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Strategic planning must be built around 
action-oriented processes that engage 
large segments of the organization to 
enable you to move forward with speed, 
simplicity, and accountability. 
 

 

 
Traditional approaches to planning just aren’t effective in today’s world. The world is simply 
changing too fast. Too much time spent planning, and the opportunity for significant change is 
lost. Too much focus on working an old plan and force-fitting it into a new world, and the hopes 
and aspirations associated with that plan soon dwindle. It’s no wonder that up to 70% of plans 
end up on shelves rather than being implemented. 
 
Change occurs when D x V x F > R.  In other words, for real change to occur there must be 
Dissatisfaction (D) with the present situation, an unambiguous Vision (V) of the future, and 
agreement on the specific First steps (F) needed to achieve that Vision …when those three 
things are present you are able to overcome any Resistance (R) to change. If any element in that 
formula is weak or missing, the outcomes will be less than satisfactory and your strategy will not 
achieve intended results in the expected time. 
 
With thirty years of work with a broad range of corporations and government agencies we have 
learned that there are four activities that are the cornerstones of every effective strategy 
planning process. With this Paper we offer four sets of questions and thought stimulators to 
incorporate in to your strategic planning to avoid serious mistakes. 
 
All truly effective planning:  
 

 Involves a broad range of stakeholders to ensure all of the trends in the business 
environment that need to guide product and market decisions are identified 

 Incorporates processes to gain consensus and commitment to the hard decisions that are 
part of every strategic planning process 

 Ensures that there is a real understanding of what implementation will entail and the 
resources needed 

 Puts processes in place to continually check strategies against changes in the business 
environment 

 

 

 

 

What are those cornerstones?   
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Cornerstone #1: Truly effective strategy work includes a high degree of involvement from a 

broad range of stakeholders to make sure that all significant trends in the business 
environment are identified 
 
Effective senior management teams do this through: 

 Interviews and research with a broad range of stakeholders 

 Assessing that interview data and research to identify themes, critical issues, and priorities   

 Bringing in outside experts, former execs, board members, and members of advisory groups to offer 

perspective at key points during planning meetings  

Examples of areas of inquiry that should be included in gathering data that will underpin strategic decision 

making include: 

A. External Environment 

What are the most important trends in the external environment that could affect the nature or direction of 

your business over the strategic time frame?  Consider economic trends, societal trends, 

political/regulatory/legislative trends and technological trends. 

Examples can include: Another recessionary downturn, a sharp increase in inflation, changing demographics, 

new federal or state regulations, technological advances which might transform your approach to products, 

marketing, or make current ways of doing business obsolete. 

B. Competitive environment 

All businesses face both direct and indirect competition. A direct competitor meets the needs of customers 

in the same way as your organization. An indirect competitor provides alternative ways of satisfying the 

same need.  A discussion about these questions among your team might be quite interesting: 

Who are your major direct competitors?   

Who are your major indirect competitors?  

Which indirect competitors, non-competitors, or new forms of competition do you expect to begin 

competing directly with in the next three to five years? 

C. Industry environment 

Who are the major customers (or customer groups) who actually purchase your products/services? 

What trends are noticeable within these customers or in your customer’s businesses?  

Are there any potential new, or untapped, markets? What are they, and why? 
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D. Strengths and Weaknesses 

What are your unique strengths as an organization compared with major direct competitors?  

Consider those strengths you have that other organizations do not have or those you possess to a degree 

that is difficult to emulate or acquire. Note: It is rare for any organization to have more than one or two truly 

unique strengths. 

And, what are your most significant weaknesses?  

Weaknesses are areas of the business where there are insufficiencies, inadequacies, or a lack of competence 

in processes, technology, knowledge or experience relative to either direct or indirect competitors. 

In assessing strengths and weaknesses consider:   
 

- Products/Brands/Services 
- Product or service line quality, 

value, breadth or depth 
- Brand recognition 
- Advertising/promotion 
- Product life cycle 
- Markets/Customers 
- Positioning 
- Customer coverage and diversity 
- Segment coverage and diversity 
- Geographic coverage and diversity 
- End user loyalty 
- Technology 
- Innovation 
- Research and development 
- Patents 
- Finance 
- Profitability 
- Cash flow 

- Production/Operations 
capabilities 

- Cost position 
- Proprietary processes/systems 
- Process management/ownership 
- Quality Control 
- Capacity 
- Flexibility 
- Vertical integration 
- Distribution 
- Channel coverage 
- Organization structure 
- Workforce skills 
- Culture 
- Management style 
- Management depth 
- Leadership and bench strength 
- Policies and systems 
- Risk assessment/risk management 
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E. Vulnerabilities 

If you were to project into the future of your existing organization structure and capabilities, what are your 

most critical vulnerabilities? 

Vulnerabilities are events which could have a negative impact on your future operating plans. They are not 

specific weaknesses relative to your competitors or in the business in which you operate. Vulnerabilities are 

related to potential changes to core business processes, personnel, or other aspects of the business that 

could have a significant negative impact. 

Examples: An organization with a technological edge dependent on one leading expert is vulnerable if that 

expert leaves the organization. An organization with a limited number of customers receiving the bulk of its 

output is vulnerable to changes in the relationship with that customer. 

F. Past Successes and Failures 

Analysis of past successes and failures can provide valuable insights into what accounts for differences in 

performance. These lessons should be considered in discussions about the organization’s future strategy.  

What are examples of clearly successful and clearly unsuccessful products or services? What factors account 

for this difference in the successful products or services? Why? 

What are examples of particularly successful and unsuccessful relationships with customers or customer 

groups? What factors account for this difference in the successful customer relationships? Again, why? 

G. Constituent Expectations  

What expectations, if any, will a parent company or investors have that might influence your strategic 

choices? Consider such things as product range, sales, profit, cash flow, or capital spending. 

What expectations, if any, will other organizations have? These can be partnerships, affiliations, joint 

ventures, alliances, or regulatory agencies that might influence your strategic choices. 
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Cornerstone #2: To be truly effective strategic planning must include processes to gain 

consensus and commitment to the hard decisions that are part of every strategy process 

Effective strategic planning teams: 
  
1. Invest time in clarifying the mission and values of the business as the underlying platform for 

strategic discussions and decisions making. 

2. Gain agreement among everyone involved about current priority products, services, and 

markets, their emphasis, and why. 

3. Use that platform of mission and values, the agreed emphasis about current products, 

services and markets, and the critical issues identified from research, interviews, and the 

perspectives of outside experts to make decisions about future product, service and market 

emphasis – including the level, or amount, of emphasis and the types of activity needed to 

get to the desired future mix, e.g.: sustain as is, develop, restructure, phase down, explore, or 

act opportunistically. 

4. Develop clear, measurable strategic goals based on those decisions about future emphasis, 

(including BHAG’s - Big Hairy Audacious Goals), agree on the initiatives required to 

accomplish those goals, and identify key indicators of success. 

 

Cornerstone #3: Effective strategy includes a real understanding of what implementation will 
really entail and the resources needed 
 
Truly effective implementation planning will: 

 Engage key stakeholders and staff in the development of a strategic master project plan with 

an honest assessment what will be needed to accomplish each major strategic initiative, e.g.: 

What operational capabilities and processes will be needed?  Staff competencies and skills? 

Technology?  How will resources be secured? 

 Assign clear responsibility for major project activities and deliverables, their timing, and for 

the assessment of risk, preventing potential problems, and developing contingencies. 

 Identify who will oversee the strategic master project plan and manage any change will have 

to occur among current projects to be able to incorporate strategic projects in to the mix of 

the business. 

 Assign roles and responsibilities among the executive team for overseeing and mentoring the 

progress of each strategic project and for communication and coordination among projects. 
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Cornerstone #4: Truly effective strategy work ensures that processes are in place to 

continually check the plan against changes in the business environment  

To be effective strategy teams must: 
 

 Set up Steering and Governance teams who will: 

- Meet regularly to guide implementation and make critical decisions regarding roles and 

responsibilities, policies, and resource allocation. 

- Ensure that there is clear understanding about responsibilities for strategic governance 

and for managing implementation. 

- Ensure strategic alignment across the organization. 

- Sense and respond to immediate needs related to emerging problems or opportunities in 

the broader environment. 

- Provide clear strategic direction to all levels of the organization with continuous 

monitoring of, and feedback about, implementation activities. 

 Develop plans for implementing common processes to: 

- Assess complex issues, analyze problems, and make decisions. 

- Ensure clear, regular communication with stakeholders. 

 Identify who will be responsible for implementing processes, techniques, and tools to 

monitor implementation, the strategic environment, and the viability of assumptions, i.e.: 

processes and procedures to regularly assess: 

- The status of strategic projects against milestones 
- Performance vs. goals 
- Performance vs. budget  
- Performance vs. deadlines  
- How the strategy is working related to: 

o Client/consumer feedback 
o Quality of services   

o Stakeholder/regulatory feedback 

o Product launches/withdrawals   

o Employee feedback 

o Demographic or geographic entry/withdrawal   

o Competitor actions 

- If strategic assumptions continue to be valid related to: 

o The economy   

o Competition 

o Regulatory policies  
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o Technological trends 

o Market/Customer needs    

o Labor availability/cost 

o Market size/growth   

o Raw material supply/cost 

 Plan for the implementation of processes and procedures to ensure that major operational 

decisions and planning are strategically appropriate, e.g.: decisions and planning related to:  

- Structure    

- Capability development  

- Product development   

- Operational processes 

- Service delivery    

- Information systems 

- Capital expenditure    

- Performance management 
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