
Why Community Strategic Plans are like New Year’s Resolutions   

Community Strategic Planning and News Year’s resolutions have a lot in common.  Both are often 

doomed to failure!  In Community Economic Development (CED) the general agreement is that 

communities need to develop a good strategic plan and we have all sorts of tools and processes for 

planning.  But more often than not, the success rate on implementing the strategic plan is not so good, 

or the plan quickly becomes just a paper weight.   Just like New Year’s resolutions, plans fail for many 

reasons but when I looked more closely, I realized that the reasons for failure are really very similar!     

People usually make resolutions to motivate change, just as communities develop strategic plans to 

motivate change and growth in the community.  The key is a realistic plan, however, with realistic and 

achievable goals.  Communities, just like people, must also first be ready psychologically for change and 

if goals are unrealistic or out of reach, then change is not likely to happen. 

Common New Year’s resolutions are to lose weight, quit smoking and exercise more.  Many people think 

that by doing this, it will change their life!  When results are not immediate, people become discouraged 

because life hasn’t changed dramatically and so they revert back to old habits. 

(www.psychologytoday.com)  In communities, this can easily happen if a strategic plan does not include 

some short term achievable goals to show progress more quickly.  So the advice is to have a long term 

vision, but to identify small steps to get where you want to go.  Another important step is to share the 

news about successes along the way.  Make the strategic plan a year long process, not something that 

just happens in one night, so the small successes are noted and celebrated.  For example, set aside 

regular times throughout the year to re-visit the plan and report on the successes and roadblocks. 

According to www.50plus.com, New Year’s resolutions fail because your “BUT” is too big and your 

“WHY” is too small!  I was going to exercise BUT it was raining out.  In Community Economic 

Development (CED), this might sound something like “I want to bring more people into my community 

to increase our population, BUT I don’t think immigration will work in my community”.   Or, 

communities (and resolution makers) want it “ALL or NOTHING”.   If I can’t lose weight in the first two 

weeks, then I am quitting the diet.  An all or nothing CED strategy might be to focus on attracting a new 

industry that will bring 100 jobs to the community and so I won’t bother with small steps like helping a 

young business person with their first business plan.           

Another common reason why resolutions fail is because people don’t address the root of the problem.  

The problem may not be weight gain; it might be depression causing you to over-eat.  In communities, 

the problem may not be what to do about the empty storefronts, but it is more likely what should we do 

to diversify our industrial base to fuel growth in the retail sector.  Lots of hard work is needed in either 

case to address the real issues. 

One more common reason why resolutions fail is because people don’t do their homework first.  For 

example, a resolution to lose 30 pounds in two months is just not safe and ultimately not realistic!  

Similarly, a resolution in a community strategic plan to attract 10 new retail businesses to a small 

community is likely not realistic.  Doing analysis using demographic, business and industry data can help 
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communities to identify true competitive advantages to build on, and to identify real business gaps.  In 

this way, communities can develop strategic plans based on solid data, rather than just on wishes.     

So, what is the key to carrying out successful community strategic plans?   It’s simple, but it’s not easy! 

- Develop a vision that is identified through community wide consultation  

- Identify realistic, short, medium and long term goals that address the real issues of the 

community, based on analysis of good data and information.   

- Identify key partners to collaborate in planning and who will also take responsibility for carrying 

out actions. 

- Develop a plan to match the resources you have (time, money, volunteers, etc., or can 

realistically find. 

- Communicate often; internally and to the public – keep people informed (through a website, 

social media, partner networking opportunities, etc.) 

- Identify a key agency to lead the plan and someone to take responsibility to monitor each 

“work” assignment in the plan. 

- Monitor and renew – use action reports to monitor progress, and renew or revise plans if things 

are not working out. 

The latest communiqué from The Federation of Canadian Municipalities 

(http://www.fcm.ca/Documents/tools/GMF/Passing_Go_Presentation_EN.pdf) also contains 

suggestions to move beyond the plan and get to action. 

For help in completing an economic assessment of your community and for assistance with CED 

planning, contact your local MAFRI GO office. 

Submitted by Ruth Mealy, Business Development Specialist, Manitoba Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Initiatives (MAFRI)  
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