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Introduction  

Organising is better than agonising... 

Grassroots organising has become an indispensable 
catalyst for social change in Africa. Political organising 
continues to fail to deliver development dividends 
citizens are therefore, more than ever eager to invest 
in nurturing power through constituency building in 
a quest to identify their problems and sustainable 
solutions. This process has enabled community 
citizens through grassroots organisations to also 
recognise community members and local government 
institutions that could make those durable solutions 
possible, engaging with those targets through 
negotiation, confrontation, and pressure, and 
developing the capacity to take on further problems in 
these uncertain times.  

Grassroots organisations can be described as a 
collection of community citizens operating together in 
a rural or peri-urban area at grassroots level to achieve 
a common goal. These organisations often pursue 
different activities at the same time and comprise 
diverse memberships in terms of age, gender, 
profession, aspirations, culture, religious norms and 
beliefs. 

Despite the popularity of such formations, there 
are growing concerns about the operational and 
strategic capacity of grassroots organisations taking 
into cognisance their significant role in ensuring that 

global south communities are not left behind. 

To improve grassroots organising capacity, two 
pathways have become evident. One approach is to 
help grassroots organisations build their strategic 
planning capacity, and another is to engage in strategic 
partnerships. Both approaches are valid. However, 
each has its own advantages and disadvantages. 

Thinking must come before planning… 

This article will focus on strategic thinking and 
planning as powerful tools for actualising the vision of 
grassroots organisations. A key challenge in terms of 
“strategic thinking” for most grassroots organisations 
is the absence of a tracking and evaluation mechanism 
that helps to drive the strategic planning process.  

Within a grassroots context, strategic thinking involves 
charting a path and deciding a group’s organising 
objectives. It helps grassroots organisations make 
an informed decision, solve a problem, and improve 
a process. Strategic thinking also helps grassroots 
organisations to consider the long-term value and 
consequences of taking a particular approach. In 
addition, this process provides an opportunity for 
grassroots organisations to apply the Pareto Principle 
which states that 20 percent of thinking and planning 
activities will account for 80 percent of results. The 
key to applying the 80-20 rule is for organisations to 
identify the 20 percent of actions that would lead to 
the most impact. 
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This process would position grassroots organisations 
to anticipate future trends and implications, readily 
pose future scenarios and articulate credible pictures 
and visions of possibilities that will create sustainable 
value. Strategic thinking also helps to pursue 
breakthrough strategies that show a clear connection 
between vision and action and partnerships that 
provide collaborative advantage.  

Strategic thinking feeds into a robust strategic 
planning process which is about determining how 
grassroots organisations implement their shared 
vision. It helps grassroots organisations to identify the 
steps needed to solve a problem, improve a process, 
or deliver something innovative.  

If your grassroots organisation does not have a 
strategic plan, ask yourself where it will be in five to 
ten years. A strategic plan serves as a roadmap, and it 
should be used as a living document. Unfortunately, 
there is a misconception that strategic planning 
is a difficult thinking process that does not align 
with the aspirations of grassroots organising. This 
misconception is changing even though grassroots 
organisations do not have that kind of resource to 
shell out for such a process. Yet having a solid strategic 
plan is no less important to these smaller, fledgling 
organisations than it is to traditional civil society 
organisations, public and private sector entities.   
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Clarity about vision and mission is 
essential…  

A critical component of strategic thinking is for 
grassroots organisations to be clear on what their 
mission is. The following questions should have clear 
answers (1) Who are you? (2) What do you serve? (3) 
Who do you serve? (4) How do you serve? (5) Where 
are you located (physical or virtual)? 

Clarity is important not only for internal governance, but 
it enables you to communicate what the organisation 
is doing to potential supporters, stakeholders, and 
members. If you have a refined and defined mission, 
it helps your grassroots organisation to make better 
decisions about the issues it will tackle in the future.  

From my experience, one of the biggest challenges 
with grassroots organisations is the absence of a 
healthy balance of both short - and long-term goals. 
A healthy balance would be critical to members feeling 
energised to continue moving forward. An unhealthy 
balance often affects the legitimacy and credibility 
of organising efforts. Therefore, it is imperative for 
grassroots organisations to avoid being distracted 
from doing things that are not in their niche or are not 
mission critical.  

Another important strategy is to develop your 
organisations vision. It should answer the following 
questions (1) Where do you see your organisation 
in the future? (2) What type of effect do you want 

your organisation to have on the system, context, or 
environment in which you work? (3) Where do you 
want your organisation to be 10-25 years from now? 
This would enable you to develop a model for your 
organisation that would quickly respond to changes 
in the marketplace and assess whether it fits into its 
future direction.

A SWOT analysis is always revealing…  

SWOT analysis is a concept you may be familiar with. 
It is a critical part of the strategic planning process. 
A SWOT analysis is a strategic planning tool that 
dives into your organisation’s internal strengths and 
weaknesses and external opportunities and threats. 
The elements of your SWOT should form the core of 
your organisation’s strategic plan. This is a process you 
would want to undertake before organising a strategic 
planning retreat. A key challenge in many grassroots 
organisations is failing to internally have conversations 
about their internal strengths, weaknesses, and external 
opportunities, and threats before hiring a facilitator 
to structure conversations and guide the strategic 
planning process. Often, the absence of an internal 
review process leads to conversations that take place 
in a vacuum and conclusions that are based on shaky 
premises and assumptions. 

Therefore, it is advisable that prior to the retreat, 
members and board conduct a SWOT analysis. This 
is critical because it is important that the board and 
members have a clear understanding of the strengths, 
weaknesses (internal controllable factors), opportunities 
and threats (external uncontrollable factors) of their 
organisation. The purpose of the SWOT analysis is to 
help you understand the current state and position of 
your grassroots organisation. The SWOT analysis would 
enable you to determine where the gaps and points of 
departure are.  

An example of a SWOT analysis of a grassroots 
organisation could be: 

Strengths: Formidable team of members; strong 
connection to the community; dedicated oversight 
mechanism (Board or Executive Committee); locational 
benefits (physical or virtual). 

Weaknesses: Inadequate Information Technology (IT) 
and technology infrastructure; outdated constitution/ 
governance documents; no current strategic plan; not 
a strong enough communication and engagement 
plan; absence of fundraising and sustainability plan.  
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Opportunities: Restructuring; community 
partnerships; building volunteer base; development of 
solid communication and engagement plans. 

Threats: Community factions; hostile local government 
officials; not enough funds to sustain organising 
efforts in the long term; state of the local and national 
economy.

When it is all said, the work must be 
done… 

At the end of a strategic planning process, the 
following guideposts should be clearly articulated and 
understood to ensure effective implementation: 

Vision - what change do you want to see in the 
community?  

Mission - who are you? /why do you exist? 

Values - what are your guiding principles and beliefs? 

Goals - what are your organisation’s high-level 
strategic organising targets? 

Objectives - what are the specific strategies that 
need to be implemented to achieve your organising 
targets? 

Tactics - what specific actions need to be taken to 
achieve your organising targets? 
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Effective execution is key in transforming the plan 
into organisational goals. This means the leadership 
of grassroots organisations must ensure that the 
daily structures, systems, and operational goals are 
designed to achieve success. It is noteworthy to state 
that even the best strategic plans can fail without 
the right execution. Failure is no longer an option in 
the global south, as communities are experiencing 
relentless pressure on civic space, socio-economic 
ecosystems, governance, and human rights. 

In the face of these complex challenges, grassroots 
organisations are waging courageous resistance 
and advancing systemic solutions, to transform 
global systems, structures, and cultures towards a 
just, equitable and healthy future. Therefore, it has 
become critical for grassroots organisations who are 
known to be intoxicatingly passionate about social 
justice, environmental and humanitarian causes 
to also develop more effective strategic thinking 
and planning competencies. This will help guide 
development occurring in global south communities 
through proactive thinking and planning, avoiding 
reactionary decision-making and actions.  
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