Best Practices in Customer-Driven Strategic Planning 
 

Introduction and Review
Based on my experiences in strategic planning, I have found that despite the organization that I work for, there is always a common set of critical questions that we need to address when developing any strategic plan.  This includes, amongst others:
  The need to understand how our markets are changing; 
  Prioritization of strategies and resultant resource allocation; 
  Where to focus opportunities (products/markets); 
  How best to leverage core competencies across the organization; 
  How to balance strategic versus tactical planning activities; 
  The need to better cultivate strategic partnerships; 
  Understanding the future: if there is a cap on growth in our markets, what comes next? 
With respect to the planning process itself, my experience has been that no two organizations that I have worked for, followed the same process in addressing these questions.  Depending on the leadership styles in the organization (particularly at the CEO and CFO levels), I have found that in some cases the planning efforts emphasized qualitative market assessments and in other cases, efforts focused heavily on numbers and shareholder returns.  Depending on the focus, that will influence the process and paperwork that the organization must adhere to.
The common denominator in what has made the planning efforts a success at the organizations that I worked for has been strong leadership to enhance and align decision making to support effective strategy formulation and implementation.  Based on our discussions in class during Weeks One through Three, we have seen the importance of leadership, values, and organizational communication in shaping the organization's culture and helping to embrace strategic change.  This lecture asks how prevalent are these characteristics in other organizations?  That is, are there Best Practices in Strategic Planning and what can we learn about our own organizations and planning processes from them? 

Background on Best Practices
In the 1997 Federal Benchmarking Consortium Report, a research team, comprised of several federal agencies and cutting-edge corporations, presented the results of a joint study on strategic planning. The research team interviewed several organizations and identified 64 that were most successful in the area of strategic planning. These best-of-class organizations included state and municipal governments, non-profit organizations, and several major corporations. 

The results of this study indicated that successful organizations had several things in common in their strategic planning processes. Although the organization's methods varied, all seemed to follow common best practices within the following areas of strategic planning:
· Leadership Strategies
· Communication
· Advance Planning and Preparation
· External and Internal Information
· Setting Strategic Directions
· Implementation: Translating Strategic Direction into Action
· Performance Evaluation and Reporting
Leadership Strategies 
According to common best practice among the 64 successful organizations, top leadership should be involved in all aspects of strategic planning, working to fulfill the organization's mission, objectives, and strategy. In other words, these leaders should "walk the talk" in order to increase employee- and customer buy-in. The top leaders in an organization are responsible for motivating employees to want to achieve the same goals as they do. These leaders increase the success of their strategic plan by empowering employees to participate in decision-making and to produce tangible results. In addition, many successful organizations develop individual strategic plans at the department/business unit level as well as at the corporate level.  In the organizations I have worked for, there was a Director of Strategic Planning,  The Director was responsible for orchestrating a planning process that was conducted both at the Department/Division level with consolidated reporting of planning efforts at the Corporate/Holding Company level.  Planning became a responsibility that was contained in the job description of every junior and senior executive in the organization.  It was not uncommon to see Vice Presidents and above spend almost half of their time on planning related initiatives over the course of a year.

Communication 

For the best-in-class organizations, communication was important in all stages of the planning process and at all levels of the organization, from the top down, from the bottom up, and horizontally throughout. Simply put, employees are more likely to accept the organization's strategic plan if they're included in the planning process. Communication must also occur from the inside out and from the outside in. Successful organizations establish external relationships, soliciting input and feedback through surveys, focus groups, comment cards, and one-on-one meetings. The key to successful planning at the organizations that I worked for was putting the customer at the center of the planning initiatives.  Detailed meetings with high profile clients and the purchase of market industry studies as well as sponsorship of primary market research would drive the collection of environmental data that would drive planning efforts.

Advance Planning and Preparation

All the successful organizations reported that effective planning requires a solid structure or framework from the beginning. They addressed several key issues when preparing a strategic planning process: 
· Who is the strategic planning process owner and how much commitment is there to strategic planning? 
· Who will execute the planning process in the organization? 
· How will customers and other stakeholders be represented in the planning process? 
· What are the strategic planning and business planning horizons? 
· What information is needed for a successful planning process and who will be responsible for developing and managing it? 
· What are the expected outcomes or results to be achieved? 
· How do we define success and how will we know when we get there? 
· Who is going to be responsible for deployment and performance, who will help, and in what ways? 
· What resources (e.g., money, people, or other inputs) exist to enable the process? 
The answers to these questions will vary from organization to organization; however, the research team found certain common practices in advance planning among successful organizations. The process leader for most of the organizations came from senior leadership, usually a CEO or top-level executive. The planning process often occurred from the top down although implementation occurred from the bottom up. 
External and Internal Information

Gathering internal and external information for strategic planning is known as environmental scanning, and the best-of-class organizations stressed the importance of this process. Organizations must periodically look inward to assess its strengths and weaknesses, and they should also be aware of external influences by establishing relationships with customers, stakeholders, competitors, and other sources. In particular, organizations can assess their competitors' market positions, plans, and strengths to gain a competitive edge. One organization in the study surveyed its competitor's customers to determine preferences and identify opportunities for improvement.  We used a rather interesting technique at one of my organizations.  We formed teams in the company that represented the planning teams of our competitors.  In their role as the management team of our competitor, each team was empowered to develop a strategic plan that would capture market share from our company.  This was a very powerful exercise as it helped us to focus on areas where we did not have a sustainable competitive advantage and address opportunities for fortifying same.
Setting Strategic Direction 
In most successful organizations, top executives used external and internal information to set strategic direction. They established a mission, or vision statement, and communicated it from the top down. These organizations warned, however, that success with a previous direction didn't necessarily guarantee success with that direction in the future. Top leadership must be willing to change the direction if internal and external sources indicate that a change is needed. The research team found that many successful organizations scheduled yearly meetings to discuss their strategic directions and to consider major strategic change.   At the firms that I worked for we would assess the strategic plan quarterly.  While the plan was not necessarily revised, a conduit of information was created that was used to launch the strategic planning efforts in the following year.
Implementation: Translating Strategic Direction into Action 
Setting a strategic direction may be a crucial step in the strategic planning process; however, direction is useless without implementation. When implementing a strategic plan, the focus changes from the top-down direction in an organization to the bottom-up. The successful organizations reported that although top leadership was generally responsible for setting the strategic direction, individual employees were responsible for achieving results. 
In addition, strategies cost money. Thus, in many of these organizations, the planning actually directed the budget. Regardless, every organization found that their budget wouldn’t support some ideal initiatives. They overcame these limitations by prioritizing initiatives according to organization-specific criteria.  I have found this to be the most politically sensitive component of the planning process.  Executives often compete for resources and much in-fighting can dominate the planning process.  A strong leader can manage the process closely, but cannot completely eradicate the jockeying for power amongst the management team members.
Conclusion:  The Need for Performance Evaluation and Reporting 
Within every stage if the planning process, organizations must be able to determine if the plan is progressing in the direction intended. The successful organizations didn’t wait until the end of the year to complete a performance assessment. Rather, they included assessment as an integral part of managing the strategic plan, and they used the information from these assessments to determine the organization’s future direction.
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