written plan, including 
implementation steps.

1

Introduction to Strategic Planning in 
Student Affairs: A Model for Process 
and Elements of a Plan

Shannon E. Ellis

5

Planning from a strategic perspective has been a mainstay of organizational 
management for decades. Founded in the private sector, strategic planning 
is now embraced by the nonprofi t world as a catalyst for sound resource 
allocation, transformative decision making, and motivating staff (Bryson, 
1995). It is particularly appealing to higher education in an era of reform 
caused by public outcry for accountability and affordability. Student affairs 
professionals who think, plan, and act strategically will ensure maximum 
benefi t to their students and their institution.

On every campus, the role of student affairs increasingly is to bring 
visibility and focus to current issues and future implications. Strategic plan-
ning publicly acknowledges such forces. This chapter applies the literature 
regarding strategic planning—its meaning, benefi ts, process, and elements 
of an effective plan—to the work of student affairs professionals in higher 
education.

What It Means to Be Strategic

Intentional, futuristic, opportunity seeking, and nimble are all words used to 
describe what occurs when a thought, a plan, or a decision is accurately 
labeled as being strategic. Add imagination, cunning, exploration, and infor-
mation analysis to the defi nition, and it becomes clear that being strategic 
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holds the potential for new insights and actions that lead to optimal results. 
Desired change and directed transformation can become the new norm 
(Bryson, 1995).

If it is true, as Mary O’Hara-Devereaux (2004) claims, that over the 
past decade, the art of strategy got lost, it is time to bring it back. “Strategy 
tragedy,” she writes, “strikes when leadership digs foxholes to defend 
against turbulent change and fails to act urgently and radically to ensure 
the organization’s future success” (p. 180). By engaging in strategic think-
ing, planning, management, and decision making, a student affairs profes-
sional can identify and consider a wide array of options through an 
inclusive process that explores the environment and sets an agreed-on 
course of action based on strategy. In Strategic Change in Colleges and Uni-
versities (Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997), strategy is an agreed-on 
course of action and direction that changes relationships or maintains 
alignment. In the work of student affairs, this would lead to a better rela-
tionship between administrative units that serve students and the larger 
institutional environment.

Henry Mintzberg’s intensive study (1994) on strategic planning found 
“strategy making to be a complex, interactive, and evolutionary process, 
best described as one of adaptive learning. Strategic change was found to be 
uneven and unpredictable . . . especially when the organization faced 
unpredictable shifts in the environment” (p. 110). O’Hara-Devereaux 
(2004) describes that environment as “the Badlands, a rugged stretch that 
bridges the past with the future, a time after massive structural shifts have 
rendered the old economy and its social foundations obsolete, and new 
values and structures are not yet fi rmly in place”(p. 4).

The environment is the political, social, economic, technological, and 
educational ecosystem, both internal and external, to the higher education 
institution in which student affairs organizations reside. Strategic planning 
is the formal process designed to help administrative units identify and 
maintain an optimal alignment with the most important elements in its 
environment. From this plan come decisions that best fi t the needs of the 
student affairs and management practices that ensure attention is focused 
to maintain optimal alignment with the most important elements in the 
environment (Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997).

A Word of Caution: Strategic Planning Is Not the Same as 
Planning. The work of student affairs practitioners often means 
developing a series of activities aimed at achieving a goal, carrying out a 
plan, assessing the results, and, based on this, revising, ending, or 
continuing to implement these initiatives. This can be productive and 
satisfying work, but it is not strategic.

Mintzberg (1994) states, “This confusion lies at the heart of the issue: 
the most successful strategies are visions, not plans” (p. 107). Mintzberg 
describes planning as a “calculating style,” while being strategic invokes a 
“committing style”: “Those with a calculating style fi x on a destination and 
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calculate what the group must do to get there, with no concern for the 
members’ preferences. But calculated strategies have no value in and of 
themselves. . . . Strategies take on value only as committed people infuse 
them with energy” (p. 109).

Strategic planning focuses on a “committing style” that motivates peo-
ple with high aspirations toward a common vision (Kouzes and Posner, 
1995). The challenge and role of a student affairs leader is to create a shared 
view of what is important, of what matters: “It’s a process that detaches 
strategy from operations, thinking from doing” (Kouzes and Posner, 1995, 
p. 244). When students affairs is engaged in both thinking and doing, plan-
ning and execution become strategic.

What Strategic Planning in Student Affairs Is. Strategic planning is 
the process of determining what a student affairs organization intends to be 
in the future and how it will get there. It is fi nding the best future for the 
student affairs organization and the best path to reach that destination. 
Such planning involves fundamental choices about the future of the student 
affairs unit. These choices include deciding on the mission and what goals 
to pursue, as well as the programs and services to offer to accomplish this 
mission. The answers determine how student affairs staff will fi nd and use 
the resources needed to meet the goals.

The development and management of a strategic plan has been 
compared to gently steering a ship by changing course a few degrees at a 
time in response to internal (fuel) and external (weather) elements (Row-
ley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997). Saunie Taylor, vice president of student 
affairs emerita at the University of Arizona, describes it as “changing a tire 
while the car is moving.” What it most defi nitely is, is a chance to write the 
future of the student affairs story on one’s own campus. As Sam Keen 
(1989) put forth, “Whoever authors your story authorizes your action” 
(p. xiv).

A comprehensive strategic plan is crafted to direct student affairs to 
realize its aspirations more nearly and provide an opportunity to evaluate 
what it is doing, why it does so, who does it, and how well and how effi -
ciently it is being done. Furthermore, a plan will help determine if the 
student affairs unit is fulfi lling its stated mission (Ern, 1993).

For student affairs practitioners, “strategic planning is charting a 
course that you believe is wise, then adjusting that course as you gain more 
information and expertise. A clear sense of mission and direction will guide 
your choices about which opportunities to pursue and which to avoid” 
(Barry, 1986, p. 11). The central objective of strategic planning is to posi-
tion student services so that it can shape and exploit its environment.

Benefi ts of Strategic Planning to Student Affairs

Student affairs practitioners need to engage in strategic planning for fi ve 
important reasons.



8 STRATEGIC PLANNING IN STUDENT AFFAIRS

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR STUDENT SERVICES • DOI: 10.1002/ss

First, the development and implementation of a strategic plan by stu-
dent affairs is steeped in research on the needs of current and future stu-
dents and on an assessment of the effectiveness of people, programs, and 
services in meeting them. Determining the priorities and allocation of time, 
money, and expertise with regard to students will rest in the hands of those 
who know it best and are well prepared to bring about the desired 
outcomes.

Second, if developing a strategic plan is essential to the future of a col-
lege or university (Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997), then it is vital to creat-
ing the effective student affairs division of tomorrow (Askew and Ellis, 
2005). The root of such importance is the fact that key areas of institutional 
enrollment such as recruitment and retention are the responsibility of stu-
dent affairs. Adequate numbers and appropriate characteristics of students 
admitted and effective retention initiatives have an impact on everything 
from funding levels and faculty workloads to the nature of academic pro-
grams and student support services.

Third, the goal of strategic planning in student affairs is to agree on a 
plan by which the organization can establish a position that gives it a 
unique place within the higher education institution. This can be increas-
ingly diffi cult given that the mission of nearly all colleges and universities 
in higher education is to help students learn. The niche for student affairs 
is increasingly duplicated across campus with special recruitment efforts in 
academic programs, embedding internships and service-learning in 
courses, and the establishment of major-specifi c career centers in academic 
colleges. Creating a plan that ensures student affairs is adding signifi cant 
value and moving to the center from the margins is the difference between 
thriving or becoming extinct.

Fourth, a well-done strategic plan can be a change driver for transfor-
mational student affairs leaders and their staff. The process engages every-
one in gathering data, having honest conversations with stakeholders as 
well as one another, dreaming, creating, strategizing, and implementing. 
After those steps, nothing could remain the same. Even having to change 
direction, slow down time lines, and reallocate resources as the result of 
unexpected circumstances like budget cuts and leadership changes cannot 
stop the force for change that a strategic plan becomes for student affairs. It 
clearly sets out the priorities and values of the student affairs organization 
to be used, most of all, when things do not go as planned.

Fifth, an effective strategic planning process and its implementation 
create a collegial setting for all student affairs professionals. Individuals 
from diverse components of a student affairs organization work together to 
describe the current landscape, gather data, meet with stakeholders, and 
craft the ideal and preferred future for their work with students. The oppor-
tunity to have meaningful and strategic conversations around common val-
ues, vision, and mission always results in a more unifi ed student affairs 
organization with inspired and inspiring professionals.
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A New View of the Environment with Strategic Thinking

In Strategic Thinking and the New Science (1998), T. Irene Sanders writes 
that the much-needed skill of strategic thinking is the way to anticipate, 
respond to, and infl uence change in the environment as it is emerging and 
before a crisis arises. According to Sanders, “Strategic thinking has insight 
about the present and foresight about the future. And the key to both is 
understanding the dynamics of the ‘big picture’ context in which your deci-
sions are made” (p. 78). Student affairs practitioners can take a “creative 
look at their future” (O’Hara-Devereaux, 2004, p. 11) by engaging in stra-
tegic thinking. Strategic planning is not a substitute for strategic thinking 
and acting. Bryson (1995) warns, “When used thoughtlessly, strategic plan-
ning can actually drive out precisely the kind of strategic thought and 
action it is supposed to promote” (p. 9).

For student affairs professionals, strategic thinking must be the fi rst 
step to any strategy development or planning. It begins with an exploration 
of the environment, which Sanders (1998) describes as “an intuitive, visual, 
creative process that results in a synthesis of emerging themes, issues, pat-
terns, connections, and opportunities” (p. 162). She suggests “ ‘visual 
thinking’ as the ability to create and interact with images in one’s mind” 
(p. 87)—for example:

• Writing about the current campus environment for student affairs
• Describing it from a student’s perspective as well as that of a student 

affairs practitioner
• Drawing a picture of the current campus context for student affairs 

work
• Creating a metaphor for the setting in which student affairs exists

Employing such techniques opens the mind to seeing true realities and 
discovering future possibilities.

Elements of a Strategic Plan

There is no one way to organize a strategic plan. Several templates exist, 
such as those created for accreditation purposes, business models, and the 
public sector. A number of those who have written about strategic planning 
believe mission and vision statements are key to a successful plan (Bryson, 
1995; Covey, 2004; Collins, 2001; Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997), 
while others struggle with how and when such statements should enter the 
strategic planning process (Rowley, Thompson, and Strickland, 1996; Mat-
thes, 1993; Byars, 1991). Nonetheless, some basic elements play key roles 
in moving strategic thinking along into the development of a successful 
strategic plan (Rowley, Thompson, and Strickland, 1996; Matthes, 1993; 
Byars, 1991):
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• A vision statement (what this student affairs organization aspires to 
be)

• A mission statement (why the student affairs organization currently 
exists)

• Identifi cation of fi ve- to seven-core organizational values
• A presentation of the student affairs organization’s strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOTs)
• A statement of five- to seven-key goals based on the SWOTs 

accompanied by key performance indicators (KPIs) to measure their 
accomplishment

• A resulting action plan to achieve the goals
• Evaluation and assessment of progress in fulfi lling the plan

The Strategic Process: The Key to Success

The process of developing a plan for the future that is grounded in context 
and futuristic in possibilities is not about predicting the future. No student 
affairs professionals could have predicted the drastic economic downturn, 
escalating violence on college campuses, and inflationary double-digit 
tuition increases. The strategic planning process is about sweeping the 
environment for all possibilities and executing a plan that is fl exible, nim-
ble, and responsive to whatever events occur and conditions arise.

Strategic planning for student affairs answers three fundamental 
questions:

• Where is the student affairs organization now?
• Where do we want the student affairs organization to be in the 

future?
• How do we plan to get there?

A strategic mind-set that focuses on skill and capability building 
(Peters, 1987) is needed to answer these questions. This emphasis on add-
ing value to the educational setting through training to prepare to respond 
with increased fl exibility and quality consciousness will sustain a strategic 
plan through its incarnations and implementation. It is the development 
and readiness of these skills that allows every member of the student affairs 
organization to seek out and exploit opportunities rather than focus on 
static approaches to organizational development.

Elements of a Strategic Planning Process

Many believe that sound strategic direction has never been more important 
than it is now, which is why the strategic planning process is what matters 
most (Sanders, 1998; Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997; Bryson, 1995). 
The process of developing the strategic plan is close to 100 percent of its 
value. According to management guru Tom Peters (1987), a good strategic 
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planning process (1) gets everyone involved; (2) is not constrained by 
overall organizational assumptions; (3) is perpetually fresh, forcing the ask-
ing of new questions; (4) is not to be left to planners; and (5) requires lots 
of “noodling” time and vigorous debate (p. 510).

This bottom-up process fi ts the diffuse culture of student affairs and 
most colleges and universities where governance is decentralized (Rowley, 
Lujan, and Dolence, 1997). It should begin with those who serve students 
in a variety of face-to-face ways, with students quickly to the mix and at 
every stage of the process. As the process moves forward, it should seek 
ideas from student affairs staff in all job titles and salary categories. The 
process should never lose sight of students and the front line, where the 
implementation of the plan takes place and has the greatest chance of 
impact—with success and with failure.

The process should never be the exclusive responsibility of a small 
group of stakeholders. If the planning and implementation process is to 
succeed, it must incorporate the views of all the constituencies that will be 
affected and will have a role in its implementation. Student affairs units are 
strongly encouraged to create a planning committee that is expansive in its 
consultation and transparent in its process of analysis and forming recom-
mendations. It should draw in the most respected members of the institu-
tion who are known for their knowledge, fairness, and expertise. Planning 
members do not adopt and implement key steps, but they bring skill and 
judgment to the process.

Prepare a Context. The history of student affairs reminds us that our 
work must be considered within the context of issues that infl uence higher 
education and its missions (American Council on Education, 1937, 1949; 
ACPA/NASPA, 1997). Refl ecting on the programs and services the student 
affairs profession has provided to students in the 1950s as compared to the 
1970s and now in the twenty-fi rst century, this point is proven time and 
again. Some of this change has been accomplished through the reactions of 
student services to such events as the free speech movement of the 1960s 
and the Americans with Disabilities Act in the 1970s. Other professional 
transformation has been through the work of reformers such as Bloland, 
Stamatakos, and Rogers (1994), as well as such futurists as Howe and Strauss 
(2000) and calls for transformative education such as in Learning Reconsidered 
1 (Keeling, 2004) and Learning Reconsidered 2 (Keeling, 2006).

Student affairs does not operate in a vacuum. Social, political, and eco-
nomic infl uences continually change and are important to the nature of 
student affairs work. It is essential that a strategic plan refl ect the current 
and future environment of the student affairs profession. This demands 
constant reevaluation and reshaping of programs and services. A place to 
begin is to document the understanding of the higher education landscape 
held by members of the student affairs organization through research and 
conversation. By attending conferences, keeping up with the literature, and 
listening to experts in the fi eld, student affairs professionals will be able to 
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describe the setting in which their institution exists. It then becomes 
important to use the same resources for gathering knowledge to understand 
how the student affairs operation fi ts into the landscape. It is benefi cial to 
articulate the global, national, regional, and local context for the student 
affairs profession and the specifi c work in which student affairs practi-
tioners are engaged.

Establishing current context also demands that members of student 
affairs on campus spend time thinking about the future context. Funding 
source projections, birth rates, cultural demographics, and workforce 
development characteristics are examples of existing indicators that should 
be considered in analyzing the future for the institution and its student 
affairs division. This analysis becomes the foundation for thinking and act-
ing strategically.

Develop or Clarify the Student Affairs Mission and Core 
Values. Why does your student affairs division, department, program, or 
student service exist? What are your student affairs unit’s unshakable 
beliefs that form the foundation of the work you do in student affairs? A 
mission statement should set out a clear and concise statement that answers 
that question. It should start with, “We exist to . . . ” and conclude with, 
“We accomplish this by . . . ” It may well change over time as the landscape 
shifts and context evolves. The ongoing process of developing, 
implementing, and assessing a student affairs strategic plan forces a 
constant review and updating of the work the unit does with college 
students. The mission statement must identify the core values that guide 
the work. Core values, the principles on which all student affairs 
organizations are built, guide planning, daily operations, programs, and 
services (Blanchard, 1996). A values statement answers the question, 
“What do we believe in?” These enduring tenets do not require external 
justification. They make statements about what is important to your 
student affairs unit.

Identify Key Stakeholders, and Conduct a Situational 
Analysis. The effective strategic plan includes an honest assessment of the 
capabilities, strengths, weaknesses, and limitations of your student affairs 
operation. Also known as an environmental scan, this is a snapshot of 
student affairs now and results in an outline of the factors that have an 
impact on your ability to achieve success. At its best, the evaluation should 
pertain to the global, national, regional, and local concerns first 
acknowledged in setting the context for this work. Information and 
evaluation must be gathered from multiple sources: deans, community 
members, faculty, staff, donors, parents, and current and prospective 
students. This valuable and time-consuming step in the process does more 
than identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. It can 
dramatically improve relationships. The best review assesses staff, 
programs, and communications by student affairs units. All stakeholders 
should have a voice in the planning effort.
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Clarify the Vision. Clarifying the vision helps every student affairs 
practitioner remember where the organization is headed. What is the 
desired future state? It should answer the question, “Where do we want 
to be?” What does your division aspire to become? A vision is the 
aspirational statement for a student affairs program. It is the stretch 
goal that serves to inspire staff toward improved excellence and greater 
effectiveness in meeting the mission through service to students, faculty, 
and staff.

Establish Key Performance Indicators. A key performance indicator 
(KPI) is a measure of an essential outcome of a particular organizational 
performance activity or an important indicator of the health of the division 
(Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997). Be courageous and realistic in setting 
KPIs. They must be focused on the desired outcomes so that efforts are 
directed to the right objectives without distraction. KPIs keep student 
affairs strategic decision making on course. Indicators help all participating 
decision makers fully explore and understand relationships among the 
student affairs organization, the desired objectives, and the general 
environmental forces with which student affairs must deal. The most 
effective way to do this is to check performance against expectations and 
those of constituents and stakeholders. The strategic planner is seeking a 
benefi cial link between student affairs and the environments in which the 
profession must thrive. Examples of KPIs for student affairs work are fi rst-
year retention rates, graduation rates, student satisfaction, at-risk student 
persistence and graduation rates, fi nancial aid distribution, and staff-to-
student ratio.

Establish Goals and Milestones. KPIs become broader goal 
statements with specifi c objectives. Goals express the aspirations of the 
student affairs unit, such as an unrelenting pursuit of student satisfaction. 
Objectives related to the goal are specifi c targets to be accomplished in a 
specifi c time, for example, increasing freshmen retention from 70 to 75 
percent in fi ve years. Goals and objectives express desired outcomes for 
student affairs work and answer the question, “What do we want to 
accomplish?” Progress should be measurable. Using all the information 
developed from the previous steps, identify three things for each key 
performance indicator: (1) the current status, (2) the future goal, and (3) a 
midpoint milestone (Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence, 1997). A workable 
strategic plan analyzes the objectives and determines which take 
precedence. But setting priorities is just the beginning, of course.

Develop Strategies and Implement Action Plans. Strategies are 
simply the means or general action to be taken to achieve long-term 
objectives. Action plans are developed by smaller groups such as cross-
divisional work teams or a unit within student affairs such as career 
development. Action plans can be divided into action steps with an 
individual assigned specific responsibility for achieving a task. An 
implementation plan identifi es in priority order the time lines, budgets, 
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communication flow, and operational tactics necessary to achieve the 
objectives (Bryson, 1995). It requires a logical procedure with workable 
strategies to achieve the goals.

Several innovative means exist to carry out a plan. These include 
focusing on three to fi ve themes that give direction and focus resources. 
When the themes emerge from the planning process, they will be genuine 
and have staying power no matter the budget cuts or personnel changes. 
Themes that emerge tend to mobilize people as they are open to interpreta-
tion and discovery. Strategic implementation teams should be developed 
around each theme where plans evolve to pursue the goals.

Another implementation strategy is to launch a campaign where the 
focus is on action more than planning. In a campaign, people “act their way 
into new thinking.” Campaigns work particularly well in colleges and uni-
versities where authority is diffuse and there are windows of change with 
budget shifts, leadership turnover, and new academic years. Representa-
tional committees are replaced by groups comprising people with passion 
and interest who move forward with energetic actions that produce pilot 
programs, experimental probes, and new projects.

A third implementation method links accomplishment of strategic 
goals to department action plans, resource allocation, and individual per-
formance review ratings. This creates the opportunity for reorganization to 
achieve the goals, including personnel changes, job description revisions, 
and program elimination, before additions are made.

Evaluate and Apply Results to the Ongoing Plan. Initially it is 
important to validate accomplishments honestly. Take time to feel good 
about successes, and allow yourself to adjust any goals or strategies based 
on lessons learned. It may even be important to abandon an objective or an 
action plan and start over. Often a goal or plan is added at some stage in the 
process. Unexpected developments such as personnel changes and budget 
adjustments are not uncommon. Hurricanes and pandemics may be rarer 
but nonetheless cause for fl exibility and change. And with changes come 
calls for reallocation of resources, including time, expertise, and funding 
within the larger context of the overall strategic plan. At a minimum, this 
is a stage in the plan and process that calls for revision.

The Finished Document. The fi nal document for the strategic plan 
must be concise, no more than ten pages with an emphasis on the 
development of strategic skills. It must not be put on the shelf or be long 
enough to fi t in a notebook. It should be viewed as malleable and living, so 
that it is used as revised on a daily basis. In other words, it must be a living 
document, not an icon (Peters, 1987). The content and format of the plan 
and the process followed to arrive at it should be changed signifi cantly 
every year. This keeps it from becoming predictable and stale, an 
institutionalized piece of the bureaucracy. Such changes allow it to remain 
thought provoking, vital, and useful as an agent for change in a changing 
environment.
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You Know It’s a Good Plan When It Gets Put to Good Use

A plan that is used every day will help student affairs professionals initiate 
change, particularly reorganization that can lead to transformation. It can 
be used to solve problems and address issues, especially those that have 
been long standing and tolerated out of frustration and lack of resolution 
strategies. The student affairs strategic plan can be used to assess the effec-
tiveness of how you spend time and money in serving the institutional 
mission, motivate others and excite yourself, and turn down offers that do 
not promote the plan. Use it to plan a budget. Most important of all, use it.
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