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He has been at the helm of Rural Op-
portunities Inc. for more than 25
years, but Stuart Mitchell III is not

about to retire.
In fact, he says, the work he is doing

now for the organization is critical to its
long-term survival. 

With a budget of more than $33 million,
Rural Opportunities provides a wide range
of programs to farm workers, low-income
families and economically depressed com-
munities that are funded by federal, state,
local, faith-based and private sources.

Mitchell is a recent graduate of a special
executive program at the John F. Kennedy
School of Government at Harvard Uni-
versity aimed at helping non-profit com-
munity development organizations create
“adaptive capacity.”

With the help of that program, Mitchell
is helping the agency develop a long-term
agenda that builds its capacity to support
long-term growth, aligns the agency’s
strategic and business plans with corporate
values and expands its financial resources.

“I wanted to look at the long-term sus-
tainability of ROI,” he says. 

Rural Opportunities has its headquarters
on East Avenue in Rochester and operates
in New York, Indiana, New Jersey, Ohio,
Pennsylvania and Puerto Rico. Programs
include adult training and employment,
child development, youth education and
training, advocacy and public policy, 
real estate development, housing assistance
and property management.

Mitchell was one of 40 non-profit ex-
ecutives who participated in the Harvard
program sponsored by the Neighborhood
Reinvestment Corp. He says the training
program held over the last year—and sub-
sequent discussions with organizational
development consultant Douglas Smith—
revealed that ROI needs to build a stronger
foundation for its operations. The agency
has grown signif icantly in programs and
services over 35 years, but it has focused
more on delivering programs than on strate-
gic issues. 

“(Smith’s) message to me was that while
we have a good adaptive capacity and we’re
able to change with the circumstances, we
don’t have the strategic agenda that goes

with it,” Mitchell says.
Some of ROI’s new priorities that have

emerged from this training include:
Expanding and refining ROI’s business

planning process and def ining its cus-
tomer base.

Developing and implementing a suc-
cession plan and building an energized,
committed work force.

Developing a plan to expand and di-
versify funding sources beyond state and
federal funds.

Designing a political strategy to pro-
tect and enhance ongoing support from
state and federal resources.

As ROI makes progress in each of the
different areas, Mitchell says he has learned
lots of lessons, including how to build
measurable outcomes into every program.
“Most non-prof its don’t have as many
projects as we do.”

And he has had to learn to change his
management style to take in more of the
big picture. That is a challenge, he says, be-

cause he has spent so much time on pro-
grams. 

“I need to spend more time on the bal-
cony looking down from a strategic per-
spective so I can get a better handle on
the strategic direction and figure out how
to lead us there,” Mitchell says. 

Before this training program, for ex-
ample, ROI had not spent much time de-
veloping a succession plan. But now the
agency has completed a draft of an emer-
gency succession plan and is working on
the development of a regular one, he says.

The succession planning process was not
easy at first, says ROI board vice chairwoman
Sheila Banks, who is based in York, Pa.

“When you have an executive director
who is a founder, you can get kind of touchy
about talking about it. But the way we
worked it out, we weren’t making any de-
cisions without (Mitchell’s) input,” she says.

Part of the process of building a strate-
gic agenda also includes re-evaluating 
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every ROI program and prioritizing it ac-
cording to its relevance to the agency’s
mission and its f inancial impact on the
organization. Velma Smith, ROI’s New
York State director, says she will spend
more time evaluating the 23 programs she
oversees.

“Some of the things Stuart is doing for
the organization, I need to do for my di-
vision,” she says.

She acknowledged that the evaluation
will force her division to make some tough
choices, including possibly cutting pro-
grams or combining some. “Maybe a pro-
gram that is rated low for its relevance to
mission wouldn’t be low if it was blend-

ed with something else.”
Even after reviewing and prioritizing

programs, ROI still faces challenges, par-
ticularly in integrating planning into the
organization’s day-to-day operations. 

“Because we are a large multibusiness
unit organization, it is diff icult to com-
municate effectively throughout each unit,”
Mitchell wrote in a recent report. “Effec-
tive decision making requires thoughtful
input from a broad cross-section of the or-
ganization. The logistics and expense of
gathering this broad cross-section of staff
and board together (are) daunting.”

In the process of designing an agenda,
ROI does not want to lose the “entrepre-
neurial drive” that built the organization
from the ground up. Traditionally, when

staffers saw the need for new programs
for farm workers or low-income families,
they were able to propose them, and in
many cases the ideas were implemented. 

“When ideas come in, they come in from
field staff,” Smith says. 

And ROI does not want to be so focused
on strategic plans, costs and outcomes that
it loses that spirit and energy. 

“That’s the lesson all of us in leader-
ship have to pay attention to,” Mitchell
says. “We have to be able to say, ‘Let’s
take risks around this.’”

Kathleen Driscoll is a Rochester Busi-
ness Journal columnist and free-lance
writer. Contact her with questions or com-
ments by phone at (585) 249-9242 or by
e-mail at kadriscoll@aol.com.
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