Strategic Planning Tool

OVERVIEW
Brief description

This toolkit provides a model for taking an organization through a strategic planning process.  It covers planning to do strategic planning, covering the background issues that need to inform or direct the strategic planning process, and then defining the strategic framework for the project or organization activities.  It is this strategic framework that gives the activities coherence and direction. We have included practical exercises to use during a strategic planning process. The toolkit expands on the short introduction to strategic planning in the toolkit on Overview of Planning.  

Why have a detailed toolkit on strategic planning?

Strategic planning is the core of the work of an organization.  Without a strategic framework you don’t know where you are going or why you are going there.  So, then, it doesn’t really matter how you get there!  This toolkit offers you a way to do detailed strategic planning. You can replicate the method in any organization or project that needs to do strategic planning. 

Who should use this toolkit?

This toolkit will help you if you have had only limited experience in planning or in strategic planning.  Perhaps you have not been involved in running an organization, project or department before.  Or perhaps you have not been involved in the planning side of the work before. Or perhaps you have always focused on action planning and now realize how important strategic planning is. If strategic planning is new, or fairly new, to you, then you should find this toolkit useful.

When will this toolkit be useful?

You will find this toolkit useful when:

· You need to plan strategically as well as operationally and to make a distinction between the two.
· You need some ideas to help you plan a strategic planning process.
· You begin the planning for a new project or organization.
· You feel you need to review your strategic framework.
A strategy is an overall approach, based on an understanding of the broader context in which you function, your own strengths and weaknesses, and the problem you are attempting to address.  A strategy gives you a framework within which to work, it clarifies what you are trying to achieve and the approach you intend to use.  It does not spell out specific activities. 









BASIC PRINCIPLES
What is strategic planning?

A strategy is an overall approach and plan.  So, strategic planning is the overall planning that facilitates the good management of a process.  Strategic planning takes you outside the day-to-day activities of your organization or project.  It provides you with the big picture of what you are doing and where you are going. Strategic planning gives you clarity about what you actually want to achieve and how to go about achieving it, rather than a plan of action for day-to-day operations.

Strategic planning enables you to answer the following questions:

· Who are we?

· What capacity do we have/what can we do?

· What problems are we addressing?

· What difference do we want to make?

· Which critical issues must we respond to?

· Where should we allocate our resources?/what should our priorities be?

Only once these questions are answered, is it possible to answer the following:

· What should our immediate objective be?  (See the section on Immediate Objectives)

· How should we organise ourselves to achieve this objective? (See the section on Internal Implications)

· Who will do what when?  

A strategic plan is not rigid.  It does, however, give you parameters within which to work.  That is why it is important to:

· Base your strategic planning process on a real understanding of the external environment (See the section on Input – discussion);

· Use work you have already done to extend your understanding of the external environment and of your own capacity, strengths and weaknesses (See the section on Review).

Planning for a strategic planning process

A strategic planning process is not something that can happen in an ad hoc way, at a regular planning meeting or during a staff meeting.  It requires careful planning to set it up so that the process is thorough and comprehensive.  When you develop or revise a strategic plan, you are setting the parameters for the work of your organization, usually for two to three years or longer.  So, it does make sense to spend some time and energy planning for your strategic planning process.

TIMING

The questions to ask here are:

· When do you need to do a strategic planning process?

· How often do you need to do a strategic planning process?

· At what point in an organizational or project cycle do you need to do a strategic planning process?

· How long should a strategic planning process be?

Some suggestions:

· You need a strategic planning process when the strategic framework within which your organization or project functions needs to be developed, clarified, or consolidated.  On the next page, you will find a questionnaire to help you decide whether or not your organization or project needs to organise a strategic planning process. 
· Don’t do a strategic planning process more than once every two years unless the external or internal context has changed dramatically.  Usually once in three years is enough.  This does not exclude you from doing a strategic review more often, say once a year.  A strategic review is quick - a day or less where you look at the strategic framework, against what is happening internally or externally, as a sort of reality check.
· There are various times in the life cycle of a project or organization where it makes sense to do a strategic planning process.  So, for example, when you are initiating a new project or new organization, then you need to do a strategic planning process.  If you have just had a major evaluation of the organization or work, and this has led to challenging recommendations, then you may decide to have a strategic planning process immediately afterwards.  When you reach the end of a major phase in a project, it makes sense to review progress and prepare for the next phase through a strategic planning process.
· It is not possible to do a thorough strategic planning process in fewer than three days.  If you are not used to this sort of process, you will need at least four or five days.
· QUESTIONNAIRE:  DO WE NEED A STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS?

The management team of the organization or project should work through the following questionnaire.

Where a statement has two parts and you would answer “definitely” to one part but not another, then go with the weaker response.  So, for example, in the first statement, you may be able to answer “definitely” your organization has a clear vision, but not be sure whether there is consensus about the vision.  Your response then is “not sure”.

Score your project or organization as follows on each statement:

1
=
Definitely 

2
=
Maybe/Not sure

3
=
Definitely not

If your total is 20 or more, then your organization or project is ready for a strategic planning process.  If it is 15, or between 15 and 20, then your organization probably would benefit from a strategic planning process.  Under 15, then there is no urgency but you should at least do strategic planning three years after your last strategic planning process.

	Statement
	Definitely
	Maybe 

Not Sure
	Definitely

Not
	SCORE

	The organization/project has a clear vision of what it wants to achieve and there is consensus around this vision.
	
	
	
	

	Value issues are often discussed in the organization/project and there is agreement on the values base of the organization/project.
	
	
	
	

	The current mission statement of the organization/project reflects clearly what the organization/project does, for whom, and why it is important.
	
	
	
	

	The organization/project regularly reflects on its strengths and weaknesses and on the opportunities and threats in the environment.
	
	
	
	

	The organization/project has clear goals and objectives for what it wants to achieve – these goals are SMART (see Glossary of Terms for an explanation of SMART).
	
	
	
	

	The organization/project finds it easy to prioritise, making a distinction between what it must do, what it should do and what it would like to do.
	
	
	
	

	The organization/project has clear indicators by which it measures the impact of its work.
	
	
	
	

	The way in which the organization/project is structured internally makes sense in terms of efficiency and effectiveness.
	
	
	
	

	The work done by the project/organization fits together coherently – the different areas of work fit well with one another.
	
	
	
	

	The external and internal contexts in which the organization/project operates are relatively stable and there have been no major changes in the past year.
	
	
	
	


Total score:  __________________

WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED?

Who should be involved in a strategic planning process?

For a breakdown of who should be involved at different stages across the planning spectrum, look at the toolkit: Overview of Planning, in the section on Who Plans?

The two key questions here are:

· Who should participate in the strategic planning process? and

· Who should facilitate the strategic planning process?

Who should attend?

The strategic planning process helps an organization clarify, consolidate or establish its strategic framework.  Embedded in the strategic framework are the values and vision of the organization.  Because of this, it is important to involve the whole organization in at least part of the planning process.  We suggest the following:

	Strategic planning phase
	Who should be involved?

	Planning the process
	The management team of the project or organization.

	Understanding the context
	All staff and Board members:  Administrative staff should be involved if it is important for them to understand the organization’s issues and problems. 

	Vision, values and mission discussion
	All staff and Board members.  It is very important to involve all staff, including administrative staff in this discussion as it is likely to provide a set of operating principles – in other words, to make it clear why people who work in the project or organization are expected to work and behave in a certain way. 

	Review of strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats
	Program or professional staff for the whole of this process; include administrative staff in the discussions around internal strengths and weaknesses.

	Discussion of strategic options and goals.
	Professional staff and Board members.

	Organisational structure
	The management team with input from the rest of the staff.


When administrative staff are very interested in the professional work, you may want to invite them to participate in all stages where professional staff are involved.  Certainly senior administrative staff should be involved throughout.  So, for example, if the organization has an accountant, she should be involved throughout.  But it is not necessary for the receptionist to come to all the sessions.  However, once the strategic framework is in place, then all staff should be taken through this, with time to ask questions and get clarification, preferably in the smaller units or departments within which they work.

Using an outside facilitator

We recommend that you use a skilled outside facilitator for a full-scale strategic planning process so that:

· There is a designated (assigned) person to keep order, to prevent issues from being personalised, and to keep the process on track without becoming emotionally involved.

· Everyone else is freed up to get involved in the process without worrying too much about process issues.

· A skilled person is available to deal with conflict that may arise so that it is handled constructively rather than destructively.
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