
 
 

 

Essentials of Nonprofit Strategy 
 

Description 
A nonprofit's strategy determines whether the organization will sink or swim. Nonetheless, 
nonprofit leaders are often unable or unwilling to plan in the short-term to achieve long-lasting 
social change.  
 
This course will help you develop successful strategies to achieve your organization's goals and 
make strides towards meaningful impact. Using the social problem of homelessness as a real 
world example, you will learn how to undertake the basic elements of strategy: defining the 
problem, identifying the needs and interests of beneficiaries, designing a theory of change and 
implementation plan, and establishing assessment criteria. With this foundation, you will be able 
to develop strategies that will ensure long-term impact for your own organizations—rather than 
just the illusion of results. 

You Will Learn How To:  
● Clarify the problem you’re trying to solve 
● Articulate your intended outcome and develop a theory of change that will guide how you 

plan to achieve that outcome 
● Design a plan for implementing your strategy 
● Identify key stakeholders who can facilitate or impede solving the problem  
● Determine metrics for assessing progress toward the outcome 

Curriculum 
 

Module 1: Define the Problem   
 
Recommended Schedule: Start by June 11th | Finish by June 17th 

 
Description: Before describing what change your organization wishes to make in the 
world, you must first be able to clearly define the problem your organization is trying to 
solve. In this module, you will learn how to formulate an effective problem statement.  
 
Assignment: Clarify Your Problem Statement           Suggested Due Date:  

June 17th 
 

Module 2: Identify Beneficiaries’ Needs and Interests 

Recommended Schedule: Start by June 18th | Finish by June 24th 

Description: Once you have identified the problem your organization wishes to solve, 
your next step is to figure out for whom this is a problem. How can you ensure that your 
organization sees this problem through the eyes of its intended beneficiaries? In this 
module, you will revisit your problem statement and reflect on whether it accurately 

 



 
 

 

captures the needs and interests of those your organization wishes to serve. 
 
Assignment: Identify Your Beneficiaries Needs            Suggested Due Date: 

June 24th 
 

Module 3: Causes of the Problem & Approaches to Solving It 

Recommended Schedule: Start by June 25th | Finish by July 1st 

Description:  
In this module, you will identify the causes of the problem your organization wishes to 
solve. You will also learn how to evaluate potential approaches your organization might 
take in order to best solve that problem.  
 
Assignment:  Identify Causes of Your Problem            Suggested Due Date: 

        July 1st 
 

Module 4: Theory of Change & Planning to Implement 

Recommended Schedule: Start by July 2nd | Finish by July 8th 

Description: Before designing a strategy, you need to specify the ultimate 
outcome—the outcome for which your organization will be responsible. In this module, 
you will identify this ultimate outcome and construct a theory of change which will 
indicate the links between the activities of your  organization and its intended ultimate 
outcome. You will then begin to develop a plan to implement this theory of change and 
describe the steps that your organization will take to achieve the ultimate outcome.  

 
Assignment: Create a Theory of Change           Suggested Due Date: 

Create an Implementation Plan       July 8th 
 

Module 5: Changing Beneficiaries’ Behavior and Anticipating Failure 

Recommended Schedule: Start by July 9th | Finish by July 15th 

Description: Almost all of the strategies considered in the course require changes in 
beneficiaries’ or other stakeholders’ behavior to achieve the intended ultimate outcomes. 
In this module, you will work on identifying those behaviors and anticipating potential 
failures that may arise by performing a premortem on your theory of change and 
implementation plan.  

 
Assignment: Conduct a Program Pre-Mortem            Suggested Due Date: 

         July 15th 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Module 6: Preparing for Feedback 

Recommended Schedule: Start by July 16th | Finish by July 22nd 

Description: In this module, you will learn about metrics for progress and outcomes that 
will provide important feedback as you determine the effectiveness of your organization’s 
programs.  

 
Assignment: Select Metrics & Targets to Measure Your Work     Suggested Due Date: 

       July 22nd 
 

Module 7: Program Evaluation 

Recommended Schedule: Start by July 23 | Finish by July 29th 

Description: How do you know if your program has achieved its intended impact? In this 
module, you will learn about different ways to evaluate its effectiveness and determine 
what data you will need to collect in order to conduct such an evaluation. 

 
Assignment: Discuss Your Readiness to Evaluate Your Work     Suggested Due Date: 

       July 29th 
 

Course Instructor 
Paul Brest, Stanford Law School, Former President of Hewlett Foundation 
Paul Brest is Professor and Dean Emeritus (active) at Stanford Law School, a lecturer at the 
Stanford Graduate School of Business, and a faculty co-director of the Stanford Center on 
Philanthropy and Civil Society. He was previously president of the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation. 
 
A leading scholar and teacher of constitutional law and co-author of the casebook Processes of 
Constitutional Decision-Making, Paul Brest now focuses his teaching and writing on public 
policy, judgment and decision making, and philanthropy. 
 
Recent articles in the Stanford Social Innovation Review include "When Can Impact Investing 
Create Real Impact?" (2013), "A Decade of Outcome Oriented Philanthropy" (2012) and "The 
Power of Theories of Change" (2010). He is the co-author of Problem Solving, Decision Making, 
and Professional Judgment (2010) and Money Well Spent: A Strategic Guide to Smart 
Philanthropy (2008). 
 

Certification 
The University is a non-degree, diploma or credit granting initiative. Philanthropy U, Inc. is the 
concept developer and sponsor of the initiative. Learners are not entitled to earn college or 
other academic credit.  
 

 



 
 

 

Learners are eligible to receive a Certificate of Achievement for this course through the Haas 
School of Business at the University of California, Berkeley (Berkeley Haas). Berkeley Haas is 
known for its role in defining a new generation of business leaders with a focus on social impact. 
Ranked #2 among all business school nonprofit programs in the United States (US News & 
World Report, 2017), Berkeley Haas inspires and empowers innovative solutions to pressing 
social and environmental challenges through the work of the Institute for Business and Social 
Impact (IBSI) and the Center for Social Sector Leadership (CSSL). 
 
To earn a Certificate of Achievement for this course, you need to earn more than 50% of 
possible points on quizzes and assignments to obtain a passing grade. Quizzes are worth 15% 
of your total score, while assignments are worth 85%. 
 

 

 

 


