
Strategic Planning – A Simple Guide

Why Plan?

Because it enables your organisation to:

· Focus energy/effort/resources 

It provides a decision making sieve, giving you boundaries to help make decisions by - it helps us work out “…does what we want to do fit into the picture/plan of where we want to go?”

· Performance Management 

Lets us know how we are going, enabling us to measure our performance on a collective and individual level.  Everyone’s roles should contribute or be defined by the strategic goals or areas set out in the plan.  

· Sets Meeting Agendas 

All regular meetings should follow the strategies set out in the strategic plan as agenda items, if topics don’t fit within these agenda items it means the meetings/topics are a waste of time. 

· Explains/Justifies 

Tells others, outside the organisation what your doing and why- e.g. your community, members, benefactors, business partners, etc.

· Heals/Connects 

The planning process itself has a healing effect on the organisation. If you get it right it will bring people together, finding common ground and common futures while still valuing the past.

· Symbolic messages 

It lets everyone know we’re serious in the way we run the organisation and want input from all key stakeholders, e.g. the community, volunteers, board, auspicing bodies, staff, etc.

What it’s not

· Tablet of stone

The process and the final plan must be flexible and dynamic without being irrelevant… it is a guide.

· Magic Fix

It won’t solve all your problems but it will help get everyone focussed on the future and the important stuff.

· Bookend

It’s not an end in itself - something to put at the end of your bookshelf so that you can say, “yes we’ve done it”. 

· Document

It’s a “living” thing, constantly being challenged and revised…it needs to be dynamic, and integral to the organisations activities.

Principles

· Simple….simple

It should be in plain English and capable of being understood by all. A good rule of thumb is “if it’s embarrassing to say out loud…..it’s bullshit language, not real and probably not elegantly  simple enough”

· Whole system in the room

Involve representatives of all the key stakeholders in the process… preferably at the same time in the same room – all the people that make up the full complex picture of your organisation. 

· Avoid your own bias

Make sure the process isn’t skewed to one persons bias or preferred way of looking at the world or solving problems (especially your own) e.g. some people are big picture thinkers, others are detail or task focussed; some people focus on systems, structures and procedures, others believe that relationships are most important, etc. All are relevant and important and all perspectives need to be valued. 
· Work common ground not differences

The process needs to focus on finding common ground to enable people to develop shared strategic goals.

· Focus on the future

Don’t focus on fixing yesterdays problems, get any problems identified in the past out of the way at the beginning of the process and move on (see steps 1 & 2 in the planning process below). 

· Better data….better plan

Don’t start the process by deciding action, start the process by asking “what do we know need to know? How can we be as clever or as wise as possible before we decide actions – rather than what we need to do”. 

Everyone needs to realise that finding things out, learning what’s going on is part of the planning process and not the prelude. Approximately 50% of the time spent should be in data gathering!

· Know who’s got veto

Usually planning processes use a large number of people to develop a DRAFT plan… not the final document. Know before you begin who can veto the plan; are you using a consensus model? Who makes the final decision - does the Board, grant body or General Manager have final power of veto? 

· Their truth is their truth

Don’t argue with other people’s perspectives when collecting data in the following planning process (steps 1-3 in particular).

The Planning Process

1. “What’s brought us to here….”

Find a way to get people to talk about the history of the organisation from its inception until now (or even the events and thoughts that lead up to its conception), big events, big laughs, etc. How have things changed from then until now? This is a great way for people who don’t know the history of the place to get that knowledge and quickly become part of the community, and for people with history to feel honoured and valued by newcomers. 

(A good way to do this maybe through a timeline, getting people to line up according to the date they entered the organisation. You can be creative with the ways people present their stories, or get old groups presenting to the new – or maybe just give each person 30 seconds to talk about the 2 biggest events or best experiences they’ve had.) 

2. What’s out current reality (inside) –  Mad’s, Glad’s & Sad’s

Get the group, or groups, to make a list on butchers paper, of things under 3 headings: 

a) 
“The things that make us glad” - these are the things people are proud of, the things that are going well, the good stuff – things to build on.

b) 
“Things that make us sad” – things we might not like but we acknowledge here’s not much we can do about it.

c) 
“Mad stuff” – things that we don’t like, and can and must change. 

Put these lists up on the wall and let people walk around and read them. Double ups are ok - a lot of things may belong under all three headings.

Give everyone 6 stick-on coloured dots and get them to identify the 2 gladdest, saddest and maddest items. This gives the room a sense of priority of value. Don’t feel the need to do anything with this data yet, this is just data collection, helping everyone become wiser and to see the same picture. The data/information you have gathered will be dealt with later in the process. 

3. What’s going on outside that is important to us.

Identify trends in the wider environment that are significant for us and that we need to take into account. 

a) Brainstorm trends in significant areas e.g. technology, community, political/government, media/global, etc. (maybe one group per area)

b) Get people to identify the 3 or 4 key trends (looking at all the areas/flipchart sheets) that will have the most impact on the station and must be taken into account to plan the future.

4. What’s not negotiable

Work out “what are our own boundaries?” What are the things we can’t change e.g. charter or constitutional limits, funding parameters, technical limits, etc. The board, General Manager or equivalent usually identifies these. In reality there are usually very few of these, most things are flexible.

5. What’s our contribution/purpose (MISSION)

(including how we are different)

This is something that you can build on throughout the process – capture key words or phrases on a flip chart that is in the corner of the room for the whole day, or with post it notes as the process unfolds. This will include how you are different from others in trying to capture the attention, or mind share, of your audience (e.g. how are you different from other media, information and entertainment inputs?). Don’t try and settle too hard on this too soon.  

Elevator test – if you get into a lift with a stranger and they ask you what your organisation does can you give them the purpose statement without being embarrassed? Does it sum up in a nutshell what your organisation does/what its contribution is/its essence/its compelling purpose? 

6. What would it be like (look/sound/be like) if we got it right? (VISION)

Get people to list in their groups or new groups, what people will be doing, saying and feeling in your organisation and about your organisation in 1-2 years time? That is you’re creating a picture of the future that people can aspire to and would want to work towards. 

(You might want to do this exercise creatively e.g. scenario by group, role play, song, game show, interview, presentation to a funding body etc)  

Think about this whole process as a Bridge – Questions 1&2 are the front end of the bridge, Q3&4 are the environment in which the bridge sits, Q5&6 are the far end of the bridge and now we have to work out how to span the gap.

7. What’s the gap…what major things do we have to focus on? (STRATEGIES)

Get groups to identify up to 5 (6 max) areas the organisation needs to focus on over the next 12-18 months. Get the groups to come together and agree upon a final 5 key areas. These are your stations/organisations imperatives.

8. What significant actions do we have to take in each area of focus?

Get people to work in the strategic area they have some passion for, try to get a group per strategic area. If no one is interested in working in 1 or 2 key areas reassess how important these areas really are for the organisation at this point in time. 

Each group should go away for one hour to answer questions 8-11 for that strategic area PLUS any final thoughts they have for question 5.

9. What are the no-fail 1st steps for each action, who does them and by when?

10. How will we know if we’ve got it right? (Performance indicators)

11. How will we know we are on track? (Lead Indicators)

Get the groups to come back and put their lists up on the walls. Give everyone time to cruise and peruse – people can add suggestions and comments using “post it notes” for each strategic area. (This is to avoid the boring and predictable flip chart “reporting-out” process that drives everyone mad and nobody listens – but if this feels most comfortable do it this way.)

A quick way to get people “reporting-out” is to limit presentations to 30 seconds.  For example after everyone has had a chance to cruise and peruse and to add ideas give each group 5 minutes to prepare a 30 second (maximum) summary of their deliberations to the larger group.     

12. What are the 10 best ways to stuff things up?

Get the whole room to ground the whole thing in reality by making a real and sometimes amusing list of the 10 best ways we can stuff things up. This is partly designed to make us conscious of what can go wrong and partly designed to make the people in the room conscious that they have some responsibility for the success or failure of the station and its future.

13. The Next Step – writing it all up

DO NOT LET THE ROOM GET INTO WORD-SMITHING & LANGUAGE POLISHING – this is impossible once you have more than 2 people involved. 

Decide in advance, or at the end of the session who will form a small writing group (2-3 people), which must include a representative of any stakeholder group who has genuine power of veto over ideas or actions (e.g. GM, Board, etc). This group should have the power to decide format etc. They may need to re-order ideas etc. They may even need to add detail. 

The critical issue is that people who were involved in the bigger process must be able to recognise critical ideas, significant tasks, and important language – their language. The essence must not be lost.

Practical Hints

· Go somewhere else (away from your usual office distractions)

· Do not break out into other work during the process; this will reduce the power of the process. 

· Consider using an external facilitator, as that will enable all key stakeholders in your organisation to be involved. It is impossible to facilitate and participate in a strategic planning process.

· The process outlined above is a guide not a recipe - if you don’t feel confident using the ideas presented in these notes find someone who is experienced to manage the strategic process for your organisation.  (Ring the CBAA to bounce ideas for process, to become clearer about how it can be done, etc)

· The process takes at least 1 to 2 days, or a day spread over a period of time, the former is most effective. If run over 2 days an external facilitator is strongly recommended.

· Air, light, fruit (not lollies) – keep everyone fresh not hyperactive.

· Tables…. (so people can work in small groups and share ideas with each other – not lecture theatre style).

· Ban certain words/phrases, e.g:

· Communication….

· Quality…….

· Empower……

These are words that are too “big”… they do not convey enough detail and can mean completely different things to different people. For example don’t say… “improve communication…” be more specific eg.… “We will share more information about XYZ” or ... “We will have a monthly brainstorming meeting to throw around new ideas..”

· Be comfortable with “untidy”. Planning is never a tidy process. Some things will need further thought. Some debates will not be resolved and will need to be compromised or shelved. People will need to learn to “live with” certain solutions rather than be perfectly satisfied. 

· Make sure the plan is:

· Realistic

· Workable not simply asperational

· Developed with the Audience always in mind

· Jargon free

End.
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