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The Right Questions

Strategic planning shouldn't be an esoteric, complicated exercise.  By asking five straightforward questions and sticking to a simple plan, an organization can achieve its goals.

In too many organizations, strategic planning devolves into a complex, marginally useful bureaucracy.
Only a cloistered technocrat could love complex strategic planning models laden with data and feedback loops. It should be little wonder that those with bottom-line operating responsibilities, including many physicians, grin and bear it when strategic planning comes up. They slog through esoteric documents and exercises anxious to get back to their "real work."

As Peter Drucker often suggested, for leaders questions are always more important than answers. Strategic planning is, or ought to be, a pretty straightforward undertaking focused on five fundamental questions:

1. What are the most important challenges we'll face in the foreseeable future? (strategic issues)
2. What do we aspire to be? (vision)
3. What are the most important things we need to do in order to be what we aspire to be? (strategies)
4. How do we intend to accomplish our strategies? (tactics and action plans)
5. How will we know how we're doing? (measurement)

The nomenclature may vary, but these five questions are all there is to it. Strategic planning success depends mostly on three things: the clarity of the vision, the quality of the strategies and the effectiveness of the execution.
Clarity of vision requires providing sufficient detail, depth and relevance. A vision is a picture painted with words, which means you need enough paint on the canvas to create a coherent image. Too much paint and you get a picture that is muddied. Not enough paint and there's no picture at all.

Depth and relevance mean that the words stand for something and are important. Plain English is obviously better than stilted and obtuse language, but nuance can help. Nuance is why God invented adjectives. Good strategies begin with a clear vision. Strategies without a compelling vision beg the question, "Toward what end?"

Strategic planning is a process. Strategies are an outcome of strategic planning. Strategies have quality. Organizations that execute superior strategies win. A strategy is a game plan for moving from point A to point B in the face of uncertainty and resistance. Creating success in a challenging environment is more like chess than checkers. It's very complicated. Every move can elicit a mind-boggling array of counter moves.

It's not unusual for some participants in the strategic planning process to undervalue strategy in favor of execution. They contend that without effective execution the best strategies are useless. They're right, of course. But it's also true that the best execution in the world cannot rescue a set of poor strategies.

Effective execution is multifaceted. More than anything, effective execution depends on ownership and understanding. Ownership must start with the CEO. The CEO is the strategic plan's chief architect and general contractor. While wise CEOs recognize that the quality of thinking and the level of ownership improve when they seek input, strategic planning is not a democratic process. It's important for leaders to assert themselves by articulating a vision and the strategies for getting there. No one resents a leader who conveys a clear sense of direction. Indeed, in my experience, organizations hunger for such leadership.

Effective execution demands that an organization have one vision and one set of strategies, not a variety spread across various entities, departments and functions. There shouldn't be separate visions for the foundation, nursing and ambulatory services. All the geese have to fly in formation. There's room for flexibility in the flight pattern, but all the birds need to get to the same place together.

The key challenge for leaders is in the telling. They need to communicate their vision and strategies clearly, consistently and continually. Leaders should not be hesitant to explain strategic direction. The strategic plan should be as self-explanatory as possible, but all language is subject to interpretation. And the CEO's interpretation is of vital importance. Communications by the CEO and the executive team regarding the direction and future of the organization should be framed by vision and strategies. About the time leaders are sick of hearing themselves reiterate vision and strategies, the organization is probably beginning to hear it. Persistence is key.

A clear sense of destination defines the distinction between strategy and operations. Vision and strategy determine where the ship is headed and how it will negotiate the weather, currents and shoals to get there. Operations are everything that goes into ensuring that the ship is seaworthy, runs efficiently and is safe.

Financial resources are analogous to fuel. They are the oil that drives the engines. But financial resources are a consequence, not a cause. The strategic plan drives all other plans. It shouldn't be held captive by the capital budget or the Baldrige committee or Magnet nursing.

The one area where every organization should be deliberate in building broad-based participation in strategic planning is in the definition of tactics and action plans. Gen. George Patton once observed that when you tell people where you want them to go and let them figure out how to get there, you'll be amazed at the quality of the results.

The CEO and the executive team should also consistently ask, "How does this fit with our vision and strategies?" A strategic plan helps the organization decide what it will do - and what it will not do. Investments of time, energy and money that don't fit should be rejected.

A well-used strategic plan is like a pilot's checklist. Printed on card stock and sized to fit into a jacket, purse or lab coat, the strategic plan should be used by executives, board members, physicians and managers to evaluate options and make critical decisions. Significant investments and initiatives should be tested against the strategic plan. Employees should also be encouraged to ask the question, "How does this fit with our strategic plan?"

Carrying the flying metaphor a step further, the final question, "How are we doing?" needs to be addressed in a way that captures performance in "macro metrics" the way the instrument panel in the cabin of a Cessna does. Not only is airspeed relevant, so are altitude, horizon and fuel consumption. A workable strategic plan demands an ability to quickly scan performance and adjust. For a hospital, there are three macro metrics to keep an eye on - quality (clinical and service), speed (responsiveness and throughput) and cost (dollars and man hours).

In the end, superior strategic plans are simple. But there's a world of difference between the kind of simplicity that's been hammered out of complexity and the kind of simplicity that is derived from superficial consideration and inexperience. The latter is just simple-minded.

Leaders who are confronted with complex strategic plans and overwhelming strategic planning processes are right to be skeptical. They'll always be better served by insisting on a simple plan that helps them paint a clear picture and enlist their organizations in realizing it.

While an effective strategic planning process may be straightforward, that doesn't mean it isn't complicated. Developing a strategic plan often involves a period of frustrating and messy muddling through to get to powerful simplicity. It takes time, and frustration can be part of the process. 

We've seen well-orchestrated strategic plans reverse years of multimillion-dollar losses, restore trust and turn an organization from lackadaisical and distracted to turned-on and focused. Making strategy is the most important responsibility of an executive team. It can make the difference between success, mediocrity or failure.
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