Evaluation, Planning and Execution in Youth Ministry
By: Mark Maines

Part 1: Evaluation: Giving the Gift of Evaluation to Your Ministry

“For lack of guidance a nation falls, but victory is won through many advisors.” Proverbs 11:14 (TNIV)

“I know I don’t know what to do, but I also know I don’t want to ask for help.” 

As soon as one of our volunteer leaders made this confession to me, I immediately knew I had two issues to deal with. The first issue was this leader’s lack of adequate training. He believed that he did not possess the level of skill he needed to do his job well. Since I am the Student Ministries Pastor, I am the person ultimately responsible for the development and the empowerment of our team. Given his feelings of inadequacy, I had clearly failed to provide the necessary skills and training he needed. 

The second issue was his reticence to ask for the help. Leaders will not always have all the answers they need; however, a defining characteristic of effective leaders is their willingness to search out solutions to the problems they encounter. In other words, leaders are able to determine where to go, who to ask, and when to get the help they need. The author of the above Hebrew proverb affirms that the gift of guidance and outside counsel of others helps ensure deliverance, safety or victory for our people. Without this ability to ask for help, we are in jeopardy.

The conversation that followed was a learning experience for both of us. The leader received the additional training he needed and desired, and I gained new perspective on how I train, empower, and evaluate our leaders. Yet, I began to wonder if this same dynamic existed in others on our team. Were other volunteers feeling ill-equipped? If so, would they ask for additional help? Was I doing an adequate job as their shepherd? This honest conversation prodded me to thoroughly examine how I was going about my work. I began to ask questions like:

* How do we provide our staff with the training and skill they need to do their job well?

* How do we ask for help when we do not know what to do next?

* How do we evaluate our ministries to ensure we are doing the right things in the right ways?

* How do we go about creating processes of continuous improvement for our people? 

I am still searching and do not have all the answers I need, but one tool that has been tremendously helpful in our quest to provide solutions to these kinds of questions is an organizational assessment tool called the SWOT Analysis. SWOT is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. SWOT is not a new tool; in fact it has been around for so long that nobody really knows who invented it.[1] Many people know what the SWOT Analysis is, but in my experience, few leaders understand what it does and even fewer people still know how to use the information a SWOT analysis creates to evaluate and enhance the efforts of their ministry and their ministry leaders. Acquiring these skills can put a leader in a stronger position to offer the powerful gift of evaluation.

The Four Elements of SWOT

1. Strengths

Peter Drucker says, “Most of us underestimate our own strengths. We take them for granted. What we are good at comes easy, and we believe that unless it comes hard, it can't be very good. As a result, we don't know our strengths, and we don't know how we can build on them.”[2] 
Accurately assessing our strengths in a ministry context can be a difficult task. We may be in a context that does not allow us to share such things, or we do not want to be perceived as arrogant or prideful. So, we either keep those successes to ourselves or simply never see them at all. As a result, many of us do not know what we do well, what we should replicate, and what to celebrate with our staff. 

Identifying our strengths brings two primary benefits. First, we see more clearly what will bring health to our organization in the future. We are immediately encouraged to keep doing certain things because they are producing the fruit we have hoped for. Second, we see what we should be celebrating. By identifying specific Strengths, we are able to thank our team for specific contributions and can celebrate the things that are working well. Our leaders deserve the encouragement and the opportunity to see how their contributions are making a significant difference. 

Questions to Help Understand Our Strengths:[3] 
 * What are we doing well?

 * What can we celebrate?

 * What are we doing that is producing the outcomes we desire?

 * What should we continue doing because we do it better than most?

2. Weaknesses

Unfortunately, just as we often don’t take the time to identify our own Strengths, we are often afraid to look at, much less articulate, the weaknesses of our ministry. We rarely name and speak of the things that are not going well. However, if the culture of our organization values truth and openness, then we must be willing to voice both the positive and negative aspects of our work. There still seems to be this lingering fallacy that to acknowledge that something is not working is to either devalue an individual’s contribution to the organization or to call into question the effectiveness of the entire organization. Neither is true. A call for continuous improvement is not a criticism of our work or calling. It is the natural result of our calling. To quote leadership guru Max DePree, “The first job of a leader is to define reality.”[4] To look honestly at a situation, and to define reality, is to speak the truth. It is not placing blame, it is not accusing anyone of wrongdoing; it is fulfilling the first responsibility of leadership.

Questions to Help Understand Our Weaknesses:

* What is not working well? 

* What can be improved?

* What needs to be removed altogether?

* How can we avoid asking, “Who is to blame?” and instead ask, “What went wrong?” and “How can we avoid that in the future?”

3. Opportunities

A friend of mine once described their ministry experience as more of a “here it comes, there it goes” kind of existence. They could envision what they wanted their ministry to look like, and experienced it at times, but the ministry team was unable to hold on to the positive aspects of their work before it disappeared. The successes left as quickly as they came. I would guess many of us have experienced this dynamic to some degree, and we know how tremendously frustrating it can be when the “there it goes” occurs more than the “here it comes.” By identifying the upcoming Opportunities God might be bringing before us, we are better able to respond to the doors He might be opening instead of blindly racing past them. 

Questions to Help Understand Our Opportunities:

* What can we take better advantage of?

* What we can leverage given the natural strengths of our church and community that we benefit from?

* What things outside our organization will help us achieve the results we are looking for?

4. Threats

Existing both outside and inside of our ministries are Threats: some minor, some imminently dangerous. They may be obvious (You only have one volunteer and she’s moving away next month!), but they may also be relatively hidden (Your students’ parents remain disconnected from youth ministry). Threats rarely disappear on their own. We might be tempted to intentionally look past them; however, just because we ignore them, that does not mean they will go away. The longer Threats are ignored, the more damaging they become. However, Threats can be minimized and even neutralized when we approach them honestly, directly, and thoughtfully. 

Questions to Help Understand Our Threats:

* What must we pay attention to?

* What will jeopardize our efforts?

* What things happening in the world outside our church need more attention and examination?

Identify Critical Issues

As you go through this SWOT assessment and as you begin to evaluate on paper, you will inevitably discover issues that catch your attention, some of which will surface multiple times. This will begin to bring new insight that you have never seen before. You may uncover an alarming issue for the first time. In our ministry, we call these “critical issues.” Critical issues are defined as the issues a leader must address in the next 6-12 months to either maintain health or to avoid crisis. Critical issues require immediate attention and timely action. 

The critical issue that surfaced in the conversation with my leader was that “our leaders are not as well trained as they would like to be.” Leaders need to be well trained in order to add to the overall health of the ministry. However, if we failed to add additional training in the next 6-12 months, our leaders’ lack of training, knowledge and skill would guide our ministry into an unhealthy state if not an impending crisis. As a result of identifying that critical issue, we are now able to think through potential solutions to that problem. Honest, critical self-evaluation will lead to continuous growth, excellence, and learning. Your own ability to identify your ministry’s critical issues will become a Strength of your ministry. This is a gift worth celebrating.

See the SWOT Analysis template! http://www.cyfm.net/articles/SWOT%20Organization%20Assessment.pdf
Questions for Reflection:

1. Spend a few minutes listing your ministry’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. If you have the chance, invite a few other key leaders or students to do their own SWOT analyses also.

2. How can you celebrate the Strengths of your ministry?

3. Based on your SWOT analysis, what are the “critical issues” in your ministry that need immediate attention and action? What must be done soon in order to maintain health? What must be done soon in order to avoid crisis?

4. What are some possible solutions to address those critical issues?

5. What other resources are available to help you?

Foot Notes

[1] The SWOT analysis began to surface at the Harvard Business School in the early 1960’s. Since then, it has grown in popularity to the point where Google will produce over 1.5 million results for “SWOT analysis.” 

[2] Drucker, Peter F. "Managing Knowledge Means Managing Oneself," Leader to Leader, 16 (Spring 2000), 8-10.

[3] Generally, Strengths and Weaknesses measure internal factors. That is, they measure what is located within an organization or ministry, whereas, Opportunities and Threats tend to measure external factors. 

[4] Max DePree, Leadership is an Art, Doubleday, New York, 1989, 9
Part 2: Planning the Work and Working the P.L.A.N.

By Mark Maines

Much of what you and I are reading these days seems to state that student ministry is changing; today’s students aren’t the same as yesterday’s students. Few people can explain why this is but maybe you are beginning to see and feel some evidence of these changes: your “committed” students’ attendance is sporadic; parents are even more difficult to track down than your students (sometimes you wonder if your students even have parents); your leaders serve faithfully but they still do not believe the ministry is theirs to own. How do you handle these tensions? What do you do when you are not currently satisfied with what is? How do you move from where you are to where you want to be?

It’s been said that when we come up with the right questions, we’re halfway to the right answers. All healthy organizations (including churches and student ministries) who are able to move forward seem to effectively ask and answer three important questions:

· Our mission: Who are we?

· Our vision: Where are we going? 

· Our plan: How are we going to get there?

As you can note above, the first question directs its attention towards a clearly defined mission, or reason for being. The second provides a compelling and inspiring vision that pulls an organization into its future. The last question helps develop an integrated, results-focused strategic plan to help ensure the desired outcomes. It points forward in a way that everyone can understand and own.

At our church, our mission is to “risk everything in obedience to Christ in authentic contagious community.” For the pioneering, change-oriented person in our midst, this mission statement is exciting and compelling. Risk and change are actually calming for them. However, for the majority of others, the statement alone causes anxiety. It immediately raises questions like, “What do you mean by risk?” “What do you mean by everything?” “When is the right time to risk?” And, “Will you risk even if it appears to be an unwise decision?”

Moving to the second question, our church’s vision is to “see this generation transformed by the reality of the Kingdom of God.” This vision describes what we see we can become. We envision transformation and we desire it for everyone. We can see the Kingdom of God becoming more of a present-day reality. This statement is what provides momentum and energy for every one of our ministries.

Most of us are probably better at answering the “mission” question and the “vision” question than we are the “planning” question. In the December 2005 issue of this E-journal, we explored the SWOT Analysis and saw that the discovery and identification of our ministry’s “critical issues” is the first step in bringing about desired change.[1] The final two steps of the strategic management process can be summarized in an old leadership axiom, “Plan the Work” and “Work the Plan.” Strategic management is designed to help us create traction and synergy within our ministry context. It is a way to get from Point A to Point B, when none of us have been to “B” before. 

A simple formula might help: Strategic Management = Planning + Implementation. 

The remainder of this article will look specifically at planning, while we will address implementation more fully in a future resource. It’s not rocket science, yet I know remarkably few ministry leaders who take the time to plan their work. Why is that? Is it because we enjoy spending our time in the wrong places and on the wrong things? Is it because we are lazy and would much rather “lead on the fly” than be intentional about our work? I don’t want to believe that! I would rather believe that it has more to do with the mystery that surrounds how our faith and our planning intersect. I would rather believe it has more to do with the confusion that surrounds what planning “is” and what planning “is not.” 

What Planning Is Not:

1. Planning is not Prediction

People can confuse planning with prediction. Prediction is arrogant. It attempts to guarantee success. In contrast, planning remains humble. Planning does not presume to know what the future holds but rather attempts to move toward the future with intentionality and prudent stewardship of our resources. Like Job, we acknowledge that even the best-laid plans can fail.[2] “The human mind may devise many plans, but it is the purpose of the Lord that will be established.”[3]
2. Planning is not “Brainstorming”

“Brainstorming” sessions are great for generating multiple, creative, uncensored ideas. But without careful consideration, the ideas we generate can often lead us down a track we did not intend to travel. Instead, the “planning” step beyond brainstorming must involve the prioritization and consolidation of those ideas. Brainstorming is erratic. Planning is specific. Planning allows us to maintain a laser sharp focus on our mission and be very intentional in how we carry it out.

What Planning Is:

1. Planning is an Expression of Faith

“In their hearts human beings plan their course, but the LORD establishes their steps.”[4] Many people might be tempted to use this proverb as an excuse not to plan. We might be tempted to think, “Well, if the LORD is the one who establishes our steps, then why plan in the first place?” This proverb seems to illustrate the dynamic partnership between God and humankind in the planning process. It shows that human beings plan, think about, calculate, and devise their course, but it is God who directs, stabilizes, and firms-up our steps. 

The word of wisdom for us is to remember that we need to rely on God and His wisdom in both the planning and execution processes but we are not released from the responsibility of planning. Ed Dayton, founder of MARC (Mission Advance Research Center – a division of World Vision), frequently used to say, “All planning is an expression of our faith.” Ed understood that God is interested in knowing what kind of faith we have and he displayed his faith through planning. His plans became the portrait of what he believed God wanted to accomplish. Planning became a natural expression of his faith; when results were reached, Ed knew that it was the Lord who had established his steps.

But what happens if our plans do not “succeed?” Does that mean we were not rightly aligned with God? Does it mean our faith was insufficient or lacking? Or that God simply did not like our plans in the first place? Maybe, but I don’t think so. I am often confused by the way God works. The plans I think are great often fail. The plans I think will fail sometimes succeed. There is a mystery here that I do not pretend to fully understand. However, I find great comfort in a word that shows up throughout the Scriptures that embodies this mysterious interaction between God’s purposes and ours. It is the word “perhaps.” Perhaps Moses could make atonement for Israel’s sin.[5] Perhaps the Lord would work on behalf of Jonathon.[6] Perhaps our labor over certain projects or in certain people has been wasted.[7] Perhaps not. Will your planning efforts be successful? Perhaps. Will they fall short? Perhaps. In either scenario, planning remains an expression of faith because we do not know what the outcome will be. 

2. Planning is an Invitation for Participation and Service 

One of the greatest benefits of planning is that it invites others to help. When we plan, we provide the opportunity for our team to get involved in the future of our ministry. We intentionally welcome others’ ideas and influence. The Apostle Paul writes, “The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.”[8] Planning our ministries can become the mechanism by which we identify what gifts are needed, who possesses them, and how we all can contribute to “building up the body of Christ.”

Approximately every six months I try to assess our ministry by asking our leadership team three questions: 

1. What is working well? 

2. What is not working well but still can be improved? 

3. What needs to be gotten rid of altogether? 

These three questions help our team in many ways. First, they allow us to see what we can celebrate together. Second, they allow us to see what gifts are missing and what kinds of people we might need to pursue for leadership in the future. God clearly gifts his people for works of service. Our planning can serve as an entry point for their contributions.

3. Planning is Adaptive Learning

A friend of mine once proudly declared, “I take a rigid stance of total flexibility.” Our planning efforts should model the same paradox of rigid flexibility. Some plans need to be rigid and inflexible in order to achieve the desired outcome. However, when the unforeseen or the unplanned arises (and we know it usually does), our plans also need to have enough flexibility and bend to ensure things (or people) do not snap and break. 

Plans serve us best when they remain adaptable and flexible to change because they allow us to learn and adapt. In other words, planning gives us something to deviate from. If we do not have a plan, we will not know how to adjust to uncertain events when they arise. But with a plan, we place ourselves in a situation to choose the best course of action determined by our mission. Then we can choose to proceed either with rigid resolve or flexible innovation as we adapt and learn.

How to P.L.A.N. the Work[9]
Now that we better understand what planning is and what planning is not, let’s explore how to more specifically “P.L.A.N the Work.” By “P.L.A.N” I mean creating:

· Priorities

· Lasting Results

· Action Strategies &

· Next Steps.

By answering these questions in succession, I have found that my student ministry stays more focused on its mission, more informed about what to do next, and more accountable to see those plans through. 

Priorities (What we want to accomplish) 

· What are the most important things we need to do in our key ministry areas to move our mission forward?

· What are things we need to do and complete in the coming year?

Lasting Results (Setting the targets for performance)

· What will be the results that will help us know we have accomplished our priorities? 

· How will we set these targets so that they become an exercise in faith as well as effective leadership?

Action strategies (Setting the stage for execution)

· How will we go about accomplishing what we want to see happen?

· What are the appropriate strategies, or best practices, that we might employ?

Next Steps (Making our “to do” lists)

· Who will do the work?

· When will it be accomplished?

At this point, you may be asking yourself, “is all this planning worth the work?” After all, planning takes time, energy, and resources that we may or may not have access to. So is the pay-off worth the effort? Here is what you and others can expect when you use an intentional, ordered, team planning process:

· A higher level of communication around common priorities and strategies.

· A higher level of understanding of what needs to be done and how it will be done.

· A stronger and more effective leadership team as you work on significant tasks together.

· A gaining of traction and momentum as things begin to happen.

If we are persistent enough to make it this far in “planning the work,” then there are the challenges of “working the plan.” In the August 2006 issue of this CYFM E-Journal, we will explore how to implement and execute the plans we create. Until then, Proverbs 19:23-24 reminds us, “By wisdom a house is built, and by understanding it is established; by knowledge the rooms are filled with all precious and pleasant riches.”[10] My hope is that you are able to gather all your wisdom, understanding, and knowledge in order to better determine who you are, where you are going, and how you are going to get there. May your rooms be filled with riches as you plan your work and work your plan.

[1] Read the full article here: http://www.cyfm.net/article.php?article=Giving_the_Gift_of_Evaluation.html, entitled, “Giving the Gift of Evaluation to Your Ministry,” by Mark Maines, 2005.

[2] “My days are past, my plans are broken off, the desires of my heart.” –Job 17:11.

[3] Proverbs 19:21: New Revised Standard Version

[4] Proverbs 16:9: New Revised Standard Version.

[5] Exodus 32:30: New Revised Standard Version.

[6] I Samuel 14:6: New Revised Standard Version.

[7] Galatians 4:11: New Revised Standard Version. 

[8] Ephesians 4:11-14: New Revised Standard Version.

[9] This tool was conceptualized by “Crossroads Consulting Group,” a firm that specializes in strategic leadership and organizational change. See www.crossroadsleaders.com

[10] New Revised Standard Version.

Part 3: Execution - Getting the Job Done

Peter Drucker, the “father of modern day management,” used to say to his students, “All great ideas degenerate into work for someone.”[1] In most instances, if you are a ministry leader, that person is you. 

When the P.L.A.N is in place (Priorities, Lasting Results, Action Strategies & Next Steps[2]), there is no other option than to roll up your sleeves, invite your team to join you, and get to the work the Lord has asked you to do. Previously in this series on evaluating youth ministry, we explored how to assess your ministry[3] and how to plan your work. We have saved the most important ideas until last. Now we turn our attention towards execution.

We might be tempted to think that execution is simply “administrative” or detail work. However, according to authors Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan, “Execution…is a leader’s most important job.”[4] They explain that across most organizations, only 50% have an intentional planning process. Of these, only half are able to successfully execute what they planned to do. This means that only 25% of most businesses have a culture of execution. Imagine the wasted time, energy, resources and lost potential of people. Bossidy and Charan conclude, “Execution is the great unaddressed issue in the business world today. Its absence is the single biggest obstacle to success and the cause of most of the disappointments that are mistakenly attributed to other causes.”[5] If they are correct, how much bigger is the execution issue in churches and other ministry organizations in which our work is often not as thoroughly and routinely scrutinized as in the business world?

As we’ve seen in the previous two articles in this series, we in youth ministry have much to learn from the theories of strategic management and effective leadership. This final article culminates our evaluation of our own ministries by diving into the principles of effective organizational execution and then contextualizing these principles into practices for our own ministries. Execution is a difficult issue to address in ministry contexts because we often confuse what we think God will do and what we, as spiritual and directional leaders, must do. Our job as leaders includes the five principles of focus, simplicity, competence, passion and evaluation.

Principles of Effective Execution 

1. Focus: Having clearly-defined priorities with lasting results

“To thrive in this world will require of us a new skill. Not drive, not sheer intelligence, not creativity, but focus. The word ‘focus’ has two primary meanings. It can refer either to your ability to sort through many factors and identify those that are most critical - to be able to focus well is to be able to filter well. Or it can it can refer to your ability to bring sustained pressure to bear once you have identified these factors.”[6] Here are several things that will increase your ability to identify and concentrate on the most critical issues:

* Look for low-hanging fruit. Once you have identified your critical issues and have developed your P.L.A.N., bring sustained pressure against those things until you have finished the task. Begin by looking for “low hanging fruit”, or “early wins,” to encourage your team along the way. 

* Arrange regular and intentional communication of completed action strategies. For most organizations, it is helpful to meet once a month as a leadership team with a focus on operational issues, or “what needs to be done, now?” items. Then, a monthly meeting is scheduled in which the team discusses completed tasks as well as progress and amendments made to future tasks. This type of regular communication keeps team members informed, focused and aligned.

* Ensure that team members deliver their work on time, according to the P.L.A.N. Accountability should remain flexible and tailored to suit the needs of each team member. Accountability that works for one person may not work for another. Your role is to think through what each team member needs in terms of personal accountability and then come up with a process that offers that needed accountability. Failure to hold all staff accountable will place an unwarranted burden on those whose “yes” means “yes” and whose “no” means “no.” Accountability is a gift we offer to each other and should inspire us to new levels of achievement, not make us want to quit. So offer it to others in way that brings encouragement, motivation and edification to your team. In the words of Ella Wheeler Wilcox, “A pat on the back is only a few vertebrae removed from a kick in the pants, but it is miles ahead in results.”[7]
2. Simplicity: Keeping the main thing the main thing

The Pareto Principle, or the “80/20 Rule”, came from an Italian economist, Vilfredo Pareto, who observed that 80% of economic growth came from 20% of the population. This has been found to be true in many other organizational situations and helps us to focus our resources on the most productive outcomes. If we know that 80% of our results come from 20% of our activities, following the tactics below will help us best use our scarce resources of time, money, and people. 

* Keeping things simple keeps it focused. Determine which aspects of your ministry yield 80% of the results. Invest heavily there and limit time and resources to the rest. 

* Create a “Stop Doing List.” When thinking through all the demands of your work, identify those activities, meetings and projects that do not directly support the execution of your P.L.A.N. Then learn to say “no” to those things. When you must say “yes” to another initiative that appears strategic, it should also mean you say “no” to at least one (preferably two) other items that have been less than productive. This will help keep your work balanced and not as complex. This will also be one of the hardest things you do in ministry, as it will involve carefully thinking through the implications of saying “yes” and “no” to various people and tasks within your church.

* Do not confuse “need” with “vision” or “urgent” with “important.” Need-driven ministries often run out of resources and energy before they can accomplish their objectives. This is because they are often pursuing the “urgent” and not the “important.” Doing the “important” things is often more critical than taking care of the last minute detail that is demanding your attention. 

3. Competence: Doing what we do well

We tend to enjoy watching a professional at work who is good at what they do. Whether it is Michael Jordan driving toward the hoop, a symphony violinist playing a selected piece masterfully, or a youth worker who just intuitively knows how to relate well to students, their skill inspires confidence and encourages other teammates to do their best. Following the strategies below puts competence well within the reach of all leaders and ministry team members.

* At the heart of execution is decision making that is timely, effective, and appropriate. Decisions that are not made are opportunities that are lost. Learn how to make them, and learn when they need to be made. We might be tempted to abstain from the responsibility of making certain decisions; however, it is our job to embrace even the most difficult circumstances and to move forward in those decisions the best way we know how. And if we find ourselves in the place of not knowing what to do or lacking wisdom, we can “ask God, who gives [wisdom] to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you.”[8]
* Attract and recruit skilled people who understand what needs to be done and how it needs to be done. In other words, don’t allow just any person who is interested in your ministry to be involved in your ministry. Look for and recruit people who are self-motivated, self-disciplined and others-oriented. Random selection might work in other contexts in which increased compensation or other incentives are used to effectively “motivate” otherwise unmotivated employees. However, in ministry, we neither have the luxury of extra dollars nor people. This makes attracting skilled people who initiate the right things absolutely necessary. “Lack of resources is no excuse for lack of rigor - it makes selectivity all the more vital.”[9]
* Train your leaders how to address a future that is uncertain and not very well defined, with confidence as well as competence. Jesus uses a parable to ask an important question in his sermon on the mount, “Can a blind person guide a blind person? Will not both fall into a pit? A disciple is not above the teacher, but everyone who is fully qualified [trained] will be like the teacher.”[10] Jesus highlights the necessity of training in the discipleship process. If we want to become like Him, we must be trained by Him. Therefore, if we want others to become like Him, we must train them like He has trained us. Training others in life and faith is not only a biblical mandate, it is a biblical assumption. We must ask ourselves, “Who are we training and how are we training them? And if we are not training our people, are we inadvertently leading them into a pit? In order to prevent this, determine what your team needs to know and how they need to be trained in order to follow Jesus well and to live out His call on their life.

* In the spirit of continuous improvement, slowly but continuously elevate the average by “raising the bar” in your expectations and standards of performance. This will help produce above average results from your people.

4. Passion: Harnessing the Leader’s Energy, Influence & Commitment

Execution will not happen without the energy that comes from an inspired and involved leader. Leaders who bring the “spark” that releases the energy and competence of each person on the team tend to practice the strategies below.

* Understand your commitment to the mission is just as necessary as your energy and influence. When we describe a person’s personality with the word “passionate,” we are generally describing their energy, influence and emotions. However, the more ancient, traditional definition of the word “passion” is “suffering.” Viewed through that lens, ministry becomes a call to a long-suffering commitment. It confronts us with the question, “Are we as committed to our cause and the suffering it might entail as we are to the energy and influence that accompany our roles?” Both “passions” are essential for execution. The energy and influence of an effective leader is a key element of success but without the relentless resolve of the leader pointing in the direction of the future, leadership teams will lose heart and lose their way.

* Cast and re-cast a compelling and inspiring vision. We must do anything and everything we can to help our people see the big picture. Every time you meet with your volunteers, a parent or your lead pastor, let them know where you are going and exactly how you are getting there. People join organizations for a clearly defined mission or purpose; they leave for lack of a compelling and inspiring vision. Help people see where it is you are going.

* Live out your values, every day. Philosopher Dallas Willard writes, “We are becoming who we will be forever.”[11] With every decision you make, you have the opportunity to become who you want to be forever. In doing so, you seize the opportunity to model to your people who you hope they become. 

* Provide adequate resources for the assigned priorities and action strategies. Generally it’s the team leader who can secure sufficient resources for the entire team. This includes adequate financial resources to launch initiatives and assuring that compensation for your people is fair and adequate. Nothing is more frustrating to people than to embrace an inspiring vision and plan without a corresponding plan to secure the resources that will be needed. “More bricks, less straw” did not work well for the Israelites in Egypt; it will not work well today.

* Provide encouragement. In my experience, I have learned that when people leave churches or organizations, they primarily do so for relational reasons, not institutional ones. This means respect, appreciation and gratitude can make the difference from someone being connected to our ministries and someone deciding to leave. Appreciate the whole person and remember “the last responsibility of any leader is to say ‘thank you.’”[12]
5. Evaluation: Staying on Track

Each Ministry P.L.A.N. will be different. Teams may get stuck along the way and need to find a way to become unstuck. When we get to the end of the road, we need to take the time to look back and review what went well and what we could have done better. Evaluation closes the planning process by cycling us right back into the continuous loop of assessment, planning, execution and evaluation.

Take time to ask these questions together:

* Is the vision clear and understood by everyone?

* Are priorities clearly defined with enough action strategies to complete the goal?

* Are the dates that have been set realistic?

* Are team members adequately trained and equipped?

* Have we allocated sufficient resources to the task?

* Are we experiencing increased traction and momentum?

* Are the results the ones we expected? If not, what do we do with that?

Ever since Pentecost, ministry has been designed to be a team effort. Therefore, execution is a team effort. Our plans cannot predict the future nor do they guarantee success. Planning, however, does provide an integrated framework that enables our work to become more visible to ourselves and to others. It invites each member to contribute his or her part to the whole in a manner that is clear, compelling, and appreciated. As a result, the process of assessment, planning, and execution helps each member of the body of Christ reach their full potential. 

Action Points: Contextualizing these Principles into Ministry Practices

1. Youth workers are infamous for dropping the ball on carrying out plans. How do you see faithful execution of your ministry plans leading to better (and more sustained) momentum from your team? How important do you think execution is – both to you and to your team – and what difference does that make in how you carry out ministry?

2. When you evaluate your typical follow-through on a scale of 1-10, how would you rate yourself on executing plans made by your ministry team? What about plans you make yourself? Do your ratings tell you anything about your values?

3. What are the three biggest hindrances or frustrations you tend to face in the execution process in your ministry? What practical steps can you take to reduce or improve those hindrances/frustrations? Who else could you involve in that process?

4. If you don’t already regularly do this, get a team together (create one if necessary!) to help you evaluate your youth ministry’s progress toward its mission and goals. You might try looking specifically at execution based on the five elements of focus, simplicity, competence, passion and evaluation. 

5. Looking at your own passion for working with students, is it characterized more by your energy and emotions, or by the type of long-suffering commitment described above? What impact does your passion have on follow-through?

6. Where do you tend to stand on the continuum of “God will lead us, so we’ll let Him work out the details,” and “We have responsibility to work alongside God, so we always need to make a plan and carry it out”? How does your view mesh with the rest of the team you work with, and how does that impact the level of conflict or team dynamics in your ministry? After reading this article, who could you dialog with about the principles outlined above and the ways they relate to your ministry? How do you feel about what might need to change as a result of that conversation?
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