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Learning Outcomes
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1. Distinguish between institutional planning and 
strategic planning. 

2. Identify sources of external data to inform the 
planning process. 

3. Describe visioning, prioritization, and 
implementation.
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Higher Ed Strategic Planning
The Typical Process
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Internal 
data/peer data

Stakeholder 
engagement

Refine & set 
goals

• What do we do well?
• What can we do better?
• What is everyone else doing 

that we’re not doing?

• What problems do we agree on?
• What do people think is 

important?
• What do people want to do?

• Which problems are solvable?
• Which solutions are compelling?
• Which KPIs will indicate that we 

have improved?

Subtext
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Higher Education Strategic Plans
Common Themes
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Student 
Experience/Success Research

Financial Sustainability Data/Infrastructure

A lot of overlap 
between 

institutions … 
why?
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Higher Ed “Strategic” Planning
Why All Plans Look the Same
Most institutions are …
• Trying to solve the same problems/have the same pain points

• Looking at the same “peers” or aspirant institutions

• Thinking quantitatively, not qualitatively

• Looking to address institutional weaknesses or build on institutional strengths (internal)

• Uncomfortable with risk or paradigm shifts

• Struggling to prioritize strategic goals

• For some … they’re not the real strategy!

6



© 2025 Forvis Mazars, LLP. All rights reserved.

Strategic Planning
What’s a Strategy?

7



© 2025 Forvis Mazars, LLP. All rights reserved.

Strategic Thinking Is Hard!
Thinking, Fast and Slow
Strategic thinking requires us to:

• Think slowly
• Intuition ≠ sophistication
• Biases provide an illusion of reliability and confidence

• Look externally
• Not just at what others are doing
• But at the environment

• Anticipate the future
• Not make assumptions based on past performance
• Especially difficult in uncertain times
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The Departed
Organized Crime Can Be Strategic!!
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Counterintuitive

Looks outside the 
organization

Long-term advantage
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Higher Education Planning
Strategy vs. Operations
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Continuous 
Improvement Strategy

Operations Competitive 
analysis

External focusInternal focus

High-Level

Granular

Proactive, 
not reactive
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Strategic Thinking
The S.W.O.T. Analysis

Internal External

Strengths: strong pass rate on national licensing 
exam

Opportunities: strong labor market for nurses in the 
future

Weaknesses: limited awareness of university brand Threats: big-box school that is more accessible
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Should we grow our nursing 
program?
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Strategic Thinking
The S.W.O.T. Analysis

Internal External

Strength: located in a major urban area for the last 
100 years

Opportunities: a lot of funding for development and 
city planning in the next 10 years

Weaknesses: not a lot of capital to dedicate to new 
projects

Threats: local government not familiar or unfriendly
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How can we diversify our revenue?
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Understanding the Environment
External Data Sources

13

Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, U.S. 

Census

IPEDS

Prospective 
students and their 

families

Peer/competitor 
activity and financials

Technological 
change and 

industry disruption

Alumni and other 
external stakeholders
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Predicting the Future
Using the Right Data
Good external data are:

• Forward-looking or prospective, not retrospective

• A little uncertain, not always a sure thing
• Use multiple sources to corroborate trends

• Not overly attached to or dependent on the organization/internal environment

• Sometimes qualitative or narrative
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Strategic Planning
Basic Process

Discovery Visioning
Validation & 
Prioritization

Data, mission, people, and 
history

Eye on the future, unlimited 
potential

Focus groups, resource 
awareness, and budget-
based planning

Strategic Playbook 
Development

Final list of objectives, key 
initiatives, and timelines

Implementation 
Planning

OKRs, accountability, and 
tracking 
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What we know 
and don’t

What we know 
and don’t
What we could 

be
What we can 
reasonably do What will we do How we will 

know we did it
What we know 

and don’t
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Visioning
Mission, Vision, Values, & Strategy
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This is your purposeMission

This is what you hope to accomplish in the future 
(it’s high-level)Vision

These are parameters to guide your actionsValues

Approach to accomplish your vision, so you can 
live your mission by your valuesStrategy
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Higher Ed Vision Statements
Do They Inspire Strategy?

17



© 2025 Forvis Mazars, LLP. All rights reserved.

Visioning
It’s About the Future
A strong visioning process will:

• Arrive at a vision that helps you achieve your mission (assuming your mission doesn’t need revisiting)

• Challenge assumptions/rules

• Encourage creative “sandbox” thinking

• Leave biases about the organization and its potential at the door

• Examine your institution’s place in the overall ecosystem

• Use external data to inform future trends
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Coming Down From “The Blue Sky”
Narrow the Funnel, Prioritize Activities
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Strategy – What should we 
prioritize?

Partnerships

Research

New College

New faculty lines, 
sponsored research admin, 
advocacy/networking, lab 

space

New faculty lines, new 
building, new admissions 

approach, equipment, 
supplies, long runway 

before profitability

New advancement approach, 
travel expenses, branding 

update, administrative re-org, 
de-emphasize teaching
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Prioritizing
Key Activities
Prioritized strategic plans:
• Don’t try to do everything!

• Have identified needs and costs associated with major initiatives

• Are grounded in institutional resources

• Add value to the institution in the future

• Are actionable
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Implementation
Measure What Matters
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Objective: Establish a strategic 
partnership with another institution

President

Establish a steering 
committee to identify 
strategic approach

Hold meetings with 
10 other presidents

VP of Finance

Develop a multiyear 
forecast with 

different scenarios

Develop a business 
plan to present to 
other institutions

Implementation Plan Must-Haves
 Timelines
 Accountability/champion/key personnel
 Allocated resources
 Measurable outcomes
 Specific action items
 A system for tracking progress against 

goals
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Strategic Thinking
In Uncertain Times

Partnerships 

• Consolidation/saturation

• Appetite for private-public?

• Grant money may not look the 
same

Programs 

• GenAI’s impact on 
credentialing/skills needed

• Workforce of the future

• Demographic shifts for higher ed 
and employers

People

• Placing and supporting strategic 
leaders

• Faculty and staff with skills and 
interest in students of the future

• What will students want in 10 
years?

Some strategic issues on our minds here at Forvis Mazars’ Higher Education Consulting team
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Tips from the Field
Higher Ed Strategic Planning

• Avoid the temptation to “double down” on what you’ve always done

• Disruptions are constant; they just differ in scale

• Strategy is dynamic/living; refresh constantly

• Biases are real; consider an outside perspective

• Don’t let it sit; allocate resources to planning and implementation
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Contact

Forvis Mazars

The information set forth in this presentation contains the analysis and conclusions of the author(s) based upon his/her/their research and 
analysis of industry information and legal authorities. Such analysis and conclusions should not be deemed opinions or conclusions by 
Forvis Mazars or the author(s) as to any individual situation as situations are fact-specific. The reader should perform their own analysis 
and form their own conclusions regarding any specific situation. Further, the author(s)’ conclusions may be revised without notice with 
or without changes in industry information and legal authorities.

© 2025 Forvis Mazars, LLP. All rights reserved.

Rachel Pauletti, Ph.D.
Director & National Practice Leader
P: 813.692.4603
rachel.pauletti@us.forvismazars.com

Subscribe to Education 
FORsights  for thought 
leadership and industry updates!


	Strategic Thinking in Uncertain Times
	Slide Number 2
	Learning Outcomes
	Higher Ed Strategic Planning
	Higher Education Strategic Plans
	Higher Ed “Strategic” Planning
	Strategic Planning
	Strategic Thinking Is Hard!
	The Departed
	Higher Education Planning
	Strategic Thinking
	Strategic Thinking
	Understanding the Environment
	Predicting the Future
	Strategic Planning
	Visioning
	Higher Ed Vision Statements
	Visioning
	Coming Down From “The Blue Sky”
	Prioritizing
	Implementation
	Strategic Thinking
	Tips from the Field
	Slide Number 24

