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PLANNING STRATEGICALLY PROGRESS REPORT:

Supplement to The Canadian League

B U I L D I N G  O N  F O U N D AT I O N  - 

A synopsis of the town hall meeting and planning 

strategically that took place at the 97th annual national 

convention in Charlottetown by National Past President 

Barbara Dowding on behalf of the Steering Committee.
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T
his is how National President Margaret Ann Jacobs 

described using 21st century communication 

techniques at the annual national convention in 

Prince Edward Island. For the first time, members were 

able to participate in a cross country town hall initiative of 

The Catholic Women’s League of Canada to help 

plan strategically for the future!

For months the hype was building 

that something new and innovative was 

going to take place at the convention. 

Across Canada small groups gathered, 

some for breakfast on the west coast, 

others for tea in the east, to watch 

the live feed of proceedings and join 

their League sisters who were present in 

Charlottetown.

On Tuesday, August 8th, those in attendance 

and those who linked into the live feed heard well 

known researcher Dr. Reginald Bibby speak about Canada’s 

Catholics and explain the state of faith life in Canada today. 

It was heartening, affirming and validating to hear him 

speak of hope for the future of the church in Canada. While 

that church may look different than the church of today, 

he commented that faith remains important to Catholics. 

He shared how women are open to greater involvement in 

activities that resonate with their lives, and particularly as 

they impact their families. His findings were consistent with 

what many League sisters know instinctively, while at the 

same time he challenged the status quo. His concluding 

remarks were a kind of rallying cry for members. Dr. Bibby 

challenged us, “You have so much to bring, so bring it!” It 

was a timely message which made it clear that now is the 

time to plan strategically for the future. 

The town hall meeting took place directly following 

Dr. Bibby’s presentation. It provided an opportunity 

to share thoughts and dialogue with other members 

about the League. Groups of members who were not at 

convention were encouraged to join convention goers by 

going online to answer a series of questions posed by 

strategic planning consultant Donna Dunn. Each group 

was given five minutes to discuss a question and come 

to a consensus about what the group’s one or two word 

answer would be. When the groups were given the prompt 

on their computer/cell phone/tablet, they could type in the 

group response and all answers appeared immediately 

on the screens on the convention floor. It was like magic: 

participants could see everyone’s thoughts all at the same 

time. Watching the technology at work with questions 

being asked in real time then seeing the responses flowing 

from the devices right on to the big screens was exciting 

and, for some, frankly unbelievable. Participants 

were sharing simultaneously with members 

across Canada! What a great way to feel like 

a part of the convention for those who 

were unable to attend. (The session is 

still available for viewing by visiting cwl.

ca and clicking on the Charlottetown 

2017 Quick Link. Scroll down to “Building 

on Foundation, the League of the Future 

Part 1, August 8, 2017”. All councils 

could view this 45 minute broadcast at a 

meeting and modify the questions for their own 

councils! The answers, recorded and submitted on 

paper to the council secretary, could be very enlightening 

and help to set the stage for change locally!) 

Questions asked were:

1. Of what are you most proud?

2. What should the League emphasize and promote?

3. What is the biggest change, challenge or opportunity 

facing the League?

4. What would you like to see the League do differently?

5. What would you like to see the League stop doing?

6. What does the future of the League look like to you?

Curious as to the outcome? Keep on reading….

The next day of convention included Part 2 of BUILDING 

ON FOUNDATION….THE LEAGUE OF THE FUTURE. (This 

session is also available for viewing by visiting cwl.ca as 

above. Look for Part 2. This could also be viewed at a 

council meeting, perhaps after the council has participated 

in Part 1.)

Members of the steering committee each played a part 

in the presentation. The steering committee is comprised 

of National President Margaret Ann Jacobs, National 

President-Elect Anne Gorman, myself as national past 

president, Honorary Life Member Danielle McNeil-Hessian, 

Ontario Provincial Past President Pauline Krupa, Quebec 

Provincial Past President Ingrid Lefort, Vancouver Diocesan 

Past President Roxanne McDonald and Executive Director 

Kim Scammell. Margaret Ann introduced the members and 

what follows is a synopsis of their presentations.

“History in the making!”
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Barb Dowding: Why Planning Strategically

“I was asked as national past president to explain 

why strategic planning was initiated. For me, the most 

obvious and telling signs of the times come in the form 

of statistics as was clearly explained by Dr. Bibby. A 

steady and predictable declining membership and lack 

of willing leaders is the League’s current reality. 

“In too many cases, parish councils struggle to get 

new members, to elect a full slate of officers or even 

to find a president. There is little or no connection 

between members and other levels of the League. 

Members complain because meetings are tedious or 

boring. New members come once or twice, never to be 

seen again. Other newer members want action or social 

justice and prefer to leave funeral receptions to those 

who enjoy that! 

“The decline did not happen overnight. National, 

provincial, diocesan and parish council executives 

over the years have been managing the trend as best 

as they could. Various programs and initiatives were 

developed but leadership continues to be a problem 

and membership continues to shrink. Add to this 

the fast pace of technology, competition for women’s 

precious time and new ways of practicing the faith. 

The League is not alone, however! In general, non-

profit groups are vying for relevance, members and 

engagement. 

“I am convinced the League is on the right path, 

at the very least, to investigate the possibilities as the 

100th anniversary of the League approaches. There is 

so much to celebrate, to hang on to and to cherish. 

Throughout League history adaptations have taken 

place when the signs of the times indicated adaptation 

was necessary, and I believe members are being called 

to do so again.

“What inspires me and gives me hope is the deep 

desire to persevere. The strong desire to keep the 

League alive, the sincere desire to make sure the 

League remains a force for good in Canada and in 

parishes. A passionate desire continues to exist to be 

a voice for the voiceless and a heart for those who 

need mercy. That all women will have the opportunity 

to grow in faith like so many of us have and ensure 

the League remains the beacon of integrity for which it 

is known. Let’s go forward with courage, zeal and trust 

in the Holy Spirit and see where we are being asked to 

go!”

Margaret Ann Jacobs: Progress to Date

Margaret Ann provided an update of projects 

undertaken. As a result of a roundtable discussion at 

the fall 2016 national executive meeting it was decided 

there needed to be a plan to move forward but only 

with unanimous commitment of the executive members. 

The plan included: 

• A review and re-evaluation of previous studies 

(Woman to Woman, Witnessing to the Future 2000 

and Social Marketing & Framework 2007)

• An update of statistics concerning Catholic women 

today

• The striking of a steering committee to oversee the 

process 

• A commitment by the “presidents three” i.e., 

immediate past, current and immediate future national 

presidents to form the initial committee and remain 

active on the committee until the strategic plan was 

adopted

• A commitment to report at the winter 2017 national 

executive meeting and bring recommendations for 

further action.

Formal approval was given to begin the process 

in winter 2017. It was understood in the Terms of 

Reference for the committee that the plan must address 

all levels of the League and that it should extend over 

at least five years. Since then, the following steps have 

taken place:

• Tecker International was hired as the consulting firm 

to guide planning efforts, with Donna Dunn being 

chosen as the principal consultant for the project.

• Four members were added to the strategic planning 

committee – Danielle, Roxanne, Pauline and Ingrid. 

All literature studied was forwarded to them.

• A strategic planning design session was held on 

May 13th and was facilitated by Ms. Dunn, with 

members of the strategic planning committee 

and the national administrative committee in 

attendance. The purpose of the meeting was to 

identify environmental opportunities and challenges, 

establish desired outcomes for the planning process, 

clarify the strategic planning process, and establish 

measures of success and next steps.

• Sub-committees were assigned in the areas of 

current member needs (Anne), prospective member 

needs (Roxanne), communications (Barbara), best 

Barb Dowding: Why Planning Strategically Margaret Ann Jacobs: Progress to Date
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practices and innovation (Ingrid), programs and 

activities (Pauline), structure and governance 

(Danielle) and collaboration with key stakeholders 

(Margaret Ann). 

• Two more teleconference calls were held to update 

the committee. 

• Barbara attended a seminar in Vancouver entitled 

Associations2015, High Performance Associations of 

Tomorrow

• Kim attended a session Turning Strategy into Action 

for senior leaders in non-profits.

Roxanne McDonald: Summary of Envisioned 
Future Workshop

Roxanne presented a summary of the envisioned 

future workshop the national executive and steering 

committee members had experienced on August 4th and 

5th with Ms. Dunn.

 “If you are looking for a way to get your mind to 

start thinking ‘outside the box’ I would encourage you to 

attend a strategic planning session. It’s a process filled 

with new possibilities and opportunities and can help 

turn your thinking upside down and inside out!

“The group learned the working definition of strategy: 

an organized response to the environment, based upon a 

particular set of goals that seeks optimal benefits to the 

organization’s members by building on strengths and/or 

building up weaknesses. Members know the League has 

so many wonderful strengths and they are looking for 

new ways to keep building on those strengths while at 

the same time identifying any weaknesses that may be 

undermining goals. 

“The group looked at the core ideology which 

clarifies what doesn’t change for an organization in an 

environment of rapid and unpredictable change. Three 

components of core ideology were discussed: 1) The 

League’s core purpose, which is its reason for being; 2) 

The League’s mission, i.e., what it is, what it does and 

how it is done; and 3) The League’s core values, which 

are the essential and enduring tenets of the organization, 

its guiding principles. The group was challenged to name 

those things about the League that will never change 

because they are so deeply regarded as important.

“The group was tasked to look ahead and imagine 

what the League would look like in 10 years: to list all 

the possible barriers that could prevent the League from 

reaching these goals; to determine what steps would be 

necessary to help manoeuvre through these barriers to 

reach success; and to determine what would need to be 

redesigned, refined, revised, developed, implemented, 

created, studied, established, increased or decreased. 

There are so many questions to be asked and so 

many opportunities to be explored. The process is just 

beginning.

“The day ended with probably more unanswered 

questions than answered questions but the group 

left with a sense of great things to come. Planning 

strategically is a long and complicated process. It will 

entail further involvement from all members, input from 

yesterday’s town hall meeting, more conversations and 

discussion and much research before any decisions are 

made. What will this change look like for the League? 

What will the League look like in 10 years from now? No 

one knows, but I believe that if we open our hearts and 

let the Holy Spirit inspire and guide us in His will for 

the League, we can be assured that we will continue to 

respond to God’s call for the next 100 years.”

Kim Scammell and Ingrid LeFort: Summary 
of Town Hall Session

In an interactive and fun setting Kim and Ingrid 

reviewed the results. Using the screen and graphics, they 

highlighted major similarities and focused on the top 

rated responses. Remember the six questions? Here’s the 

breakdown and graphics to go with the questions.

1. Of what are you most proud?

prprprracacaca tititit ceccecessss ananaandddd inininini nononoovavavvatiit ononn ((InIngrgrgg idid),), pprorogrgrg amammssssss anaanaa dddd rereeeacacacaca hhh susuus ccccccesess;s;s; aaaaandndddd ttttoooo dededededeedetetettt rmrmininineee whwhwhwhatatatat wwwouuououuldldldlddld nneeeeeeeeedddddd tototooo bbbbbbeeeee
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2. What should the League emphasize and promote?2.2.2.2. WWWWWhahahahahaaat t t t shshshshs ouououuouldldlddddd tttthehehehe LLLLeaeaeaeaguguggug e e ee ememememphphphphasasasasizizizize ee ananaa ddddd prprppromommmmmotototote?e?e?e?e??

3. What is the biggest change, challenge or opportunity facing the League?

0 10 20 30 40 50

Prayer/spirituality

Sisterhood/friendship

Work in the community/outreach/service

Social justice/advocacy

Inclusivity

Ministry

Faith

Evangelization

Cooperation with the church/catholic values

Resolutions

Governmental relations/influence

Compassion/empathy

Leadership/empowerment of women
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Education of membership

Providing spirituality for all

Sanctity of life

Perception of the league, public image

Addressing needs of women

Membership engagement

Formation of laity/role of women

Change/letting go

Evangelization

Technology

Diversity of membership/inclusiveness

Relevance/providing value for money

Leadership

Multiculturalism/immigrant women

Recruitment

Aging membership/engaging young
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4. What would you like to see the League do differently?

5. What would you like to see the League stop doing? 6. What does the future of the League look like to you?

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Simplify/reduce standing committees

Provide more opportunities for socialization

Become more welcoming at parish level

More coordination with pastor/church

Unified focus/reduce # of projects/longer

Minimize reporting

Increase/emphasize spiritual development

Increase visibility locally

Improve/more technology

Increase/better training at parish level

Restructure meetings/vibrant meetings

Better communication

Streamline/change structure

Kim and Ingrid shared their joy and hope in the process that will help League sisters journey together with courage, 

knowing that the Holy Spirit will guide the League towards the future.
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Pauline Krupa: One Member’s Passion 

Pauline was asked to speak about when she first got 

passionate about the League. She shared, “It was when I was 

asked to be the provincial resolutions standing committee 

chairperson. I can honestly stand before you today and say 

that I disliked resolutions the most and would have slept 

on a bed of nails to avoid it. Have I mentioned the Lord’s 

plans? During my first government visit, I noticed that one of 

the ministers we met with was actually nervous….I realized in 

that moment that the League is a force to be reckoned with. 

“In that two years I grew to love the League and all 

that we are as women rooted in gospel values. We live our 

baptismal call. We are not volunteers. We are women of 

service. My involvement in the League has brought me to 

places far beyond what I could have ever imagined I would 

accomplish in my lifetime... the best part…I have learned 

to ‘let go and let God!’ There is no doubt… the League has 

molded me into the woman standing before you … and my 

knees are hardly knocking!

“At the annual national convention last August Fr. Mallon 

set the stage for what has been the beginning of a 

conversation for change. He asked three questions and 

gave three observations. He asked, ‘As CWL what do you 

celebrate most? As CWL how can you reinforce your stance 

of engagement to the world? As you seek to fulfill your 

mission outlined in your mission statement are you more 

committed to mission or methodology? That is, how do you 

do things; what are your structures; how are these applied 

to evangelization? Do we cling to how we do things rather 

than why we do things?’ He observed, ‘To survive parishes 

must undergo fundamental transformation from maintenance 

to mission. Parish based CWL councils will have to show 

flexibility. CWL members will tip the balance in determining 

whether parishes will be in maintenance/decline or mission/

growth mode.’ 

“We have received our marching papers to go out and 

change, engage, seek the lost sheep and then throw the best 

party ever, to embrace change. We, the CWL are mission on 

this earth! Are you ready to bring the conversation to life? 

I can hardly wait to roll up my sleeves and be part of the 

change…”

Danielle McNeil-Hessian: Hope for the Future

Danielle shared her testimony on what attracted her to the 

League and compelled her to stay active and involved. She 

shared, “Actually I can honestly say that nothing attracted 

me to the League. My journey began in 1983. There was no 

council in my parish of St Ignatius in Bedford, Nova Scotia, 

Pauline Krupa: One Member’s Passion and to be honest I knew nothing about the League. There 

was a women’s group in the parish to which I did not belong. 

Like many of you I joined the League not because I needed 

something else to do in my life but to serve the Lord and the 

parish. 

“On the night of the organizational meeting, with 

the leaders from the diocese where they were informing 

the women all about the League and why the women of 

the parish should join, I was at my father-in-law’s wake. 

And wouldn’t you know it, I was elected, or should I say 

appointed by the process of elimination, the charter president! 

That was my first step on what was to become my League 

journey.

“When my council wrote a resolution that was adopted at 

all levels, I fell in love with resolutions. There was something 

very powerful about belonging to the largest organized 

women’s group in the country, exploring social justice 

issues and knowing that our leaders had an audience with 

government. Social justice through resolutions and action 

became my passion. 

“With the journey came opportunities to break bread with 

committed faith filled women, to grow in faith through the 

example of my sisters I met on the road, and to participate 

in prayer services prepared by creative thinkers such as Betty 

Anne Brown Davidson, Margaret Ann Jacobs and Jacqueline 

Nogier, true women of faith.

“Who wouldn’t be passionate about an organization that 

provided such opportunities? Every member has a story of 

times when their light grew brighter or was extinguished. 

“At every level I became more enthusiastic about the 

League and received more than I gave. Each act of service 

whether at the parish, diocese, province or national level 

brought with it a new challenge and a sense of gratitude for 

the gift of the League.” 

Danielle then expressed her hope for the League in 

the world in the future. “Of course I would like to see the 

League a vibrant respected organization well into the future. 

If only we could see a preview of the League in the future. 

Unfortunately there is no movie to show us what the future 

will bring. We are at the beginning of the movie today. There 

is an opportunity to step out of the box to create something 

new while respecting our history.

“As an almost 100 year old organization we stand on the 

shoulders of those who came before us and we do not want 

to be the generation that causes the foundation to crumble 

or to drop the ball as the League becomes irrelevant in our 

church, society and the world.

“I hope to see the League in the future consist of 

members representing the diversity within the church, women 
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of all ages who are energized, rejuvenated and inspired to 

make a difference within their parish, community, country 

and the world. It is my hope that we listen to the message 

and create the change to lead us into the next 100 years of 

members being the change they want to see in the world!”

Anne Gorman: Next Steps in the Process

Anne outlined what the next steps would be in the 

process. The process, while structured, must remain fluid 

and must be adaptable as the findings are revealed. The 

next steps are:

• To have steering committee members visit provincial 

executive meetings in order to get provincial/diocesan 

input on the research done, the envisioned future and 

the results of the town hall

• To have steering committee members meet by 

teleconference and select one member at each provincial 

table who will be the liaise and ambassador for the 

steering committee in the province 

• To have the steering committee meet in advance of 

the fall 2017 national executive meeting to collate the 

information from the provincial executives in preparation 

for national executive discussion

• To present the draft vision, mission and values, goals 

and objectives, and key and critical issues identified to 

the national executive for approval before developing 

strategies.

• To engage the sub-committees with the development of 

potential strategies to attain the goals and objectives, 

and address the key and critical issues 

• To have the steering committee meet in advance of the 

winter 2018 national executive meeting to assess the 

necessity, feasibility and appropriateness of each strategy 

proposed by the sub-committees to create a list of 

priorities for a comprehensive strategic plan

• To present the draft plan to the winter 2018 national 

executive meeting for input

• To engage the steering committee in a second draft of 

the plan with input from the national executive 

• To present the second draft of the plan at diocesan (or 

provincial where applicable) pre-convention meetings or 

conventions to allow for diocesan/parish input. 

• To have steering committee members meet by 

teleconference and select one member at each diocesan 

table who will be the liaise and ambassador for the 

steering committee in the diocese

• To engage the steering committee in a third draft of the 

plan with input from the diocesan executives 

• To engage the sub-committees with the development of 

potential multi-year plans to implement the strategies 

that have been agreed upon

• To present the final draft of the strategic plan to the 

national executive at its 2018 pre-convention meeting 

for approval, along with the plan for implementation, 

including a Terms of Reference for an implementation 

committee that will include timelines and committee 

composition, including task forces to address each 

component of the plan

• To present a recommendation as to the process for 

monitoring, evaluating and updating the strategic plan 

at regular intervals by the national executive at its 2018 

pre-convention meeting

• To make a final formal presentation of the approved plan 

to the delegates at the 2018 annual national convention

As we take the next steps including teleconferencing, 

evaluating and planning for the provincial workshops this 

fall and monitoring our work each step of the way, Margaret 

Ann and Kim will guide us along this path of planning 

strategically. We hope this process will be fun, interactive 

and informative. Look for more soon on the CWL webpage 

as we move into these uncharted waters. With our wise 

leadership and the good of the League at heart, we ask Our 

Lady of Good Counsel to stay with us along the way and 

the Holy Spirit to give light to our minds and strength to our 

wills. 

As Margaret Ann concludes, “We want the League of 

the future to truly reflect the strength and wisdom of its 

founders and embrace an envisioned future where core 

purpose, values and mission are timely and responsive to 

the needs of others.”

Are you ready to be transformed? Yes, Lord Yes, Yes, 

Lord! 


