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During the last fifteen years, I have helped scores of governments and public agencies either develop or refine their strategic visions and plans. Some like Oregon’s strategic vision, Oregon Shines, were sweeping twenty-year strategies for an entire state. Others were focused on specific operational aspects spanning a few years. 

In many instances, the effect the resulting vision or plan had on effectiveness over its lifetime was disappointing.  I believe much of this lack of effectiveness can be traced back to the way most plans are developed.

The greatest weakness of strategic planning efforts, in my opinion, is the incredible myopia that comes over an organization when it embarks on a strategic plan development process. For reasons that elude me, those in charge of these operations almost uniformly decide that there is nothing to learn from what occurred after the organization’s last strategic plan was launched. The reasons for trashing the last process are legion: different people; different time; poor quality; turbulent politics; loss of momentum; bad boss. You name it.
This determination to learn nothing from the past is surpassed only by the absolute certainly that the new plan will be a home run. This time they’ll get it right. “The community is really involved this time around.” “We’ve got an excellent consultant who knows how these things work.”  “Staff understands the need for a meaningful plan.”

My very favorite expression is, of course, “We’re not going to develop a plan that just sits on a shelf somewhere.” Well, that’s often exactly what happens to public sector strategic plans. Everybody has them but hardly anybody uses them – not really. Executive directors and elected officials may give lip service to “Vision (Whatever),” but when it comes to actually making decisions about where resources and time will be invested, strategic plans are usually bit players, at best.

Part of the reason for this deficit is most public strategic plans are simply not strategic. An agency usually can’t really write down its strategies without risking alienating important interests. Being strategic is about identifying what an agency is not going to do as well as honing in on what it will do. Taking away services is not something elected officials and agency directors relish.

Despite the inherent challenges, strategic plans can be developed in a way that improves their chances of success. In my work, I have identified six characteristics of a strategic planning process that can give a strategic plan at least a fighting chance of being useful during its intended life span. The planning process must pass the L.I.T.M.U.S. test.

L is for Leadership. 

Is leadership on board? In many instances, a leader or leaders will say they support the process but plan developers know in their heart of hearts that it’s not really true.  So what’s a plan developer to do if leadership is only lukewarm to the process?

Leadership commitment can be buttressed in at least three ways: 

1. Search out a champion. When a group of leaders is involved, like a city council, state legislature or oversight board, find one or two influential standard bearers to lean on. As one state senator once told me about the Oregon Progress Board – “The Board needs one senator who will fall on his (or her) sword for it in the Caucus Room.”

2) Make the process irresistible. Any process that’s really engaging people and constituencies that leaders care about will be hard to ignore. For instance, I spent inordinate amounts of time with rural groups because that’s who the legislative leadership listens to.

3) Keep listening. Too often, staff feel that they know what leadership wants as a result of a single conversation or directive. It’s important to reconnect with the current interests of the leader or leaders throughout the strategic planning process.

I is for Initiative. 

Does the plan call for action? In strategic planning, the world is made up of dreamers and doers. Far too often, the doers have all left the process in disgust by the time the dreamers have finished up with their perfect vision of the future. I find that creating an iterative process that involves some aspect of doing during the dreaming helps keep the doers on board.  That could mean getting a group together to identify how current operations would have to change given different scenarios. Or it could mean assuring that a doer is part of plan development leadership.

T is for Theory.

Is the theory of change clear? Planners need to be able to say why they think their plan will work. Oregon’s strategic vision, Oregon Shines, was based on the idea that four elements were critical to the state’s overall long-term prosperity: a well-educated workforce; an appealing environment; taking advantage its Pacific Rim location and responsive public services. While these four elements were not the be all and end all, nearly all the initiatives coming out of the process could be traced back to them.

M is for Measurement.

Are plan measures robust? Without clearly stated and measurable expected results, those charged with implementing the plan will have no way of knowing whether it’s working. I recently worked with a city that has a current strategic/comprehensive plan with no identified measures of success. After 20 years of “implementation,” the only “result” City managers were able to point to was a list of completed projects with no linkage to how the city had changed.

A robust set of measures for strategic plans should include: measures of the societal conditions that the plan is intended to change; and measures of the effectiveness of strategies that the plan will employ. (See my paper – Outcomes Schmoutcomes! In Search of a New Performance Measure Typology – for more on this topic.)

U is for Useful.

Will the plan actually help its intended users? Every strategic plan project manager should be required to sit down regularly with the staff and partners that will be charged with carrying out the plan to determine if it will help them do their jobs more effectively. Preferably this would occur at the beginning of the process, in the middle once the bones of the plan are in place and at the end but when the plan is still in draft form. A broad cross-section of implementers should be consulted.

S is for Story.

Does the plan tell an engaging story? A plan should, at the very minimum, describe the desired future condition toward which it is striving. This is the part that tells the reader why the plan is important. It can be a simple as a good vision statement or as complex as a vivid description of life in some future time. Perhaps the best story I know is the one told by Oregon Shines. Called The Circle of Prosperity, the story is a simple virtuous circle that says if Oregon can get three elements right – quality workforce, appealing environment, and responsive public services – desirable industries would locate in Oregon which would lead to better jobs and increased tax revenue which would reinforce the state’s ability to keep the underlying elements strong.

One can debate the specifics of whether this particular story is completely accurate but it was a story that every important politician and community leader could recite for years after it was developed. That, in my opinion, is a powerful sign of a successful planning process.
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