Developing a Strategic Brief


[image: image1.png]TY

PACIFIC




[image: image2.wmf]A Framework for developing a Strategic Brief

-  The first step to Strategic   Planning

Prepared by John C. Reynolds 

Introduction

A key learning in leading an organization strategically has been the inability to communicate (both internally and externally) clearly the strategic priorities of the organization. The management theory of the last two decades has suggested that these priorities are communicated and internalized through a strategic plan. However experience has shown that this is often not the case and in many organizations these plans are seldom seen or communicated beyond senior management  and very often become SPOTS (Strategic Plans On The Shelf). There have been many reasons for this, the following being the most common:

· The plans are often too long;

· Language is used that is not easily understood by all employees;

· Plans are often not available to all staff (management and staff) and cascaded throughout the organization;

· Plans are not owned beyond the senior management in the organization;

· Content is beyond any reasonable implementation plan;

· Strategic thinking is an event and not a process;

and the list can go on……

A technique I have found useful and practical is to summarize or communicate the key elements of the strategic plan.  A shorter, more concise paper is easy to understand and communicate. In practice this means that it should never be more than 2 pages and should be something that any employee can read and comprehend in less than 15 minutes. It would obviously be inappropriate (and hypocrisy to management consultants!) to call this a plan. In addition I am not sure we should be communicating the “plan” but rather the “story” of where we are heading and why. 

I have called the product of this technique a Strategic Brief - it is short (brief!), shares the critical and future orientated strategic thinking, and positions the organization with a picture in words of where the organization is heading and how each member can positively contribute to this future. I have been especially careful about using different words/terminology than would normally be read in management books. This is primarily because I believe it is important that we get beyond the words and definition, to the real message we as leaders desire to communicate.

Feedback and input are valuable and I would consider it a privilege to hear how this tool worked for you in your organization, group or division. Remember you are the CEO of your own areas of accountability, as President, Director, Manager or supervisor.

Regards,

John Reynolds

Framework

1.0
The Flagpole (Mission, Vision and Values)

People in the organization need to know what is important, where we are heading, and what behavior and values are expected. The best analogy I can think of for this is a flagpole—that of a national flag. It is easy to identify, people must look up to see it, it represents a set of values and behavior, and people know what they need to “salute” when they see it!

1.1
Why do we exist? (Mission)

What one sentence identifies why you need to exist? What gives energy to the staff, and uniquely sets you apart from other organizations? Try and keep it to one sentence. It is not a Public Relations statement! It is a purpose (1) that can be communicated with enthusiasm to a group of people who will (2) comprehend (easily memorize) and (3) be willing to internalize and accurately impart to others as they take ownership of this statement. Test the sentence by putting the following phrase to the front of the sentence. “I wake up every morning and come to work energized/excited, ready to make a difference because I am a significant member of an organization that exists to …….”

(See worksheet “Creating a Mission Statement)

1.2  What’s the mirage? (Vision)

There are many legendary stories of people, who are lost in the desert, seeing mirages. Mirages are figments of the imagination that provide almost dreamlike visions of things that a person/group of persons desperately looks for. Trees, shade and ample water are what we see most in cartoons of men desperate for water. They are so strong in the imagination that we are often drawn to them as reality, probably never to reach them, and more often than not, to be replaced by other and more creative alternatives. What is the mirage that your organization is being drawn towards? What gives you energy when you are figuratively “lost” and need to move forward? Write this vision in one or two sentences with creativity and passion. Test it by pre-fixing the vision with the statement “I dream of a day when we…” Will the organization ever achieve it? This is really not the issue. Does it keep resources and people orientated? That is what we want to achieve with the vision!

1.3  How will we behave on the journey? (Values)

What behavior do we want to model as we move on this journey towards our mirage and mission? How will outside observers perceive the members of the organization in terms of behavior and values? What are those overriding principals that are not negotiable when the journey takes us through tough times?

2.0
In what kind of environment is this journey-taking place? (WOT’S up)

2.1  From the World (Opportunities and Threats)

What are the pressures we have identified that are outside of the organization and we need to keep abreast of? What criteria of proactive course correction are we going to use to ensure careful monitoring? What are the exciting developments taking place that enable us to see an opportunity, and take advantage of it, and be successful?

2.2  Within the Aquarium (Strengths and Weaknesses)

What are the internal pressures and strengths we can identify and how can we utilize the information we have on these issues? What is the process for gathering information and ensuring built-in mechanisms for communication?

3.0  Strategic Filters

We know where we are heading; we know the environment we need to adapt to in order to be successful. Now, what are our priorities? There is only so much that we have the ability to accomplish, so what can we communicate that will help all the members of our organizational team keep their focus? These priorities are what we as leaders use to “filter out” from all the critical issues that arise, those that are going to lead us to success.

4.0 What are the metrics?

Knowing what we are passionate about, having a clear purpose, developing a culture that supports strategic thinking and clear priorities is key to a successful organization and a fundamental way to measure success. Indicators for success must be clearly identified and communicated. How will we know we are staying the course? When will we know that we need to do some course correction? If you can’t measure it, you can’t measure it.

Conclusion

Clearly stating the vision, mission, values and strategic filters creates a simple paper that easily communicates where we are going, why we are going in that direction, what behavior is expected, and how we will make strategic decisions about what is important.

This framework constitutes the Strategic Brief. The next step in the process is the strategic plan, or for the more adventurous, mapping of the future (developing the Business Map). 

Sample Strategic Brief for an Information Technology Service Group

The following is a strategic brief for an IT service organization in a Christian university. People resources of 54, budget of $5.5 million.







DRAFT

Strategic Brief for the Information  Media Technology Group
Mission

Proactively fusing our purpose, people, organization and information in a strategic framework that is professionally supported by appropriate information rich technologies.

Vision
Celebrating a global, diverse and liberated community of learning, through an excellent and strategic architecture of rich information resources and services. 

Value and Behavior
Our first commitment is to the cornerstone values of Christ, scholarship, community and service. We expect these to influence our professional behavior and relationships so that we can partner with the community in a caring, teaching and coaching manner.

Our environment
Globally recognize the following opportunities:

· Technology is available and reducing in cost

· Geography and physical connectivity is no longer a connectivity constraint

· Acceptance of the internet by consumers is increasing

Globally monitor and be aware of threats such as:

· Worldwide communication networks that make certain types of competition brutally intense

· A tendency to allow growth rates of technological potential to outpace that of human potential

· Potential detriment to social connectedness presented by the speed and adoption of technology

As an organization we need to build on our:

· Focus to empower our stakeholders

· Growing culture to learn as a wholistic community

· Expanding network of professional resources and expertise

But we also need to recognize areas where we need improvement such as:

· A failure to deliver products in a professional and competent manner

· Respecting people in a balanced and holistic manner

Strategic Priorities

· Keep frustration levels low and managed with our customers

· Provide a  supported, stable and effective operational infrastructure for technology

· Create an environment of learning through information technology that increases capacity and new opportunities

· Increase the visibility, value and viability of information as a strategic and credible resource

· Develop minimal but essential policies that facilitate an effective university enterprise IT architecture

· Lead the university in the alignment and effective business processes that support the university’s mission

Critical Success Indicators

· Annual Customer surveys showing a level of satisfaction greater then 90%

· Projects so successful that customers are impressed to write positive news articles about them

· Invitations to participate in community forums because we add value and contribution

End
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