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Little Bit Therapeutic Riding Center.  Our organization has grown significantly over the last decade as 

more people with disabilities and their families seek us out.  We are at a truly pivotal point in Little Bit's 

history: we have just moved into our spacious, new facility and finally have the physical capacity to serve 

more individuals with disabilities. It is incumbent upon us that as we move forward, adding more riders 

and patients, we maintain a solid organizational footing, securing the increased resources needed to 

sustain a larger participant base. 

 

It is our intention that this plan will guide our future growth, ensuring that our growth is manageable, 

sustainable, and carefully thought out. We want to be able to keep our riders and patients in the saddle 

once we've got them "on their horse," and to continue to deliver the quality of services for which we are 

known.  This requires us to approach our growth thoughtfully and prudently while building long-term 

sustainability. 

 

We are grateful to board members and leadership staff for their leadership and participation.  We also 

thank Amanda Madorno of Roam Consulting LLC for guiding us through this process.  And finally, we 

deeply appreciate the input of our stakeholders through the online survey we conducted as part of our 

planning.  You provided us with invaluable feedback and information that informed the final plan. The 

following report outlines our roadmap for addressing the future. 

 

We are proud of the results and the focus this strategic plan gives to the work ahead of us.  As with all 

successful strategic plans, the Board of Directors, along with our Executive Director, will oversee the 

successful implementation through committees and task forces over the next five years.  While the 

ultimate responsibility for the plan rests with the Board of Directors, it will require continuing energy and 

input from all members of the Little Bit community. 
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Mary Lou Misrahy, Chair      Kathy Alm 

Strategic Planning Committee      Executive Director 
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I. Background 
Founded in 1976, Little Bit Therapeutic Riding Center is one of the country’s top five therapeutic riding 

centers and the largest center in the Pacific Northwest.  Little Bit was the first accredited program in the 

Pacific Northwest and remains one of only four Premier Accredited Centers in Washington State.  Little 

Bit remains the only therapeutic riding center with both year-round Hippotherapy and Adaptive Riding 

serving King and Snohomish Counties.  

 

Initially we began as an all-volunteer program with five students, one instructor, one horse, and a rented 

stable.  Today we serve 300 children and adults with disabilities from the greater Seattle area annually, 

averaging 230 riders and patients weekly.  We employ 19 full-time and 29 part-time staff (24 FTE) and 

our current volunteer corps numbers 1,165.  We have a 13-member board of directors and 11-member 

advisory board. 

 

In 1987, we produced the first regional horse show for riders with disabilities--the Pat Flynn Memorial 

Horse Show--and purchased the 4½-acre Woodinville facility we had been renting since 1978. We 

completed a major upgrade of that facility in 1994. By 2005, we served 160 riders a week. We launched a 

major capital campaign in 2007 and in 2008, bought the 17-acre riding facility we now call home.  

 

Who We Serve:  Our participants range from age 3-64: 29% are age 10 or younger. Little Bit serves a 

highly diverse community: more than 59 diagnoses are represented and 62% of participants have more 

than one diagnosis. The most frequently seen diagnoses include autism spectrum disorder, cerebral palsy, 

developmental delay, Down syndrome, pervasive development disorder, static encephalopathy, ADHD, 

sensory processing disorder, multiple sclerosis, and epilepsy. Approximately 20% of all participants live 

in Snohomish County and 80% live in King County (including the 25% who live in Seattle proper). Much 

of our ridership remains the same from session to session given our 88% retention rate. Little Bit receives 

referrals from doctors, other medical/health professionals, social workers, teachers and other school staff, 

social service organizations, community members, Little Bit families, and general word of mouth.  

 

II. Strategic Overview 
We began the planning process in the fall of 2012, took a pause while we moved into our new facility, 

and then renewed our planning efforts through late summer and fall of 2013.  During that time, we 

conducted a community feedback survey and completed an organizational review.  We evaluated our 

strengths and weaknesses, and analyzed how current and future trends may impact our ability to achieve 

our mission. 

 

It became evident that our new facility provides a platform for organizational transformation.  To hit our 

stride, we need to strategically manage our growth and achieve a level of organizational sustainability 

commensurate with the possibilities before us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Interplay of Strengths and Weaknesses, Opportunities and Challenges 
We identified four core strengths that will help us transform Little Bit and take our organization to the 

next level.  We also targeted those areas that could impede our ability to leverage the wonderful 

opportunities before us: 

 

Core Strengths Areas of Improvement 

Our New Facility Over-stretched Infrastructure 

High Demand for Quality Product Financial Pressures 

Satisfied Customers and Engaged Community Unmet Customer Needs 

Leadership and Reputation in our Field Internal and External Communications 

 Lack of Leadership Succession 

 

Core Strengths 
 

Our New Facility:  We completed construction and renovation of our new facilities, Dunmire Stables, in 

early 2013 and we moved in late March.  Our new 17-acre facility includes two covered riding arenas, a 

just-completed outdoor arena, tack barn, two therapy rooms, a 40-stall barn, individual outdoor paddocks, 

pasture areas, Welcome Center/administrative offices, and training center.  We recognize that Dunmire 

Stables demonstrates the faith and trust our community has placed in us to serve those with disabilities.  It 

is our springboard to the future:  not only can we serve a growing community; we have space – for horses, 

riders and their families, volunteers and staff.  For us, Dunmire Stables denotes our growth, success, and 

accomplishment.  We have a wonderful venue that not only allows us to do the work, but demonstrate that 

work to those who support our mission.  Additionally, our Redmond location provides easier access for 

many of our riders and offers wonderful opportunities to build new community connections. 

 

High Demand for Quality Product:  Right now, we deliver 9,284 sessions of equine-assisted activities 

and therapies each year to participants who highly value our services.  Our rider retention and satisfaction 

rates are typically 84% or higher.  While our region has many adaptive activities and seasonal programs 

for those with disabilities, Little Bit remains one of the few with year-round, regular weekly program that 

operates rain or shine. Our quality equine partners contribute to our programmatic success and we are 

proud of the way we select, train and manage the horses in our program, which contributes to a positive 

experience for participants.  We not only need to maintain the quality of current programs, we must also 

expand our offerings, including un-mounted activities and increasing the amount of contact participants 

have with horses. 

 
Satisfied Customers and Engaged Community:  There is something about the ‘Little Bit Experience’ 

that translates across the boards – for our participants, volunteers, staff and donors – and creates a sense 

of supportive community and meaningful engagement.  Our recent customer feedback survey revealed 

that: 

 92% of customers are mostly or extremely satisfied with Little Bit. 

 Customers highly rate staff as professional, friendly, flexible, safety conscious. 

 85% of customers feel welcome at Dunmire Stables. 

 

Our volunteers enjoy the opportunity to ‘give back’ as well as the chance to be around horses in a nature-

based environment.  Regardless of why people are initially drawn to Little Bit, they experience a sense 

connectedness and value.  Our volunteer retention rate is typically 72% or higher. 

 

Our Leadership and Reputation:  Little Bit is considered a leader in the field of equine-assisted activities 

and therapies for our region—and nationally. We have delivered high quality therapeutic riding, 

Hippotherapy, and other equine-assisted programming for nearly 40 years. All Little Bit instructors are 



certified by PATH International and all of our therapists have trained through the minimum Level 1 of the 

American Hippotherapy Association and many hold advanced certifications. We have developed and 

implemented procedures, program plans, and operational and volunteer management practices that are 

now considered best practices in our industry and modeled by other centers around the country and world. 

 

Areas of Improvement 
Over-stretched Infrastructure:  To fully realize our potential, we need to shore up our infrastructure.  

Right now, we experience significant tension between our success and current operational capacity.  We 

have always been a lean organization, which means we are currently understaffed for the scope of our 

work.  We continue to be challenged by our ability to offer competitive compensation to attract and retain 

the future staff we need – especially physical and occupational therapists.  To add more riders and 

programs, we need to recruit more equine partners and be able to provide for them.  We do not currently 

have the technology systems to most efficiently and effectively manage our programs and fundraising.  

Despite our resource constraints, we need to come up with solutions to invest in staffing, management and 

fundraising systems, install new technologies, and other infrastructure needs. 

 

Financial Pressures:  The impact of growth means we need to seriously look at our revenue mix and 

determine our financial model for sustainability.  The fees we charge for services only cover a portion of 

our costs.  As a result, we must look at other ways to diversify revenue and build on the successful results 

of our capital campaign to expand annual fundraising activities, particularly in the area of major gifts.  We 

need to rebuild our operating reserves and establish a reserve for facility repairs and maintenance. 

 

Unmet Customer Needs:  Even with a new facility, the demand for our services is greater than our 

capacity to meet that demand.  Our current wait list of 217 has a one– to two–year wait; that will change 

as we begin to move individuals off our waiting list into programs at Dunmire Stables.  To fully meet the 

changing and growing needs of our participants, we must be ready to offer alternative programs like 

ground work and driving.  As we settle into our new home, we also need to be prepared to address facility 

improvements that will inevitably arise, like better accessibility to bathrooms. 

 

Internal and External Communication:  We are so fortunate and grateful to realize the dream of 

Dunmire Stables and look forward to the world of possibility our new facility offers.  This doesn’t mean, 

however, that Little Bit is ‘all set’ for the future.  We need to do an even better job of communicating our 

ongoing needs to our community of supporters, as well as share the good news about our 

accomplishments.  With our new facility also comes the need to refresh our image and our community 

positioning. 

 

Lack of Succession Planning:  At the heart of our success is a Board of Directors, Executive Director 

and staff who work together as a team with vision, skill, and tenacity to accomplish our mission.  We also 

recognize that no leader lasts forever, our board composition needs to reflect our strategic priorities, and 

we need to ‘strengthen the bench’ internally. 

 

2. Trends and Critical Issues 
As we discussed external and internal trends, we identified a handful that seemed most relevant to our 

planning process: 

 The US Census Bureau’s 2011 American Community Survey reports nearly 5% of school-aged 

children in our region have some form of disability. 

 We see the financial challenges many of our clients and client families face increasing, 

particularly with uncertain economic conditions. 

 Diagnosis for autism increased by 23% from 2006 – 2008 and will continue to increase.  This is 

one of the most frequent diagnoses in our riders. 



 Competition for therapists from both for-profit and non-profit sectors. 

 Changes in the healthcare and insurance industry.  

 While we do not anticipate the needs of our equine partners changing in general, we have already 

seen and continue to expect increased costs to care for and manage them, especially as they age. 
 Nationally, volunteers are trending toward one-time volunteer activities rather than a weekly 

commitment.  We need to monitor this particular trend for the arena volunteers that are so critical 

to our program. 

 Nationally, there continues to be an obesity problem.  This can be even more difficult for a person 

with disabilities.  This diminishes our ability to serve them in our existing programs. 

 

After looking at all of the above, we distilled the results into a series of strategic issues, framed as 

questions, which we believe to be most relevant to little Bit’s future sustainability and institutional health: 

 How do we deal with our infrastructure issues? 

 What financial model is best going forward to achieve sustainability? 

 How do we creatively address our campaign promises? 

 How do we ensure strong leadership for the future – both board and staff? 

 How do we enhance our reputation?  

 

3. Confirming the Mission 
While we were at it, we confirmed the strength and relevance of our mission statement.  We did however, 

update the mission statement, adding the word ‘activities’ to the phrase equine-assisted therapy and 

activities.  Our mission statement now reads: 

 

To improve the bodies, minds, and spirits of children and adults with disabilities 

through equine-assisted therapy and activities and to be an educational resource 

for the therapeutic riding profession, both regionally and nationally. 

 

And finally, we discussed the values and qualities we must share and model in order to achieve success.  

In no particular order, these include: 

 

A sense of fun, confidence, commitment, courage and creativity, 

integrity, inspiration, ‘In service to…’, nimbleness, resiliency and tenacity 

  



Strategic Goals and Action Steps 
The Executive Team reviewed each of the strategic goals as prescribed by the Board of 
Directors. The following is a clarification of each goal, who will operationalize each goal, the 
level of priority and metrics.  
 
 
 

1. Infrastructure: Commit to, and create, a strong foundation of systems, finances, 

people, and facilities in order to effectively and efficiently serve our current 

participants and allow for growth. 

A. Finance: We will develop a financial model that maps the goals and critical 

milestones to achieve financial sustainability by 2017. 

 Lead: Executive Director, Team: Cluny McCaffrey, Mary Gleason and 

financial expert 

Finance Chair leads the Finance Committee who leads the Board of 
Directors. 

 Priority to start- High 

 Metrics: TBD 

 
B. Fundraising: Optimize fundraising activities that result in sustainable and 

increased revenues. 

 Lead: Mary Gleason, Team: development department, Executive Director, 

Board of Directors 

 Priority to start-High 

 Metrics: TBD 

 
C. Information Technology: fund and implement a plan to accelerate organizational 

transformation, productivity and sustainability. 

 Lead: Dir. Admin Services .Team: Jennifer Hoover, Erin Alberda, Sarah 

Niwa, Kelly Chaplin, Volunteer Services Lead , Jeff Gollnick as volunteer 

 Priority to start- High 

 Metrics: TBD 

 
D. Invest in Staff and Volunteers: to attract and retain the right people. 

 Leads: Dir. Admin. Services, Volunteer Services Lead Teams: Cluny 

McCaffrey, HR expert, VIP consultants 

 Priority to start- High 

 Metrics: TBD 

 
 

2. Create a culture of philanthropy that leads to the joy of giving and receiving. 

A. Cultivate organizational understanding and practices to recognize that 

philanthropy and fund development are critical to fulfilling our mission and 

organizational health, and the board, staff, recipients of services, and volunteers 

of Little Bit all have a role and responsibility in the process. 

 Lead: Mary Gleason, Team: Executive Director, Cluny McCaffrey, Board 

of Directors 

 Priority to start: Medium  



 Metrics: TBD 

 
3. Deliver more services to more people in a timely manner. 

A. Streamline the wait list process. 

1. Create a progressive intake process that moves wait listed people into 

activities leading to Adaptive Riding or Therapy as appropriate  

2. Assess more quickly, prior to spot on waiting list, which may mean 

multiple assessments, depending upon the length of time between 

assessment and spot in the program. 

3. Apply to receive assessment and placement of list depends on outcome 

of assessment. 

 Lead:  Cluny McCaffrey, Team:  Roxanne Corridan, Kelly Chaplin, 

Sara Niwa, Susan Couch. 

 Priority to start:  High 

 Metrics 

o Time spent on waiting list 

B. Develop alternative program activities for participants. 

 Lead: Cluny McCaffrey , Team: Kelly Chaplin, Sara Niwa, Joan Myers 

 Priority to start: High 

 Metrics 

o Number of programs offered  

o ROI 

 
 

4. Prepare Little Bit for leadership changes that result in the right person, with the 

right skills and abilities coming into the organization at the right time. 

A. Work with consultant to develop a succession plan for board and key staff. 

 Lead: Executive Director, Team:  Executive Committee and Executive 

Staff 

 Priority to start: Med 

 Metrics  

o Consultant secured  

o Identify which board and staff need a plan  

o Developing a plan 

 
 

5. Reposition and update the organization in the hearts and minds of existing and 

potential customers. 

A. Develop a marketing plan: Believe it. Act it. Do it. Sell it! 

 Lead:  Mary Gleason, Team:  Jennifer Sizemore, Martin Pearce, Cluny 

McCaffrey 

 Priority to start:  Med 

 Metrics 

o Plan 

o Tools and messaging developed and ED out in the community 

B. Raise funds to implement re-branding 

C. Secure pro-bono agency to lead re-brand process 



D. Re-brand: the culmination of strategic planning activity. 

1. Raise funds to implement re-branding 

2. Secure pro-bono agency to lead re-brand process 

 Lead: Mary Gleason, Team:  Grants person, Jennifer Sizemore, Board 

 Priority to start:  Med 

 Metrics: TBD 

 

 
 


