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Executive Summary 
Experts stress that the most important outcome of any strategic planning effort is the installation of 
strategic thinking in an organization. They generally agree that strategic planning is only useful if built 
upon a strong foundation of organizational purpose and values, driven by customer/community 
interests and need, supported and championed by critical staff and leadership, and grounded in 
actionable strategies. 

To be sustainable, public and non-profit sector organizations must regularly examine and adjust their 
strategies as situations change and opportunities arise. Today, scarce resources and a constantly shifting 
environment are forcing many organizations to reconsider their current strategies or to explicitly 
undertake strategy development for the first time. All indications are that future success will require 
much more rapid strategic rethinking and repositioning than are now the norm. 

The Peoria Park District initiated a strategic planning effort in the first quarter of 2017 with the intent of 
ensuring organizational improvement and effectiveness, and establishing a road map and guidepost for 
its operations during 2018 - 2020.  

The comprehensive process included a series of steps leading to the design and development of the 
District’s strategic plan. Among these steps was Stakeholder engagement which included work sessions 
with the Board of Trustees; community/customer focus groups with representative community 
members and current users; and workshops and work sessions with each full time District staff member 
[Note: all full-time staff participated in more than 15 hours of workshops, work sessions and focus 
groups allowing the consulting team to hear from those who know the system best, are the face of the 
organization, and who will ultimately be responsible for implementing and executing the plan]. By 
engaging diverse stakeholders, organizational challenges, trends and gaps in service, demographic 
changes and economic challenges, and current and anticipated community and customer needs and 
interests were identified. 

As the process unfolded, a number of key issues surfaced that would ultimately assist the District in 
determining the priorities it will focus its time, energies and resources in over the next few years. These 
key issues included but were not limited to:  

 future financial uncertainties due to volatile economic conditions at the local and state levels, 
combined with significant reduction in full-time workforce and exhaustion of District reserves 
over the past five years have placed the organization in a deficit position; 

 aging District infrastructure includes a significant amount of deferred maintenance and extends 
beyond what District fiscal resources can support; 

 demographic shifts and concerns regarding access and affordability for some residents; and  

 increased competition from other recreation service providers. 
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Plan development focused on a number of critical factors that tend to improve probability for 
organizational improvement and effectiveness including:  
 
 Development in cooperation with the staff who are ultimately responsible for carrying the Plan 

to fruition 
 Input from a diverse representation of community members and customers, and through a 

variety of sources. 
 Intentional plan design so that it is “living” - capable of evolving with constantly changing social, 

political, technological and economic conditions. 
 Development with the expectation that the plan will consistently be monitored and measured, 

both in terms of progress and value. 
 

As the result of the process, the 2018-2020 Strategic Plan is expected to guide the District in creating an 
actionable framework that will allow for agile, responsive and creative management moving forward.   
 
The Strategic Planning process ultimately resulted in the following outputs. 

1. Updated District values and mission  
2. A Strategic Plan that includes: 

a. Three (3) District priorities resulting from extensive stakeholder engagement including public 
participation. These priorities are intended to direct District energies and resources over the 
next three years. 

b. Thirteen (13) goal statements of intent that need to be met in order to affect, resolve or 
improve the condition of District priorities. 

c. Fifty-four (54) actions 
needing to be accomplished 
in order to satisfy goals. 

d. Timelines which illustrate 
the dates (by quarter) for 
expectation of action 
completion. 

e. Staff teams/leads that 
indicate those staff 
responsible for ensuring 
that actions are completed. 

f. Impacts that articulate the 
intended results of the 
actions.  
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Process Timeline  
 

 

Project Kick off - January 2017 
This meeting with the District’s project team served as the kick-off to the process.  The meeting included process review, 
approval of proposed statement of work and tasks; conversation regarding the number and types of meetings and 
workshops that would occur; and other relevant information intended to ensure that the team had a clear understanding 
of the comprehensive process that was about to unfold.

Staff & Board of Trustees Inquiry Questionnaire - January 2017 
An inquiry questionnaire was distributed to staff and Board in the early stages of the process in order for the consulting 
team to learn individual perspectives relative to past planning efforts, thoughts concerning the state of the District, etc.   

Staff Workshops - February 2017 
A series of workshops and work sessions were held for all full-time staff and the Board of Trustees providing an 
introduction to strategic planning and the benefits of this type of process. In addition, preliminary discussion and analysis 
of the District’s values, mission and purpose, as well as trends, target markets, community demographics, the competition, 
and other relevant topics were covered. 

Stakeholder Engagement - February 2017 
Community representatives, park and recreation customers, and District staff provided personal perspectives relative to 
community-based recreation and park interests, needs and issues via focus group meetings. Eighteen (18) focus group 
meetings were facilitated with various community members (e.g., school reps, businesses, civic groups, partner 
organizations, user groups, volunteers, youth, etc.) and with District staff. 

Board of Trustee Work session - March 2017 
A work session was held for the Board of Trustees providing an introduction to strategic planning and the benefits of this 
type of process. Similar to that of the first workshops with staff in January 2017, work session discussion focused on an 
analysis of District’s values, mission and purpose, identification of trends, target markets, community demographics, the 
competition, and the District’s current strengths, growth areas, challenges and opportunities. 

Staff & Board of Trustee Workshops and Work session - April 2017 
Another series of staff and Board of Trustees workshops and work sessions were held to provide updates on plan progress. 
These workshops and work sessions included: a review of identified key issues and opportunities, discussion regarding 
District priorities based upon key issue and opportunities, and further review and analysis of the District’s values and 
purpose.  

Staff Workshops & Work Sessions - May 2017  
Additional staff workshops were held again in May in order to keep the momentum and build upon previous work. This 
series of workshops included continued improvement to the District’s values and purpose, and finalizing District priorities. 
These workshops also included first efforts to begin developing the goals for each of the District’s priorities. 

Development of the Strategic Plan - June thru November 2017  
As a result of all work to date, staff engaged in a series of self-directed work sessions to develop the Strategic Plan. At 
iterative steps along the way, the District’s administrative team met to further refine the Plan requesting staff input. As the 
Plan is fully operationalized, it required staff to identify the following key components as work progressed: priorities; goals; 
actions; timelines; staff teams and leads; and intended impacts.  

Presentation of the Plan to District Staff & Board  of Trustees - January  2018 
The final plan was revealed to District staff and subsequently to the Board of Trustees offering an official presentation of 
the final plan and details regarding recommended implementation strategies. This included a staff celebration to honor 
and recognize the hours, effort and commitment the organization dedicated to the process. 
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Current Conditions, Key Issues & Opportunities  
Below are the identified key issues derived from frequently repeated or insightful responses to 
questions posed during staff workshops, Board of Trustee work sessions, and community/customer and 
staff focus group meetings. These key issues are expected to continue to have significant impacts on the 
District and its operations moving forward. Therefore, they are recommended as the foundation for the 
development of the District’s priorities which will act as the overarching guideposts for the District’s 
strategic action plan (2018 – 2020). 

 
 Developing a relevant purpose in response to community and customer interests 

and needs, community issues, and financial reality  
 Identifying the District’s niche’ and role moving forward 
 Philosophical differences around operational priorities between the District’s 

previous and current administrations 
 The critical importance of Board understanding, advocacy and support in response 

to today’s challenges  
 

 Shifts in community/customer park and recreational interests – demands are high 
 Partnership/collaborative opportunities – strengthen or enhance current, build new, etc.  
 Accessibility challenges – transportation and affordability 
 Who are District customers (e.g., city residents, county residents, those who pay)? 
 Community/customer limited understanding re: the size and scope of District and       

what it is that tax resources are used to support 
 Community/customer appreciation of the District appears to be strong 
 Misperceptions between community/customer “need” and “want” 

 
 Aging infrastructure – maintenance backlog 
 Financial uncertainties – declining tax base, etc. 
 Imbalance between current service expectations and available District resources (staff, 

money, etc.) – size and scope of District has contributed to a fragile financial condition 
 Identifying alternative revenue sources to lessen dependency on tax base  
 Concerns re: Caterpillar’s future and what will it mean in the short and long term 
 Competition/competing interests  

 
 Shifting community demographics 
 Dynamic technological changes and impacts as they affect District operations, 

community customer recreational interests, etc. 
 Environmental interests regarding land management (e.g., acquisition, conservation) 
 Misperceptions between “ability to pay” and “willingness to pay” – the issues of 

income inequality and social equity  

organization-
centric
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centric
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centric
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District Priorities for 2018 - 2020 
Three priorities were identified as the guideposts for the implementation of the Strategic Plan and are 
viewed as critical to the future operational health and welfare of the District. These priorities, when 
addressed with intention and vigor, are expected to positively affect and influence the organization, 
enhancing service quality and creating more effective and efficient operations. 
 

 
 

 

The District will prioritize the responsible use of financial resources and 
responsive management and maintenance of existing physical assets. Issues at 
the core of this priority include but are not limited to a heavy dependence on 
a volatile and unpredictable tax base, and the needs and mandates to identify 
the resources to maintain the District’s aging infrastructure and develop a 
responsible cost recovery strategy.  

 

 

The District will prioritize a commitment to providing those services that have 
the potential to make the greatest community impact. Issues at the core of 
this priority include but are not limited to an increased awareness of income 
inequality and social equity challenges, creating greater connectivity to 
services on behalf of those who have limited access, enhanced safety and 
security, collaborations and partnerships that reduce duplication of service 
and use of resources; and creating and/or adapting service delivery to meet 
today’s community interests and needs.  

 

 

The District will prioritize creating an organizational culture grounded in trust 
and respect, effective communication and transparency, as well as nurturing 
community relationships, and promoting and fostering connections that 
extend the District’s reach. Issues at the core of this priority include but are 
not limited to: improved internal communications, focusing on strengthening 
staff competencies, enhancing community connections, support and 
advocacy. 

Priority: Long-term sustainability of the District: we will be responsible 
stewards of all District resources. 

Priority: What it is we should be doing: we will focus on services that make the 
greatest impact. 

Priority: Communication, collaboration and customer service: we will create a 
culture that values and support each other, those we serve, and our community. 
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Re-defining the District’s Values & Mission 
As a part of the process, the District’s values were evaluated to 
determine continued relevance and focusing on what’s important 
as it relates to service delivery to and for the greater Peoria 
community. Additionally, the District’s mission statement 
(purpose or promise) was analyzed and revised to reflect today’s 
conditions so that it may act as a relevant guide for District 
actions and decision making moving forward.  

 
 

 
 
 

Building on a commitment to the District’s PRAISE model for customer service, we agree to 
uphold the following values in our work.  We will be:   

Professional:  We are well-trained and proficient at all levels of our organization. 

Respectful: We are considerate of others and honest in our interactions. 

Accountable: We are transparent and responsible for our decisions and their impact on our 

District, our community, and the environment. 

Innovative: We are open to new approaches that achieve better outcomes and that make our 

District more sustainable for the future.  

Safe: We are proactive in providing safe spaces and places for those who work and play in our 

District parks and facilities. 

Equitable: We are focused on equitable access to parks, facilities, and programs that promote 

healthy and active lifestyles across our diverse community. 

 

 

We contribute to a healthy and vibrant Peoria community by responsibly                   
using our District resources to offer high quality parks and recreation experiences         

to those who live, work and play in our District. 

 

Our mission 

District values 
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The Framework for the 2018 – 2020 Strategic Plan 
 

Priority: Long-term sustainability of the District: we will be          
responsible stewards of all District resources. 

Goal 1: Be financially sustainable 

Goal 2: Take care of what we have 

Goal 3: Prioritize environmental stewardship 

Goal 4: Build our institutional knowledge bank (succession planning) 

 

Priority: What it is we should be doing: we will focus on services that     
make the greatest impact. 

Goal 1: Better understand who our users are and where they come from 

Goal 2: Adapt our resources so that we are accessible to all who live, work, 
and play in our District 

Goal 3: Develop outcome-based evaluation methods for everything we do 

Goal 4: Collaborate, rather than compete (internally and externally) 

 

Priority: Communication, collaboration & customer service: we will      
create a culture that values and supports each other, those we serve,     
and our community. 

Goal 1: Be accountable in our actions and transparent in our processes 

Goal 2: Strengthen our relationships with users 

Goal 3: Provide excellent customer service internally and externally 

Goal 4: Improve communications internally and externally 

Goal 5: Use our experience and expertise to be a valued contributor in efforts 
to improve our community 

:  
[NOTE: The comprehensive Peoria Park District Strategic Work Plan including priorities, goals, actions, timelines, accountability, 
and performance outcomes is available under separate cover and designed for use by District staff as an operational work plan.] 
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Adapting to Today’s Realities -                  
Considerations to Help Take Action 

Relevant Trends & Issues  
A review of futurist literature by scholars and professionals in parks, recreation and leisure studies that 
focus primarily on the decades of the 1990s and 2000s offers a background to the issues and challenges 
facing public park and recreation agencies today. Most of this is based on literature reviews, horizon 
scanning, and analyses of trend data, surveys and essays.  
 
The First Annual Leisure Watch National Issues Survey (1989) produced a National Issues Agenda for the 
1990s. An "issue" was defined as "a difficulty or problem that has a significant influence on the way an 
organization functions or on its ability to achieve a desired future". Similar surveys have been conducted 
since and have resulted in the same responses suggesting that although our social and economic 
circumstances have escalated, the prevalent issues have remained unchanged.  
 
Recreation and park administrators, planners and educators in 13 states in the U.S.A. and in Canadian 
provinces were asked to identify issues that they expected would have the greatest impact on their 
organization's and/or clienteles near future. In order of frequency of choice, those issues identified 
were:  

 Economy/consumerism - e.g., the need to better define economic impact of recreation 
opportunity 

 Business management - e.g., increasing costs and decreasing resources 
 Technology and science - e.g., genetic engineering/life prolonging technology 
 Family/social relationships - e.g., growth of nontraditional families 
 Politics/government/legislation - e.g., need for federal and state funding support 
 Fitness/sports - e.g., motivating the nonparticipant (youth, disabled, aged) 
 Medicine/health/wellness - e.g., growth of employee wellness services 
 Education, learning, and training - e.g., prevalent illiteracy in relevant professional areas 
 Environment/ecology - e.g., management of increased demand for open space/resources 
 Workplace/employment - e.g., decline of the power of labor unions 
 Demographics - e.g., an aging population; growth in Hispanic and Asian populations 

 
Ironically or otherwise, these “dated” national responses are in direct correlation with today’s primary 
issues and interests affirming that little has changed in the past 20 years. These collective challenges and 
broad opportunities continue to lie with public parks and recreation agencies. Those that are suggested 
to make the greatest long-term impact are the following.  

 
 The economy and financial condition (taxation, alternative 

revenues including fees and charges, deteriorating 
infrastructure & deferred maintenance demands) 

 Demographic shifts (aging; increasingly diverse populations, 
especially the growth of Hispanic and Asian communities) 

 Increased competition 
 The importance of a healthy citizenry 
 Social connectivity 
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The Need for a Thoughtful Cost Recovery Philosophy  
Among the biggest challenge the public-sector faces are managing historic customer and community 
expectations that tax dollars foot the bill for most or all governmental services including parks and 
recreation services. The uncharted territory in which many professionals now find themselves includes 
the reality that subsidy dollars can only be directed to those services that provide for the greatest public 
good, and an expectation of full cost recovery or excess revenue generation for those services that 
“benefit” the few. 

 
The business of public parks and recreation (and arguably, government in general) is at a critical 
crossroad and has been profoundly impacted by a number of key issues including: increased interest in 
governmental accountability; increased competition from all sectors; stable or declining revenues with 
increasing costs; rampant arbitrary pricing and antiquated financial accounting processes; rapidly 
changing demographics; and maintenance backlogs and deteriorating infrastructure that seem far 
beyond recovery.   

 
Operating from a foundation built upon sound business principles does indeed challenge conventional 
wisdom in the public sector. It charges public employees with being more diligent about their 
management decisions with the expectation that they can justify how resources are used. It requires the 
establishment of organizational cultures that reflect an interest in defensible management practices and 
to justify how tax dollars are spent. It encourages productivity and the pursuit of opportunities for 
efficiency and revenue growth 
knowing that these efforts can 
help strengthen systems for the 
long term. And by applying 
business principles the long-held 
notion that certain services can 
continue to be subsidized 
because they always have been 
or because there is a demand 
that they are is challenged. 
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Recreation Service Delivery 
Public park and recreation professionals pride themselves on developing and providing services for their 
communities and customers. There tends to be a great deal of interest in adding new services to meet 
the ever-changing interests and needs of communities and customers; however, when it comes time to 
consider eliminating services, there can be apprehension and anxiety. 

Continuing to add services without looking through an objective lens and not divesting of those services 
that should be discontinued depletes resources and dilutes service quality. 

As a result of a comprehensive approach to service evaluation the Peoria Park District will position itself 
to make informed recommendations and decisions about the continuation or discontinuation of services 
based upon solid data and information. 

In order to substantiate these decisions, the District may wish to adopt a number of success metrics that 
will act as performance measures for the organization allowing it to measure past performance against 
goals and intended outcomes. Examples of success metrics to be used as part of a comprehensive 
evaluation process are listed below. 

 
Service Success Metrics 
SS Metric 1:  Meeting Service Goals and Objectives - minimum 75% achievement 
SS Metric 2:  Financial Viability - minimum 75% cost recovery 
SS Metric 3:  Market Position - service capacity at 75% or more 
SS Metric 4:  Customer Satisfaction - minimum 85% satisfaction level 
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Implementation, Execution & Monitoring the Plan 
In order for any strategic planning effort to be effective there must be significant effort and resource 
dedicated to not only implementation, but also to monitoring and evaluating the Plan’s execution – 
taking a periodic look at how the District is doing in response to goals and actions. 
 
Ways of thinking that can assist in best understanding the need for, and how to successfully execute and 
implement the plan are as follows. 
 
Create and maintain awareness 

Creating awareness of the District’s commitment to the strategic plan amongst staff is critical to its 
success – and this must go beyond an occasional speech, an annual meeting, or sending the 
occasional email.  After spending months crafting the plan and its goals and actions, it is important 
that the same commitment, drive and passion that carried through plan development is continued 
into implementation, execution and monitoring progress.  

 
Build a culture of excellence 

Once staff have an awareness of why the District is transforming, why they need to participate in 
the execution of the plan, and why they will assume a role in making sure action is taken, they need 
to understand that they are ultimately responsible for building excellence. And in order to build 
excellence, it becomes important to regularly communicate what is working and what lessons have 
been learned so as to keep successes in sight and to not make the same mistakes twice. This 
includes making sure that actions are being tracked and monitored, and that if something is not 
working and outcomes are not being met, a change takes place (altering, adding or deleting an 
action). 
 

Generate and keep the momentum 
Far too often after a planning process ends, many go back to business as usual and this completely 
defeats the purpose of the process and becomes an unfortunate waste of time and money. 
Organizations that are serious about continuous improvement keep the fire stoked with regular 
reinforcement and review of progress. 
 
It is essential to reinforce action when it is taken. When acknowledgement and support are not 
received, this may be seen as apathy and therefore, no reason for staff to continue to work hard 
and move the needle. And when this happens, any momentum gained is lost. Regular, consistent 
review of effort is needed in order to provide feedback, take corrective action, hold staff 
accountable, and keep the District on course.  

 
Monitoring & Keeping Score 

Monitoring the implementation of the Plan is important for a number of reasons. First, it helps 
ensure that the work is being done and that the District is tracking whether or not it is 
accomplishing what it intended to accomplish. Second, monitoring gives the District the 
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opportunity to communicate progress. Third, it identifies where problems and opportunities lie and 
what has changed allowing for corrective actions including adjustment or setting a new course.  
Most importantly, monitoring demonstrates a commitment to the Plan, translating the planning 
effort into tangible reality rather than it becoming an occasional academic exercise. 

 
 

Peoria Park District 
Strategic Plan Implementation Strategies 

 
 An all-staff meeting/open house should be held to “roll-out” the Plan, clarifying priorities, goals, 

actions, staff teams and leads, and discussing expectations in execution and evaluation. Similar 
efforts can be held annually to encourage an on-going commitment. 

 The Plan should be shared with the Board to garner support. 

 A hard copy of the Plan should be distributed to all staff. 

 Timetables should be set for progress-reporting (e.g., monthly, quarterly). 

 Forums or methods for electronic reporting should be developed (e.g., Access, Smartsheet, 
Division meetings). This should include establishing mechanisms for updating the document 
itself. 

 Hold all-staff Strategic Action Plan update meetings on a quarterly basis requiring that all “leads” 
report out on progress made for the actions for which they are responsible. 

 Ensure that the Strategic Plan be a static agenda item on all Division/District meeting agendas 
thus allowing it to be “front and center” at all times. 

 Update Board members and community members on the Plan’s progress on a quarterly or semi-
annual basis via meetings, website, etc., ensuring transparency. 

 The Plan should act as evaluation criterion for all staff performance reviews. 

 At the conclusion of each year or in-line with the District’s budget process, previous and 
subsequent year’s goals and actions should be reviewed to determine their relevance moving 
forward. Adjustments should be made as necessary and appropriate. 

 At the conclusion of each year, prepare an annual report (various modalities) which details Plan 
progress. Report on and distribute as appropriate. 

 An electronic parking lot may be created that is accessible by all staff allowing for the         
collection of ideas, concepts, etc., to help strengthen the Plan and assist with the development 
of new priorities, goals, and actions. 
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