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Strategic Planning: More than Just a Plan…

By now the dust has long settled and we can look objectively at the plans that were made at the start of the year.  For many, a review of the annual plans will sound the opening whistle for a yearlong game of excuse-making for having not kept to them.  Many look at the goals and objectives that were established and not met and quickly rationalize by saying, “Yeah, we could’ve done that, but…” You could probably finish the sentence for them: “…but our cash flow has been off.”  “…but turnover has been too high.” “…but there’s a recession.  Haven’t you heard?”

Such cases of “excuse-it is” really are not necessary. We can avoid them if we will see our annual planning process as more than an exercise in planing. It can be an opportunity to reaffirm commitment to the organization and its goals, to strengthen the management team, and to develop resources that we never knew we had.  It’s all in the way we go about it.

Follow me now as I guide you through the planing process in a new way, a way that will produce results far beyond the simple act of planning.  Let’s attend an annual management planning retreat and see the results that is produces.  

As we prepare to attend this meeting, it will be helpful to review some of the association’s recent in-house correspondence.  Here is a memo from the association leader, Bill Bottomline, to his top staff supervisor, Mary Herjob.

Mary, 

Since you were promoted to the number two position in our association three yeas ago, we have handled the annual planning as a two-person team.  Prior to your coming, I did most of the planning myself.

I achieved good results alone, but things are much better with both of us involved.  It occurred to me at our Association Leaders Conference last week that this association might do even better if we involve more people in the planning process.  Remember the old saying, “People tend to support that which they help create?”

Well, here’s my suggestion: We can set aside two days next month and take all four of our management people plus my secretary up to the Executive Lodge for a planing session.  The “retreat” atmosphere will make everyone more relaxed than usual and will allow us to avoid the distractions of staying near the office and that darned telephone.

I’ve always felt that I tend to ramrod my ideas through the group.  It’s not that I come on too strong; I just think that they tend to pay too much attention to the fact that I’m the “boss.”  This sometimes stifles their involvement, so I’d like to bring in a management consultant to lead the meeting.  That way, you and I both can be “participants” instead of leading the meeting ourselves. 

The consultant whom I’ve selected does planing retreats like this many times each year so I know he can get more out of us that we could get on our own.  He said that we need to do some things in preparation for the meeting.  I’ve listed them below.
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1. Conduct an informal survey of the strengths and weaknesses of our association.  Try to get an honest appraisal of our true situation.

2. Sell each person from the management team on the importance of this retreat and their part in it.

3. Review our purpose as an association and bring along a list of the goals that we have set.

4. Make a commitment to give this retreat our whole-hearted involvement and support.

He also said that you and I must be willing to accept a little criticism (if any is due) because this will be an open discussion.  He said that it’s not an “encounter group,” but it does require open, frank discussion to achieve maximum results.

Would you please notify the team for me?  Thank you.

Sincerely,

Bill

William N. Bottomline

The First Day

About 40 miles from the office, all seven team members have checked into their rooms at the Executive Lodge.  Bill is in the meting room with Mary and me, the consultant.

I am pointing out the best seating arrangement (conference style) and I am setting up my easel and drawing pad.  The masking tape that I requested is there, along with some light refreshments for the group.

It is 8:50am and an air of anticipation can be felt as Joe, the other staff supervisor, and Fred and Don, the mangers, enter the room.  Jane, Mr. Bottomline’s secretary, and Judy, the office manager, can be heard coming down the hall.

The time is now 9:00am and Mr. Bottomline introduces me and turns the meeting over to me.

I put the group at ease, then describe the process that they will follow for the meeting.  You hear me saying, “This is your meeting; I will merely guide it to assure maximum results.  The process that we will follow is a combination of basic planing, management by objectives, and a few other schools of thought.”  
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The Cathcart Planning Process Categories

1. Management philosophy

2. State of the organization 
3. Mission

4. Forecast

5. The organization we want

6. Strategy

7. Market development

8. Manpower

9. Administration

10. Services

11. Special activities

12. Indicators

13. Action Plans

14. Inhibitors

Survey results are reported and general discussion is encouraged in order to determine the current state of the organization. With this in mind, they tackle the task of defining their mission, or statement of purpose. Boy, is this a lively discussion! Each word is carefully chosen and finally they have a comprehensive statement that describes the exact reason why they exist as an organization. Now they have something to focus on in the future so that they will stay on track and not be distracted by tempting little activities that might hinder the accomplishment of their purpose.

The room is beginning to look quite different as we tape each sheet from the easel pad to the wall.  Every major item is written on the pad and then hung in sequence so that the wall becomes a storyboard of the discussion thus far.

Now we are doing a forecast to become aware of coming changes inside and outside the industry.  The pessimists sure become obvious here, don’t they? I have taken special care to maintain an air of optimism throughout. I ask them, “Let’s describe our ideal goal to get a handle on the dream that we are building toward the organization that we want.” Faces light up and the fun begins as both silly and serious ideas emerge.  

Let’s evaluate what we’ve seen so far:

1. The group has come to an agreement on just what their role as manages includes. They are there to serve the clients through the team.

2. They have examined the current situation from all sides.

3. They have established a written statement of purpose to help keep them on target.

4. They have considered the probable changes that might affect future actions.

5. They have a clear picture of the kind of association that they would like to become.

I have carefully woven each thread into a logical sequence that is building a solid foundation for future decisions and choices. I enjoy the quote from Dr. Robert Shuller, “When your value systems are clear, decision-making is easy.”
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I now say to the group: “We can deal with any or all segments of the marketplace, but our results will be the greatest if we identify the most profitable segment for our type of business and concentrate on that.  What will our marketing strategy be for the next ten years?”

More thinking has been required from them today than in a full week of normal business. They need this evening to wind down.

Participatory Planning

When evaluating the pros and cons of various planing methods, Jim Cathcart says to keep in mind these 15 desirable elements and results of a participatory planning process:

1. It permits you to control the process.

2. It creates a sense of “ownership” among the people who participate.

3. It enables each individual’s viewpoint to be heard.

4. It generates an abundance of new ideas.

5. It allows for the rational evaluation of ideas.

6. It separates you from the prejudices of just one viewpoint.

7. It improves overall communication.

8. It clarifies the responsibilities of each person.

9. It communicates the “Big Picture” to all participants.

10. It provides control of the growth of the organization.

11. It forms an awareness of the many variables to be dealt with.

12. It furnishes a basis for accurate budgeting.

13. It dissolves fears about the future of the organization.

14. It builds optimism and confidence in each member of the group.

15. It produces an understandable and realistic outline of the steps required to reach your objectives.

The Second Day

This morning they start early with a brief review of the first day’s session.  Then they launch into a discussion of the many aspects of manpower.  Items they touch on include:

· The type of person they want to hire.

· Recruiting and selection – the steps in their standard procedure and the number of new people that they want this year.

· The tools they use in selection.

· Training – when, how much, what type, who will do it, where, in what order?

· Retention – how will they develop and keep veteran people?

Administration comes next, as they discuss:

· The physical plant – equipment needs, office layout, changes desired.

· Clerical help – policies and procedures, potential problems, how clerical people are trained, personnel functions.

· Finances – record-keeping, budgeting, cash flow, billing, cancellation, collections.

The services category is introduced with the statement, “What you reinforce is what you get.” The group then examines each aspect of their operation to determine what support is indicated and how it should be provided.
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A period of discussion on special activities covers the remaining aspects of operation: advertising and promotions, community relations, awards and recognition, special sales campaigns and how to get the most from them, annual planning for management, and other special events.

Next I tell them, “The number one problem with annual planning is that most people don’t answer the most important question of all. That question is, “How do I get myself to follow this plan of action?” What might be some things that would inhibit us from accomplishing our goals?”

The group lists several inhibiting factors, such as not completing their assignments, waiting to be reminded to perform an activity, canceling their follow-up meetings, or allowing themselves to say, “Yeah, we would’ve done that, but…”

As we leave the group to their assignments, I think we can honestly say that they are now a team. 

Obviously, Bottomline, Herjob, and the rest are fictitious characters, but the process that they followed is real.  The Cathcart Planning Retreat is a proven process with a track record of results.  All it takes is a commitment to improvement, a willingness to face your challenges, a couple of days away from the office, and a sincere concern for the people with whom you work.
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