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Introduction 
 
In 2012, First Unitarian Church of Wilmington (First U) participated in “Mission Possible,”  a remarkable 
process of appreciative inquiry and exploration to articulate our collective sense of who we are in the 
world as an institution and congregation, and more importantly, who we want to become. In groups 
large and small, more than 100 members, friends, and staff of First U participated in the Mission 
Possible program to envision the church’s future. The process produced new statements of our values, 
our mission, and our ends, so that everyone connected to our church could see plainly what we stand 
for, and what we want our church to be. 

OUR VALUES 

At First Unitarian Church of Wilmington, we work to embody:  

Love and Compassion  

Growth and Discovery   

Freedom and Justice   

Wonder and Joy 
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OUR MISSION 
 

First Unitarian Church of Wilmington is a beloved community that nourishes minds and spirits, fights 
injustice, and transforms the world through loving action. 

 

OUR ENDS 

At First Unitarian Church of Wilmington, people of all ages: 

Feel safe, accepted, and loved – and empowered to be our authentic selves. 

Gain new perspectives and grow as informed, spiritual human beings. 

Act on our shared values and Unitarian Universalist identity to fight for a more just world. 

Experience wonder, inspiration, fulfillment, and joy. 

 

With our values, mission, and ends re-defined, and with the expiration of the strategic plan developed 
for 2009-2013, the Board set out to create a strategic planning committee to chart a course to ensure 
the health and vitality of First U and its mission. Given the many issues facing First Unitarian Church, the 
Board’s intention was to establish Strategic Planning as a standing committee of the Board. 

The People and Process Behind This Plan  
The Board of Trustees asked two of its members, Suzanne Perry and Drew Hansen, to co-chair the 
strategic planning committee and invited First Unitarian’s senior minister, Rev. Dr. Josh Snyder, to join 
the team. The Board identified criteria for committee membership, focusing on identifying church 
members who were active in the congregation, discerning, collaborative, and representative of the 
various demographics, programs, and interests present in our congregation. After a consensus-building 
process of selecting potential committee members, Board president Jeffrey Lott personally invited the 
following people who agreed to serve on the Strategic Planning Committee (SPC): 

x Barry Marrs 
x Becky Laster 
x Jan Shay 
x Linda Sanders 
x Mike McCabe 

Donna Curtis joined the Committee in January, 2014. This group, together with co-chairs Suzanne Perry 
and Drew Hansen, senior minister Rev. Dr. Josh Snyder, and Jeff Lott serving as an ex officio committee 
member, formed the Strategic Planning Committee. 
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The Structure of the Plan 
The objective of the committee was to discover and propose goals, and the strategies to achieve them, 
that would: 

x Flow from our Values, Mission, and Ends to imagine an exciting and inviting future that inspires 
and nurtures us as individuals and also as a community that seeks to have a positive impact in 
the world 

x Meet the requirement of being Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Bound 

(SMART!) to form a concrete and realistic basis for annual operational planning and continuous 
evaluation 

x Focus on the church’s most critical opportunities and existential challenges to ensure that 
staff and volunteers apply their efforts where they are most essential to preserve the long-
term viability of First U and the continuation of our mission. In consideration of anticipated 
reductions in staffing, we sought to limit the plan’s focus to 1-3 high priority goals.  

 

The structure of the plan starts with priority "goals" aimed at addressing objectives that the committee 
determined to be critical to the future of our congregation. These goals are supported by "strategies," 
which spell out key elements of the plan to achieve the goals, and include timelines for achievement. 
The committee did not develop a list of "tactics" and "tasks" to implement the strategies so as not to 
distract from its charge to develop an aspirational, but realistic, strategic plan. Implementation remains 
part of the annual operational planning process, enabling the incorporation of governance policies into 
the implementation.  

The Planning Process 
What follows is an outline of the process that the Strategic Planning Committee followed to craft the 
goals and strategies in this plan: 

1. Process definition: The senior minister developed a strategic planning process drawn from 
“Holy Conversations” by Gil Rendle and Alice Mann as well as the “Strategic Planning for 
Congregations” workshop presented by Dan Hotchkiss of the Alban Institute.  The full 
committee reviewed and modified the process.  

2. Plan Scope: The committee set out to create a strategic plan, not a long-range plan.  We set out 
to identify 1-3 priority goals that would point us in new directions, with the potential to make a 
significant difference in securing our future.  We sought to identify goals and strategies that 
would span multiple program areas, i.e. attracting more visitors is a strategy that supports, and 
can be embraced and implemented by, social justice, CYRE, membership, our music program, 
and other staff and volunteers, in a variety of ways.  

3. Committee meetings: The committee met approximately once or more per month beginning in 
July, 2013 to review activities and progress, assign tasks, analyze data, share insights, propose 
and refine goals and strategies, and craft the plan. Subcommittees were formed and these met 
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as needed with each other and/or others to plan and execute components of the data 
collection process. 

4. Data collection: Data is critical to the identification of realistic and relevant goals, and to the 
creation of strategies that will prove effective. Thus, the committee gathered a wealth of 
qualitative and quantitative data to inform this plan, including: 

x Congregational response to the Appreciative Inquiry process undertaken in 2012 as part 
of “Mission Possible.”  

x The First U membership trends report prepared by Nancy Pinson, Chair, Membership 
Team 

x Membership trends data from the Joseph Priestly District of the Unitarian Universalist 
Association (UUA) 

x The First U financial trends report prepared by treasurer Steve Cohen 
x Regional demographic trends from the Percept data collected in 2014 
x A survey of new First U members conducted in 2014 by the Strategic Planning 

Committee 
x A survey of former members who meet the criteria of “avoidable losses” (i.e., they 

continue living nearby, but are no longer members) conducted in 2014 by the Strategic 
Planning Committee 

x The results of the congregational survey conducted by the Staffing Committee in 2014 
x Visits to regional UU and non-UU churches in 2014 
x Church members’ responses to the six driving questions posed by the Strategic Planning 

committee in early 2014 
 

5. Identification of the “driving questions” for First U: Drawing on the initially available data and 
insights, the committee identified six questions as being the most critical for the strategic plan to 
address: 

I. How can we increase member retention? 
II. How can we attract more new members? 

III. How can we leverage our existing financial resources, both dollars and land, to better 
live our values and achieve our ends? 

IV. How can we promote a culture of volunteerism at First U? 
V. How do we want our church to inspire us? 

VI. How can our church have the most positive impact in our community? 
 

6. Joint meeting with the Board and Executive Team: On January 27, 2014, the committee met 
with the Board of Trustees and the Executive Team. Collectively, the groups reviewed and approved 
the proposed process for developing the goals and strategies reflected in this plan, and helped 
refine the six driving questions representing the most important priorities for the committee’s 
focus.  

7. Congregational input: Through a series of E-News articles and Order of Service inserts, the 
committee gathered congregational input in response to the six driving questions. All input was 
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compiled and reviewed by the committee. Committee members were available to discuss the 
strategic planning process and the driving questions during coffee hour on three Sundays in 
February and March.  

8. Data analysis: Throughout the data collection process, the team analyzed and compared 
findings, sought correlative and causative insights, reviewed earlier findings against new data and 
findings, and weighed the potential impact of findings on the future of First U.  Selected key 
findings appear as the rationale for each goal.  

9. Plan drafting: Following data collection, the team drafted a set of specific goals and strategies 
to include in the plan. The committee then sought feedback from the: 

x Board of Trustees 
x Executive Team 
x Church program staff 
x Congregation  
 

Input from each group factored into the development of the final plan. 
 

Selected Survey Findings and Data Highlights 
 
The Strategic Planning Committee had the opportunity to work with rich data provided by the Mission 
Possible Appreciative Inquiry Process, the Staffing Plan Survey, and comprehensive Membership 
Reports. We sifted through it, identifying the data that was the most compelling and relevant to our 
work.  We found it necessary to go even deeper to better understand two groups: new members and 
former members. Using an online survey tool, we conducted surveys of these two groups.  Following is a 
small selection of survey findings and data highlights from all of these sources.  

x What brings you to church and keeps you coming back?   

Top 5 (From the Staffing Survey): Being part of a community of like-minded people; Unitarian 
Universalist Values; Worship and Sunday services; Music/Choir , a community open to all people no 
matter whom you love.   

x Which programs are the most critical to the future of the church?  

Top 4 (From the Staffing Survey):  CYRE, Worship, Music/Choir, Pastoral care.  

x Why did you join First U?  

Top 2 (From New Members Survey): 41% joined “to meet people of like minds”; and 29% joined “to 
find inspiration, meaning and purpose in life”. 

x Why have we lost members over the past 5 years?  
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Top 3 (From our Former Members Survey):  The loss of a beloved minister and finding a lack of 
inspiration since; children aging out of RE; changes in personal priorities. 

x Would you recommend First U?  

New members say, resoundingly, “Yes” when asked if they would recommend First U to others. This 
“net promoter score” question is valuable in measuring satisfaction and loyalty.  Our net promoter 
score of 70 reflects strong potential for growth. While the concept of the net promoter score was 
created by and for commercial enterprises, there are aspects of the concept that are easily applied 
to churches.  If you would like to read more about this, visit: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Net_Promoter  

The voices of our members… 
Following are a few of the many responses from members to open-ended questions in the surveys and 
to our driving questions:  

x I came to First U because it was not like traditional religions. Unfortunately the services feel like a 
very conservative Christian church service with all the pews, robes, old music. Suggestions:  throw 
away the hymn books... lots of new music since the 1960's.  Ditch the pipe organ and add acoustic 
guitars.  Just very old fashioned music and services.  (I only give this as a suggestion...I do realize that 
the majority of First U enjoy the music.) 

x Just continue to be open and friendly as most of you are.  I need that in my life right now. 

x A small group of volunteers carries the lion's share of the work of the church, outside of the staff.  I 
believe that a requirement of membership should be volunteer hours per year. 

x Advertise activities better!  Have an easy to use calendar that includes everything going on 
(including restricted groups -they should be visible, not secret).  Reach out into the community with 
advertising open activities.  Get more people in the door.    

x We must have an excellent Sunday worship experience to gain and keep members before we can do 
everything else. Until our Sunday morning experience improves, we probably won't grow. 

 
x Consistently stimulating sermons would increase attendance and interest in participation.  
 
x The church needs a main leader who has passion, a vision and who communicates it effectively.  

x The barrier that separates our children into the "RE wing" of the building for nearly the entirety of 
Sundays must come down. More intergenerational worship is needed and children should be 
welcome in Parish Hall during social hour. 

x One of the main problems for us is the church's involvement largely in Delaware communities. We 
live in Pennsylvania, and there seems to be little in the way of community, activity, action, etc. on 
this side of the border. There are as many in need in nearby communities like Chester and 
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Chichester as there are in Wilmington. The struggle for equality, environmentalism and other liberal 
causes is far more difficult here as well relative to heavily blue Delaware. I know there are people 
living in Pennsylvania attending the church; I have no idea how to find them. 

Please note: A summary of all the congregational input in response to our Six Driving Questions, and 
summaries of the New Member and Former Member Surveys we conducted are available for review in 
the Member area of our website. You will also find two Percept reports rich with demographic data 
about people in our immediate area. One report is focused on the top 10 zip codes of our current 
members. The other report is focused on people living within a ten mile radius.  

Goals & Strategies for 2014-2019 
 
The following goals and strategies will be continuously reviewed by a standing committee of the Board 
and modified, as needed, on an annual basis. These goals are interrelated, and are intended to have 

synergistic impact. For example, growth enables us to increase the number of active volunteers and 
improve retention of members; while revitalizing worship and strengthening our marketing allow us to 
grow; enhancing the appearance and ambiance of our surroundings entices visitors to return, etc.   

The intention is that these goals will drive annual planning by First Unitarian’s ministers and staff and 
provide inspiration, support and guidance for volunteers. During the implementation process, strategies 
will be broken down into actions steps, timelines will be developed, and ownership responsibilities 
assumed and assigned, with policy governance limitations taken into consideration.   

While it is incumbent upon both our ministerial and lay leaders to initiate action and keep these goals 
before us, we all play a role in expanding and growing the depth and reach of our congregation. Bringing 
these goals to fruition will depend on the work of many hands and hearts.  The ultimate achievement of 

these goals rests with the entire congregation.   

Goal 1: Grow our Congregation 
We seek to grow in numbers by attracting new members and improving member retention.   

Rationale  

From the UUA’s publication “Growth for Unitarian Universalism,” we share this answer to the question 
Why Grow?  

Growth is inevitable in healthy congregations. To be a healthy congregation is to develop responses that 
are sound and reasonable. To be healthy is to be vigorous, to have strength, and to use these qualities in 
taking action. When a congregation sees clearly its place and possibilities and understands its mission 
and purpose, it will make decisions that serve itself and its community well. Such a congregation will 
continue growing because of its health. Such a congregation is ready to serve people who need Unitarian 
Universalism. 
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We believe our congregation is ready to grow!  Decline is behind us. Of the ten churches in the Joseph 
Priestly District with 300-500 members, we were the slowest growing (or fastest shrinking), losing more 
members (-3.8% annually) than any other congregation during 2009-2013. However, only four of these 
ten churches grew at all. Growth rates ranged from 0.8% to 3.1%.  Our membership has been relatively 
stable for two years, at around 420. Growth is hard. Growth is challenging. Yet, if we don’t step up to do 
our part to bring UUism to a vast and hurting world, who will?  

Considering the trend data concerning the slow growth and non-growth of churches, the following goals 
for our membership growth, year over year, for the next five years, are intended to be challenging, yet 
realistic: 

x By the end of FY 2014-2015 = 0 (a change of +3.8%)  
x By the end of FY 2015-2016 = 1.0%   
x By the end of FY 2016-2017= 1.5% 
x By the end of  FY 2016-2018= 2.0% 
x By the end of FY 2018-2019 = 2.5% 

How This Goal Relates to Our Values, Mission, and Ends 

This goal flows from our inclusion of “Growth and Discovery” as key values that we espouse as a 
congregation.  Growing our church is a way to continually extend ourselves to others to actualize a 
process of growth and discovery. As a stagnant or shrinking church, we lack energy, vitality, and the 
inspiration that comes from embracing continuous renewal and fresh perspectives.   

To live our values, nourish minds and spirits, and “transform the world through loving action” we believe 
that growth is a goal we must fully embrace. A congregational membership that is growing and 
diversifying, as well as retaining members over many years provides the organizational basis for 
personal growth and inspiration. 

This goal specifically serves the End that states, “At First Unitarian Church of Wilmington, people of all 
ages gain new perspectives and grow as informed, spiritual human beings.” 

Strategies for Achieving This Goal 

A) Attract more first time visitors 

According to the UUA, a growing church must attract the same number of first time visitors as it has 
members. At the present time, we are attracting 1-2 new visitors per week, far less than the 9 per 
week needed for growth to occur.  
 
After first-time visitors enter our doors, the path to membership includes multiple visits followed by 
signing the membership book. According to data provided by The Membership Team’s Second 
Quarter 2014 Membership Report, our conversion rate of visitors to membership is 22%, based on 
visitors who fill out our visitor form. This is stronger than the average for liberal churches (15-20%),   
an indication that our engagement process is stronger than our attraction process right now. While 
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our conversion rate is likely overstated due to visitors we miss with our current process, focusing on 
attracting more first time visitors creates priority attention for outwardly focused growth work.   

As we work to revitalize worship (strategy below), and the Membership Team, Welcome Team of 
greeters, ushers and Welcome Table volunteers, our Ministers and others continue focusing on 
making visitors feel welcome and nurturing them along their path to membership;  we will all focus 
together on the goal of steady growth.  

x Because attracting visitors is the first step in the pathway to membership, we seek to double 
the number of first time visitors from the current two per week to four per week by the end 
of Fiscal Year (FY) 2015.   

x We seek to increase visitors from four per week to six per week by the end of (FY) 2017.  
x First U will attract 500 first time visitors per year, every year—an average of 9 per week, by 

the end of FY 2018. 
x To support this strategy, strengthen our focus on marketing, with an emphasis on leveraging 

our new website and social marketing.  
x Create a volunteer marketing team by December of 2015; add a marketing line item to the 

budget beginning in FY 15-16.  
 
Measurement of the strategy: Track first-time visitors to the church each Sunday.  

B) Improve member retention 
 

As mentioned above, we were surprised to learn that our congregation was shrinking faster than 
any other in its peer group of JPD congregations of 300-500 members. Furthermore, our 
membership data shows that we experienced “avoidable” losses in membership at a high rate of 
almost 6%, compared to a norm proposed by the UUA of 2.5%.   

x Increase member retention/ decrease the number of “avoidable losses” to 2.5% per year 
from the current 5.98% per year by the end of FY2018. The gradual interim goals to achieve 
are:  in FY 2016, reduce to 5%; in FY 2017, reduce to 4%.  

x Measure member satisfaction annually beginning in the fall of 2014. In so doing, gather 
satisfaction data related to cornerstone programs such as music, RE, social justice and 
pastoral care. Plan ways to address concerns, implement ideas, and improve member 
satisfaction based on member feedback.  

x Create a volunteer/staff communication team to focus on member communication by Dec., 
2014, ensuring that we are communicating in the best way possible and enabling members 
to communicate their needs, input, etc., to church leadership, both lay leadership, ministers 
and staff.  

x Review member communication and create a two-way member communication plan by 
Dec., 2015 that is designed to engage and retain members.  
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Measurement of the strategy: We will track “avoidable losses” (i.e., members who are 
administratively dropped by the Board or minister, or who formally resign from First U, but who 
continue to reside in the local area).  Member satisfaction data and communication strategies with 
members will be tracked, analyzed, and summarized. 

C) Revitalize worship 

In selecting “revitalize worship” as a strategy under the goal of growth, we are drawing attention to 
this as an urgent priority.  The inspirational quality of our worship services is a major concern for our 
members. While cornerstone programs such as RE, social justice and pastoral care are all vital to the 
life of our church, feedback from members clearly indicates that the quality of the worship 
experience is a leading factor in attracting and retaining members. If we can successfully revitalize 
our worship services, we believe we will begin growing again as a congregation, both in spirit and in 
numbers. We believe that as we achieve this strategy, the resources to restore staffing and address 
the opportunities to expand other programs will follow.   

x Revitalize worship by becoming intentional about the dynamic role worship plays in attracting, 
retaining and inspiring our visitors and members. In planning worship, give special consideration 
to the demographics of our current members (majority are women, age 50+, Caucasian) and 
members we seek to attract (young families, LGBT, and of greater diversity.) 

x Create opportunities for greater lay involvement in the planning and execution of all aspects of 
worship, especially sermons, music, and structure.  

x Create and implement a measurement tool that invites worship attendees to provide feedback 
about their worship experience.  Use this information to guide continuous improvement of the 
worship experience.  
 

Measurement of the strategy: Progress will be measured by worship attendance and by Sunday worship 
satisfaction data which will be analyzed, summarized, and considered in planning future worship 
experiences.  

D) Improve and strengthen our interaction with the larger Unitarian Universalist Community  

Our congregation is a member of the Unitarian Universalist Congregations of the Delmarva 
Peninsula Cluster, the Joseph Priestley District, the Central East Regional Group, and the Unitarian 
Universalist Association. Our congregation is proud of its associations with the larger UU 
community.  The greater UU community needs our help and we need its help. We cannot grow in 
strength and numbers without the growth of UUism as a whole or provide the best services to the 
community without drawing on ideas and influences outside our congregation. Also, collaboration 
increases the effectiveness of all of our programs and improves the identity of UUism within our 
communities. 

x In 2014-2015, actively encourage full participation in the cluster celebration in October to be 
hosted by the Newark and Mill Creek congregations. (Measured by the number of First U 
members and staff participating.) 
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x In 2015-2016, explore and leverage more fully JPD and UUA resources, expertise, and 
opportunities for help in achieving our goals of growth, volunteerism, pledge campaigns, CRE, 
ministry, etc. 

x In 2016-2017, achieve attendance by one First U representative (staff or lay leader) at each 
cluster meeting (held every 6 weeks) with regular reports back to the congregation and 
identification of at least one common project in which our congregation can actively participate.  

 
x In 2017-2018, representation of our congregation at cluster meetings and events, district-level 

activities, regional opportunities, and the UUA General Assembly. Engage in pulpit exchanges.  

x In 2018-2019, collaborate with cluster, district, or regional organizations on a social justice 
project and in Children’s Religious Education projects. 

Measurement of this strategy: We will track number of members attending cluster, district, regional, 
and national events as well as the number of events in which our congregation participates.   

E) Assess the First Unitarian Church “brand”   

During FY 2016-2017 assess our “brand” in an effort to determine whether a name change would better 
support our growth goals. The UUA has created a new logo as part of an initiative to help congregations 
reach out to the millennial generation and others who are unchurched.  A study guide will be created to 
help congregations explore how they present themselves to the larger world.  We believe this may 
provide is an excellent opportunity for our congregation to examine its “brand” in concert with the UUA 
and other congregations.   

The Strategic Planning Team or a team that it creates, perhaps incorporating members of the newly 
formed marketing team, would lead an effort to examine whether our current “brand” clearly defines 
and communicates our values, mission and ends.  After ten years of decline, it is time to take a fresh 
look at how we are perceived compared with how we want to be perceived, as well as how we define 
where we want to have impact.    

We have learned from membership data that 86% of our members come from within a ten mile radius; 
PA is 4 miles to the north; yet, our name communicates a focus on Wilmington, DE. Would a regional 
name be more easily embraced by more seekers?  Could reaching out to seekers within a ten mile radius 
define a new geographic area of relevance for First U that could spur new growth?  According to Percept 
data, populations to the north are growing more rapidly than to the south, for example. What about our 
UU heritage? And are we a church, a society or an association?  We are summarizing these 
questions/issues as relevant to an in-depth assessment of our “brand”.   

Measurement of the strategy: The consideration process will be documented by the Strategic Planning 
Team in its notes and/or recommendations in 2016-2017. 
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F) Define our ministerial needs for the future by December, 2014. 

The Board, in consultation with the congregation, needs to define the role of a single minister to prepare 
for the planned transition in July of 2015 as specified in the Staffing Plan.  A process is underway to 
evaluate whether the current ministerial leadership of the church has the capacity to provide the 
leadership necessary to accomplish this growth goal as well as the other goals in this plan. It will also be 
important to identify the leadership model that will best embody the skills and talents needed in a 
single-minister church.  

Measurement of the strategy: Completion of the Senior Minister’s performance evaluation is the first 
measurement point. The board is currently engaged in this activity. Create a process for congregational 
input and complete a new single minister position description by December of 2014.   

Goal 2: Strengthen Volunteerism 
Over the next five years, we seek to increase by 10% annually, and by 50% over five years, the 
number of volunteers and the number of volunteer hours of work contributed by members in 
support of the church and its mission in the community and the world.  

Rationale 

The rationale for this goal is three-fold:  

Current financial forecasts and the staffing plan reduce paid staff hours over the next three fiscal 
years, indicating the need for volunteers to fill gaps and assume more of the workload going 
forward.  

In surveys, church members have repeatedly cited the importance of increasing volunteer 
opportunities as a way of generating inspiration for community projects.  

Active participation in the life of the church through volunteerism supports our cornerstone 
programs such as RE/CYRE, music, social justice and others while helping to retain members. 

How This Goal Relates to Our Values, Mission, and Ends 

To live our values, nourish minds and spirits, and “transform the world through loving action” we believe 
that working in the church and community together is the “incarnational way” of “doing church.” 

Strategies for Achieving This Goal 

A) Establish a volunteer coordinator function as early as possible in FY 2014-15. The function will have 
responsibilities for training staff to work with volunteers, maintaining a database of church member 
skills and interests, communicating volunteer needs to members, recruiting volunteers, and leading 
recognition processes for volunteers. 
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Measurement of the strategy: A person or team of people will be identified to perform this function. 
Once established, progress will be measured in part by the volunteerism metrics described below.  

B) During the first quarter of 2014-2015, review and improve the data collected about volunteers and 
volunteer hours, identifying church, community and world beneficiaries. Create a process for identifying 
new volunteer opportunities and communicating those opportunities to members for sign-up.  

Measurement of the strategy: Metrics will be identified to track the number of new volunteer 
opportunities created, as well as tracking both numbers of members and hours of members’ time in 
all church volunteer activities. For example, program year 2014-2015 is Year 1, the base line, during 
which time the volunteerism metric will be formulated and the current performance documented. 
We recommend that this metric reflect a blend of both the number of individuals involved and the 
hours per week per volunteer. To achieve steady growth, year 2 should achieve 1.1 times the value 
of the metric of Year 1, Year 3, 1.3 times the value of Year 1, Year 4, 1.4 times the value, leveling off 
in Year 5 at our goal of 1.5 times the starting value (a 50% increase). Details to be established by the 
ET in conjunction with the new Volunteer Coordinator function (see above). 

C) Establish a Community Project 

x Establish at least one new major project that has a highly visible community impact, benefits 
many people, reflects our values, requires a sizeable commitment of support and has the 
potential to attract and involve new members.  

x Choose the project during the 2016-17 church year; organize the system to execute the project 
during 2017-18 in a way that allows the project to be staffed with volunteers and begin 
operating early in 2018-19. 

Measurement of the strategy: The success of the new project will be tracked by the volunteer time 
spent on it, the number of members and non-members involved, as well as by the community 
impact, measured by the outside visibility it created, such as news media, service users, etc.  

Goal 3: Leverage Capital Campaign Funds Wisely to Achieve Growth 
Within one year, secure donor and congregational approval to apply Capital Campaign Fund 
earnings toward buildings and grounds improvements; and begin the work of needed repairs 
and renovations. At the same time, secure approval to begin a process for developing a 
proposal to use or leverage the Capital Campaign Fund principal.  

 Rationale 

Beautifying and enhancing our buildings and grounds will create a more inviting and welcoming facility 
that attracts new visitors, supports the needs of all who enter, and provides well maintained spaces to 
support worship, programming and other activities.  
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How This Goal Relates to Our Values, Mission, and Ends 

To gather in a building that is safe, accessible, and beautiful, helps to achieve the End that, at First U, 
people of all ages “Feel safe, accepted, and loved – and empowered to be our authentic selves.” 

Strategies for Achieving This Goal 

A) In the fall of 2014, gain approval from Capital Campaign donors and the congregation to spend or 
leverage Capital Campaign Fund earnings for sustainability and enhancement of the buildings and 
grounds; and to begin a process for developing a proposal to use or leverage the Fund principal. 

Measurement of the strategy: Congregational and donor approval will be the measure of this strategy. 

B) Before June 2015, use Capital Campaign investment income accrued to date (approximately $165,000) 
for high priority maintenance projects:  

x Execute highest priority repairs   
x Proceed with sanctuary window replacements as defined by the Buildings & Grounds team, 

using the stained glass fund.  
x Conduct an engineering study to define the amount needed in the Capital Reserve fund for 

maintenance and improvements for the next 5-10 years. 
x Determine a strategy to increase funds in the Capital Reserve as well as determine the annual 

amount needed to include in the operating budget to maintain the fund. 

Measurement of this strategy: Progress will be measured by the completion of the needed repairs, 
replacement of sanctuary windows, and completion of the engineering study. 

C) By July 2016, create a plan for leveraging or spending some or all of the capital campaign funds 
(currently $1.2MM) to pursue our mission and advance the scope and influence of UUism in our region.   

x Invite Capital Campaign Donors to join a committee that will consider potential uses for these 
funds, and which will develop plans for using or leveraging the funds.  

x Create a committee that will identify and select options designed to help achieve growth.  
Options may include enhancing the building and grounds, such as beautification of the foyer 
entrance, a more welcoming sanctuary entrance, improved handicapped access to the sanctuary 
and restrooms, improvements to RE classroom space and the Youth Center, a gazebo with 
gardens for weddings and other celebrations, updated audiovisual equipment, or flexible 
seating in the sanctuary. Options may also go beyond our own building and grounds, such as 
establishing a satellite location in the city of Wilmington focused on pressing human 
rights/social justice issues, with a community minister shared across all churches in New Castle 
County.  

x Donors and the Congregation will be given the opportunity to approve the Committee’s plan for 
spending/ leveraging the funds.   
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Measurement of this strategy: Progress will be measured by the creation of the Capital Reserve Funding 
Strategy, the creation of the Proposal Development Committee.   

What’s next? 

Operational planning & implementation 

Just as we created nested bowls for our Values, Mission and Ends, we now create another set of bowls 
that rests within them, holding our Strategic Goals.  Within the bowl called “Strategic Goals” rests our 
bowl of “SMART Strategies,” and within that bowl rest our annual work plans and budgets.  All of these 
lead to the actions we take as a congregation. 

 

 

 

 

The annual operational planning process will be responsible for developing specific action plans for 
achieving the Strategic Goals. Costs associated with specific objectives and action steps toward 
achieving the Goals will be dealt with during implementation through existing annual planning processes 
for capital improvements and budget development.  

The Board and the Strategic Planning Committee will work closely with the ET and program staff to 
create opportunities for congregational input as this strategic plan is integrated into existing annual 
planning processes.  

The Implementation Process  

The immediate next steps to begin implementation of this plan include: 

x Annual operational planning: The executive team is responsible for leading the program staff to create 
work plans for 2014-15 that incorporate the strategic priorities and strategies in this plan.  

x The formation of the permanent board strategic planning committee including a clear articulation of its 
role in evaluating progress on the plan, updating goals and strategies, and adding to the plan to keep 
it evergreen each year.  This will entail the modification of governing policies by the board.   

x A joint meeting of the Strategic Planning Committee, Executive Team and Program Team in 
May/June to discuss 2014-2015 implementation.  

For consideration in future strategic plans 
As noted earlier, this plan intentionally focuses on the most pressing concerns for the future of First U: 
retaining and growing membership, growing volunteerism to meet the needs of the church and engage 

VALUES MISSION ENDS STRATEGIC

GOALS 
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the community, and preserving and enhancing church facilities. As we achieve success in these key 
areas, we open our horizons to explore SMART strategies for addressing other important opportunities 
and challenges before us, such as: 

x Based on the reduction in staffing for our RE and music programs, assess the health of both 
programs to determine any significant changes needed to strengthen and sustain them for the 
future.  

x Developing specific plans which leverage or utilize our land beside the church 
x Creating a culture of multigenerational worship and interaction  
x Exploring the possibilities for our congregation’s involvement with denomination-wide 

volunteer mobilization efforts of The UUA such as Standing on the Side of Love, and with the 
Unitarian Universalist Service Committee (UUSC), and others 

x Defining our local community and assessing our role in our local community by conducting a 
survey of community leaders.  

Continuous strategic evaluation 
Plans are, by their nature, forward-looking. They attempt to align future effort against present-day 
needs and situations, and cannot realistically account for all unknown future situations. 

Thus, strategic planning will now become a continuous process at First U. Beginning in the 2014-2015 
church year, a permanent Strategic Planning Committee will report to the Board of Trustees, with 
responsibility for continuously assessing how the church is performing against the goals and strategies 
outlined in this and future plans, communicating findings, and refreshing goals and plans as needed to 
reflect future opportunities, aspirations, and realities as First U moves into its future. 

Respectfully submitted by the 2013-2014 Strategic Planning Committee of First Unitarian Church of 
Wilmington, Delaware: 

Donna Curtis 
Andrew Hansen 

Becky Laster 
Jeffrey Lott, Ex Officio 

Barry Marrs 
Mike McCabe 
Suzanne Perry 
Linda Sanders 

Jan Shay 
Rev. Josh Snyder 
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