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    Introduction

    
      The ability to plan long-term while maximizing performance in the short term is a must for managers. Strategic Thinking will help you to map out the route to success and build your analytical and team-planning skills. From researching and gathering the background information and arriving at a new strategy to reviewing and adapting it – all the key aspects of developing and implementing a strategy are clearly explained. There are 101 tips scattered throughout to give you further practical advice, while a self-assessment exercise allows you to evaluate your effectiveness as a strategic thinker. As you raise your ambitions to plan for the future, this will be an invaluable reference guide to keep your thinking on course.
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    Understanding Strategy

    
      A strategy is a declaration of intent, defining where you want to be in the long-term. Understand the processes involved and how to avoid potential pitfalls to help you plan successful strategies.

    

  
    Defining Strategy

    
      Strategy was once defined as “the art of planning and directing large military movements and the operations of war.” In business, a strategy maps out the future, setting out which products and services you will take to which markets – and how.
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      Understand why a strategy is important for you and your business.
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      If you are unsure of the strategy of your organization, ask your superior to clarify it for you.


    
      Why have a strategy?

      Having a strategy enables you to ensure that day-to-day decisions fit in with the long-term interests of an organization. Without a strategy, decisions made today could have a negative impact on future results. A strategy also encourages everyone to work together to achieve common aims. Most organizations have a strategic plan at the highest level, but some do not communicate it all the way down. A strategy is equally important whether you serve external customers (those outside your organization) or internal customers (those in departments or sections within your company).

    

    
      Looking to the future

      Today’s business environment puts pressure on people to complete urgent tasks, meet day-to-day objectives, and overcome short-term problems. This is operational, or short-term, planning – and it often tends to take precedence over planning for the future. Strategy concerns itself with what is ahead, looking at where you are going, and how to get there. Even if you already know which products and services you are taking to which markets, you will still need a strategy to make it happen.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	A strategy defines which products or services are sold and delivered – and to which markets.

          	A strategic plan establishes how to sell products and services to specific markets excellently and competitively.

          	The success of a strategy must be measurable by, for example, financial results or the excellence of service given to customers.

        

      

    

    
      [image: DK]
      
    

    
      Being a good strategist

      Effective strategists look at what is happening now in the context of where they want to go. They react positively to problems, can inspire and motivate people, and communicate well.

      
        
          	Is a team player

          	Sees problems as opportunities to improve

          	Balances short- and long-term needs

          	Keeps calm when the unexpected occurs

          	Is a skilled communicator

        

      

    

    
      Involving the team

      To get the best from your people, it is important to work within a clear framework that details how they will be expected to help you to develop and then implement a strategic plan. Think of the methods and processes involved as a “map” that the team can follow to achieve success. By creating such a framework, you encourage the team to pull together and work to a common goal. You also promote their personal development by teaching them to think strategically.

    

  
    Examining the Process

    
      There are three distinct phases to developing a new strategy: analysis, planning, and implementation. It is vital to devote time and effort to the first two stages, but also to maintain momentum throughout implementation to ensure ultimate success.
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      Involve everyone on the team in gathering information.
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      Encourage people to look objectively at the facts.

    
      Analyzing thoroughly

      During the analysis phase, you will collect as much background information as you can to help you make informed decisions. This stage is crucial because the facts you have at hand will influence the direction you decide to take. You will analyze what is happening inside your organization, looking carefully at aspects of your own and other parts of the company that may influence the plan. You will also find out what your customers want, how your competitors operate, and what the research trends or developments in your industry are. Your aim is to draw up a clear statement of the strengths and weaknesses of your position as well as a list of opportunities for the future.
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            Delegating research
          
          
            Assign fact-finding exercises to members of your team. Information can be gleaned from publications, the Internet, and from talking to customers and contacts.
          

        

      

    

    
      Planning strategy

      Having gathered all the necessary facts, the next phase is to make strategic decisions that will bring you closer to your overall aim. You will need to take into account where you have advantages over the competition and establish the boundaries within which you will operate. The first step will be to list the products and services likely to be in demand in the future, and the markets that are available to you. You will then choose which of these markets you wish to develop, whether with existing products and services or new ones. Similarly, you will choose which markets it would be beneficial to leave. The decisions you reach will help you to establish your future financial position and work out a realistic budget.
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      Set aside ample time now to avoid rushing the planning stage.
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      Be prepared to listen to your team – every step of the way.

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Can I outline the strategic process to others?

          	Do I know where to look for the information I require?

          	Am I prepared to put enough time into the first two phases of developing a new strategy?

          	Can I get the support of my superior in establishing a new strategy?
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          Building a strategy
        
        
          There are three stages in the strategic process: analysis provides the basis for making choices, planning provides direction, and implementation brings the results.
        

      

    

    
      Implementing strategy

      During the final phase of developing a strategy you will determine, on the basis of your analysis, what you are going to do and how you are going to do it. It may be possible to achieve your aims with little change to the way the team works. On the other hand, you may find that success depends upon making far-reaching changes and learning new skills. Do not make the mistake of working so hard on the analysis phase that planning and implementation receive less overall effort – this will result in less effective strategies and incomplete implementation. You will also need to communicate the strategy to everyone who needs to know about it, and adapt it to take onboard any changes in circumstances and in the activities of the rest of the organization.

    

  
    Thinking Short- and Long-Term

    
      The ability to differentiate between short- and long-term thinking and strike a balance between the two is an integral part of strategy. Understand the importance of both in strategic planning and you will find it easier to achieve the right combination.
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      Be confident about the future but realistic about what you can achieve.
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      Work hard for long-term goals while striving for immediate results.

    
      Knowing the pitfalls

      Short-term planning deals with the here and now, or a few weeks hence, while long-term thinking takes you far into the future. If you focus entirely on short-term success, you risk long-term failure. For example, you may find yourself selling out-of-date products or targeting markets whose requirements have changed. If you place undue emphasis on long-term planning, today’s business will inevitably suffer. The key is to focus on the present to achieve the growth you need now, and to keep one eye on the future to ensure that good decisions today are just as beneficial tomorrow.

    

    
      Looking at the long term

      Sometimes the delivery of a quick sale is not in the best long-term interests of the business. Although this may mean that you face a difficult time with your customer in the short term, you are more likely to give them maximum satisfaction in the long term.

      
        Case study

        Elizabeth worked for a company that sold automated warehouse equipment. One of her customers was experiencing problems caused by a lack of capacity on a moving belt. Elizabeth wished to sell her customer two new belts to rectify the situation. However, when she placed an order for the belts with her production department, she was told that there was a new strategy to replace the old belts with new, superior, higher-tech products in about nine months’ time. She informed her customer of this fact and also worked out a temporary solution to alleviate his problem. Although Elizabeth did not receive an order for short-term delivery, she did offer a much better solution to her customer, which resulted in a larger order at a later date, as well as the customer’s continued goodwill and assured long-term business.
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      Make the effort to build strategic thinking into your everyday life.

    
      Achieving balance

      Striking the right balance between short- and long-term thinking takes effort and discipline. If you cancel a strategy meeting, it will have no short-term impact, but if you fail to return a customer’s call, you could lose an order. It is hardly surprising, then, that unless a team is determined to give time to strategic issues, short-term operational tasks will always take priority. Allocate the appropriate time and resources to operations and strategy and stick to that plan. For example, you might decide to set aside three months to develop a new strategy, allocating two days of meetings to get started, and one day a week thereafter. That still leaves plenty of time for dealing with operational issues.

    

    
      Working strategically

      Strategy is a continuous process; even when your plan becomes operational, you cannot neglect future planning. Set aside one day each month to discuss maintaining and developing the plan with the team. The most successful business people allow at least half a day per week to implement the strategic part of their jobs. They talk to customers regularly and review the roles of their team. Do a little work often on the plan to keep it fresh and ensure that team members stay committed and focused.
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            Working out a timetable
          
          
            By working out a timetable for producing and maintaining your strategic plan, you are committed to focusing on the long term. Keep to that timetable and avoid being distracted by operational issues.
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      When making day-to-day decisions, consider the long-term implications before committing to action.


  
    Preparing for Strategic Success

    
      An effective strategic plan has accurate information, strong ideas, and committed people at its core. Involve the right people from the outset, then encourage them to research facts, and brainstorm for ideas to achieve the best possible plan.
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      Make every step in the planning process practical and achievable.

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Will this person add to the quality of the plan?

          	Do I need his/her commitment to implement the plan fully and successfully?

          	Does the plan require people with specific knowledge and/or expertise?

          	Will this person work well with the rest of the team?

        

      

    

    
      Involving key people

      An effective team is essential for a successful strategy. Involve the whole team early on in the planning so that they feel part of the process. Managers sometimes avoid team planning at this stage because they are not sure that all the people involved will play a significant role in implementing the strategy at a later date. Yet team planning is always useful: it allows you to assess team members as well as giving them the chance to decide if they are happy to work within the new strategy as it develops, or whether they feel they could make a greater contribution in another environment. Your core team should comprise all those people responsible for implementing the plan and achieving its aims.
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            Assessing teams
          
          
            Involving key team members in strategy planning from the outset enables you to assess whether they have the qualities necessary to help you implement the plan in the future.
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          Identifying key stakeholders
        
        
          Many people may be interested in the new strategy, but it pays to involve only those who will make the biggest contribution. Make sure you invite key stakeholders to the appropriate planning meetings.
        

      

    

    
      Involving others

      People with an interest in or an influence on the new strategy are known as “stakeholders.” Foster good relations with them, since they often provide experience or information, or can help with the analysis and decision-making. Strategic planning often requires people from different areas of the organization, such as sales and production staff, to formulate a plan together. This spirit of cooperation invariably produces the best results. The more involved key people feel in the process, the more likely they are to support the output and help during the implementation phase. Beware of involving too many people, however, as this may slow down the whole process. Too large a team is also likely to operate like a committee where finding an agreed decision becomes more important than finding the right one.
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      Change the makeup of the team if you feel you need to strengthen it.

    
      Gaining commitment

      Once you have developed your strategy, it is vital that the team does not start to lose interest during implementation. It is your role as manager to ensure that everyone understands the importance of the long-term strategy and is dedicated to making it happen. First, everyone should agree that a new strategy is needed. Second, everyone involved in the strategic process must feel confident that, guided by their manager, they have developed the right plan. Third, everyone must feel personally committed to making the strategy happen. Make the team aware that operational pressures are not an excuse for missing target dates involved in implementing the strategy.
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      Make sure team members remain committed to achieving the plan.
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      Beware of jumping to conclusions before you have all the facts at hand.

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	A positive, motivational atmosphere can be created by involving everyone and being open to suggestions.

          	Your own commitment to the strategy can be used as an example for others.

          	The team should be encouraged to check the facts.

          	Brainstorming begins at the beginning and never stops throughout the strategic process.

        

      

    

    
      Getting the right facts

      The importance of basing your strategy on the right information cannot be stressed enough. Poor data may lead to a crisis when the correct facts come to light, meaning the whole plan may need to be changed. The same goes for using out-of-date facts or for failing to collect all the information. Bear in mind that a poor strategic plan can lead to long-term failure and disappointing short-term results. At some stage, you will have to stop gathering facts in order to move on, even if you do not have everything you need. Resolve that at a later date.

    

    
      Avoiding guesswork

      Successful strategies must have strong factual foundations. Relying on guesswork or estimates could lead to a strategy collapsing, so avoid these at all costs, no matter how convincing they appear. Get all the relevant information before reaching a conclusion. Where there is a lack of data, look at the range of options on which you will base decisions once the information becomes known.
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      Know when to move on – over-analysis can lead to paralysis.

    
      Brainstorming ideas

      Coming up with ideas is paramount in strategic planning, whether it is thinking of key trends to be monitored, pinpointing possible product choices that could be made, or suggesting new innovative ways to gain a competitive advantage. Throughout the strategic process, you and your team should meet regularly to brainstorm ideas. Write down a number of ideas in no particular order on, say, a flipchart, refine them, and then sort them into groups. The finished list will become part of the plan, although it will take several sessions to create the final strategic plan.

    

    
      [image: DK]
      
      
        
          Encouraging creativity
        
        
          To get the most from a brainstorming session, create a comfortable, relaxed environment where everyone feels free to express ideas. Seating should be kept informal, with no desks.
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      Give everybody at a meeting the chance to air their views in turn.

  
    Looking to the Future

    
      Continuous strategic thinking in a changing world is vital if you and your business are to maintain a winning position. Anticipate change rather than simply react to it, and adapt your strategy as necessary to keep moving ahead.
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      Remember that the planning process never comes to an end.
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      Adjust plans as circumstances change – radically, if necessary.

    
      Reviewing decisions

      Your strategy must be reviewed on a regular basis; the market does not stand still and neither do your competitors. A product or service that a customer has found interesting and satisfying over a long period of time may not be viewed so favorably in the future. Whole organizations have fallen flat because a product feature introduced by a competitor has been taken up by the consumer and become desirable, even fashionable. It is extremely important to be ready to embrace such changes in the market and react quickly and positively if you failed to anticipate them in the first place. But, above all, aim to be the proactive person who first brings out a new feature, not the person who simply reacts to it.
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            Avoiding strategic drift
          
          
            This diagram illustrates how, by anticipating change in the external environment, the proactive team manages to give customers what they want before they even ask for it. The reactive team, on the other hand, is always one step behind.
          

        

      

    

    
      Avoiding pitfalls

      The best teams strive to be leading players rather than followers. Teams operating without a strategic plan find themselves constantly trying to gain lost ground. For example, customers may complain that a product lacks a desirable feature, so you put through a special order to get as near as you can to their request. Then your premium service is offered as standard by a competitor. Consequently, you lower prices or spend money to improve the service, but you still remain one step behind your customers’ expectations. Their criteria for buying have changed from what they were when you devised your strategic plan initially.
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            Determining customers’ needs
          
          
            Meet with customers periodically to find out what they expect from you, and carry out extensive market research on a regular basis to help you to anticipate their future needs.
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      Think the unthinkable; you can make it happen.
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      Never assume that you know what people think; always ask them.

    
      Staying ahead

      To succeed in the future, it is necessary to put time and effort now into predicting what your customers will want and then guide the market toward adopting your customers’ view of the future. Use the information your team gathers from sales and support staff, who have direct customer contact, to get a step ahead, and then work to maintain that lead. The most effective teams use innovation to stay in front of the market and the competition; take the example of the forward-looking garage that negotiated with a bank to install a cash machine on its forecourt long before any of its competitors.

    

  
    Analyzing your Position

    
      A strong strategy is derived from an analysis of your business. Assess environmental influences, customers, competition, and internal capabilities before forming your strategic plan.

    

  
    Examining Influences

    
      There are many factors that may affect your performance. Study the economy, technology, and any legal and political changes related to your organization to identify new product and market trends that could influence your strategic planning.
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      Use analysis to lead you to strong conclusions and good decisions.

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	How strong is our local currency, and will that affect our export business?

          	Does our organization take a strong line on environmental issues? If so, what does that mean for this team?

          	Are fuel prices expected to rise in the future, possibly because of tax increases, thereby reducing profits?

        

      

    

    
      Looking at the economy

      Most strategies depend to some extent on what is happening in the local and global economy. Look for issues that may have a radical impact first. For example, if you anticipate that interest rates will go up in the next six months and then stabilize, this may determine how and when you spend money on developing new products. Alternatively, if you sell products to or provide a service for tourists, you will want to know the best predictions for the growth of tourism in your area. Make a note of that trend and use the information when working out budgets.

    

    
      Examining trends in technology

      The dramatic pace of technological change has had an enormous impact on most organizations. The merging of communications techniques with computer information is steadily changing the way we all have to work. Guard against any dangers or problems that new technology may introduce by discussing the latest relevant technological developments at your planning meetings. If necessary, consult an expert or familiarize yourself with analysts’ reports. Ask someone on the team to read the appropriate journals and give brief but concise updates to colleagues on a regular basis.

    

    
      Asking “so what?”

      In analyzing your position, you will create a huge pool of data, some of it irrelevant to your strategic plan. Make the information more manageable and appropriate by subjecting it to the “So what?” question. If the answer is “So nothing,” then that information has no impact on the strategy. Disregard it and move on.
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      Read widely to keep up to date with new trends and ideas.

    
      Understanding legal and political changes

      As an increasing number of organizations, particularly in the public sector, find themselves operating within regulatory frameworks, it is vital to understand exactly what the rules are. If you are part of a government organization, you may have to take into account a change in the political party of the executive. In any case, you are subject to current employment laws which may have an impact on your strategic plan. Internal policy documents may need to be made available to the team, or you may need to ask a legal adviser to help you with your fact-gathering. Again, if you are not sure what data you need, brainstorm the possibilities with the team.
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            Talking to experts
          
          
            If you need information about the effect that certain legal or political changes may have upon your strategic plan, ask an expert in that field for advice.
          

        

      

    

  
    Understanding your Customers

    
      The driving force behind any plan is what the customer wants from you as a supplier. Analyze why your customers buy from you and what their ideal is, then prioritize their needs to ensure that you design your strategy to serve them better.
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      Look at the service you provide from your customers’ point of view.
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      Appoint a team member to discuss your organization’s performance with customers.


    
      Identifying buying criteria

      Customers trade product or service features against the price they are willing to pay for them. They also judge the quality of their relationship with a company’s representatives and whether business processes give them customer satisfaction. To build customer loyalty, understand their buying criteria. What questions will they use to compare you with your competitors? Ask people in your organization who deal directly with customers for their input, and take into account potential customers as well as existing ones.

    

    
      Defining the ideal

      Find out what your customers see as the ideal offering in four main areas: product, process, people, and price. Ask for their opinion either in a meeting, on the telephone, or by inviting them to be present at part of the planning session. An internal customer, for example, will tell you why he or she might turn to an external supplier to replace your service. These points make up the buying criteria and will fit into one of the four factors mentioned elsewhere in the content.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	Not all customers have the same desires and expectations.

          	If customers are asked the right questions, they are more likely to tell you exactly what they want.

          	Achieving a customer’s ideal may be impossible, but knowing what it is will help you to come close.

          	New or potential customers should not be overlooked.

        

      

    

    
      Prioritizing criteria

      Having identified your customers’ buying criteria, the next step is to decide which are the most important to them. The priorities you set now will have an impact on the decisions you make later in the planning process regarding your products, processes, people, and prices. Think about the relative importance of the criteria to each other when it comes to deciding on which changes to make to improve your service; you do not want to work hard on issues that the customer thinks less significant, particularly if that means putting less effort into issues they believe to be vital. If the team finds it difficult to agree on priorities in any of these areas, go back to your key customers again for their views and, if necessary, make good use of the brainstorming technique to discuss the possibilities.
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            Setting priorities
          
          
            Work out customers’ priorities by listing their criteria in four key areas: product (what you supply); process (how you deal with customers); people (the quality of those who deal with customers); and price (cost to the customer). Note what customers would ideally want against each one. Finally, prioritize the criteria by rating how important the ideal is to the customer on a scale of 1–10. The higher the figure the greater the priority.
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      Make sure that your customers’ real requirements drive the plan.

  
    Analyzing Competitors

    
      Understanding your customers and meeting their expectations will only result in success if your performance exceeds that of the competition. Analyze your competitors’ capabilities to identify potential opportunities and threats.
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      Learn from your competitors’ failures as well as their successes.
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      Use competitive analysis to build team spirit.

    
      Examining competitors

      If you have many competitors, choose a few key ones to analyze. Obtain competitors’ brochures and promotional material to ascertain what they see as their strengths and how they present them to customers, and look at trade journals for product comparisons and reviews. Customers can be a source of competitive knowledge, as can new recruits who have come from a competitor. Make a chart of your competitors’ ability to meet your customers’ criteria, so you can see where they are nearer to the customers’ ideal than you are.
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            Focusing on analysis
          
          
            Remember that at this stage you are not making decisions. Do not take action, even if you spot an opportunity, until you move into the planning process. Then use your findings to make the right strategic choices.
          

        

      

    

    
      Cultural differences

      North Americans tend to have a quicker and more widespread acceptance of new technology opportunities than Europeans; this can give them a competitive advantage over their rivals in Europe. It also means that if you are marketing a new technology in Europe, the North American market cannot be used as a benchmark for its success.

    

    
      Envisaging the future

      Most organizations see their current competitors as providers of similar products or services. But in the future this may not be the case. There is often more than one way of doing things. If, for example, you run a helicopter service ferrying people out to an exclusive conference center, a current competitor may be another contractor offering to run the same route. But future competitors might be videoconferencing companies who would render the journey completely unnecessary. Think about what your customers’ requirements are likely to be in the future and research additional ways of meeting their needs. Bear in mind that your competitors are certain to be doing this, too.

    

    
      Assessing opportunities

      Once you have completed your competitive analysis, you will be able to see clearly where there are major differences between your capability to meet your customers’ priority criteria and your competitors’ ability to do the same. Where you are significantly nearer to meeting your customers’ ideal than your competitors, you will probably find that later on in the planning process you will have an opportunity to exploit this fact and, by so doing, to sell more products and services.
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      Keep information on the behavior of competitors – it may come in useful later.
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      Never ignore a threat but build a way of dealing with it into the plan.

    
      Identifying threats

      Where your approach and abilities are similar, the customer will see no particular advantage in buying from you or your competitor. Where the competitor has a significant advantage, you may choose to reduce this threat to your success when it comes to making decisions later. Think widely about the possibilities, because other organizations will be doing the same when considering their prospects in terms of your customers.

    

  
    Assessing your Skills and Capabilities

    
      Analysis of processes, information systems, resources, and team skills enables you to plan within your capabilities. However, rather than allow weaknesses to limit strategy, note areas for improvement and aim to build them into the plan later.
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      Remember that no business process lasts for ever.

    
      [image: DK]
      In a changing environment, everyone must find ways to improve their skills.


    
      Examining internal business processes

      Your business processes must be efficient if you are to impress customers. Examine them all closely and note those that need working on. You may need to review the way you take and confirm orders, revise terms and conditions, change how you inform staff of an order and distribute your products, and reassess the after-sales service you provide. Look particularly for duplication, gaps, and frequent areas of complaint.

    

    
      Accessing information

      Examine how well your information systems, whether computerized or manual, provide people with the right information in the right format at the right time. Ask members of the team to note instances when their work has been delayed because they have had to spend precious time chasing information that could have been included in an easily accessible standard report or document. You may need to brainstorm to draw up a comprehensive list of information gaps. Finally, decide which of these gaps prevents the team giving a first-class service to its customers.

    

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Can I easily find the answers to customers’ questions if I do not already know them?

          	Do I have to regularly correct information I receive?

          	Do I ever have to ask someone to wait because a certain piece of information has not yet reached me?

          	Am I always aware of how close my results actually are to my targets?

        

      

    

    
      Reviewing team skills

      Ask people to talk about their strengths and weaknesses in relation to meeting customer needs. Try to make them feel positive about the process; after all, you are discussing formulating a new strategy that will bring the team greater success and more opportunities in the future. Review resources so you can be sure that nothing is preventing you from giving first-class service to the customer. Look at office accommodation, factory space, and warehousing, and assess how well they meet your needs now, and how suitable they will be in the future. Similarly, think about machinery, vehicles, and computer equipment.
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            Putting the team at ease
          
          
            When assessing the team’s strengths and weaknesses in an open meeting, make sure everyone feels at ease. Use positive body language such as direct eye-contact.
          

        

      

    

    
      [image: DK]
      
    

    
      Discussing strengths and weaknesses

      While some people feel secure enough to speak about their strengths and weaknesses openly, many do not. Start by discussing everyone’s strengths, and it will then be easier to talk about areas for improvement, particularly if you use positive questions such as the following:

      “How has your job changed since you started work here?”

      “How, broadly, could we all improve our performance?”

      “Do we offer enough training?”

      “Are there times when you find yourself in a difficult situation and are uncertain of how to tackle it?”

    

  
    Summarizing the Analysis

    
      Analysis produces a wealth of information. It is important to extract the most valuable elements, or those that will have the greatest effect on your strategy, and document them in a summary. Use this as the starting point for the planning process.
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      Make sure the team understands the purpose of the summary.
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      Use a quick SWOT analysis to solve any problems as they arise.

    
      Assessing your SWOT

      A SWOT summary details your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, often in the form of a matrix. The chart below highlights questions you can ask to help you decide which key elements from your analysis belong under which headings.

      
        
          Understanding your team’s SWOT
        
        
          	
            
              Strengths What is the team competent at? What is the team really good at?
          	
            
              Weaknesses Where is the team short of resources or capabilities? Where does it have competitive disadvantages?
        

        
          	
            
              Opportunities How could the team boost its sales to customers and improve its service? Where are there new markets?
          	
            
              Threats How might your products and services be overtaken? Which markets are deteriorating?
        

      

    

    
      Creating a SWOT summary

      Bring the mass of information you have collected during the analysis phase into a manageable summary using a SWOT matrix. SWOT is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. You have already listed external trends, studied your customers and competitors, and reviewed your internal capabilities. Now pick the key elements and group them under the SWOT headings. The SWOT summary is a structured exercise that helps to clarify the team’s views, acts as a powerful “driver” of the plan, and provides a way of measuring progress.

    

    
      Cultural differences

      Business people in Asia tend to fear “losing face” if they admit to deficiencies, so they tend not to list so many weaknesses. The British concentrate too much on their weaknesses, overlooking their strengths. The French have a reputation for original thinking during SWOT brainstormings.

    

    
      Documenting findings

      When compiling your summary, make sure that the strengths you have identified are truly of benefit to the customer. For example, if the customer wants a fast response to problems and you have set up a software-based help desk, then that is a strength. If you have highly skilled staff but no help desk, that is a weakness. By listing your weaknesses, you will be able to identify key areas where you could improve performance and service (which you document as opportunities). List as threats those issues in your analysis that, if ignored, may damage your ability to succeed.

    

    
      Sharing the summary

      Before you use the summary as a basis for your strategic plan, show it to your stakeholders. This allows them to point out any areas of misunderstanding or issues that are already being addressed elsewhere in the organization. It may also be useful to share your summary with key customers. You may choose to remove any sensitive information from the summary before showing it to them, but remember that most relationships benefit from openness. When you eventually produce the strategic plan, the summary will give you a number of drivers. Look for ways in which you can use your strengths, remove your weaknesses, exploit your opportunities, and avoid or overcome threats. Since you have spent time analyzing what is important to the customer, you can be confident that your final plan will be “customer driven.”

    

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Is it easy to see the main drivers of my business by looking at the SWOT summary?

          	Is the language used in the SWOT summary clear, concise, and simple?

          	Have I validated the summary with enough stakeholders by discussing it with them?

          	Does the entire team agree to all the points in the summary?
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          Reviewing the SWOT summary
        
        
          Use the SWOT summary as a tool to determine the underlying assumptions of your strategic plan. Remember that it needs to be reviewed regularly and kept up to date for it to be effective.
        

      

    

  
    Planning a Strategy

    
      An effective strategic plan is developed methodically, drawing on the in-depth analysis that has been carried out. Now is the time to make a series of choices that will form the basis for change.

    

  
    Staging the Process

    
      A strategic plan is formulated in stages, involving the team and any stakeholders you may wish to include. The decisions you make at each step will give your strategy direction, while a final test will check that the focus is right prior to implementation.
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      Always consider the implications of a decision before finalizing it.
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      Enlist the help of others to make the plan as successful as possible.


    
      Setting out the stages

      The first stage in building a strategy is to define your aims. Once you have a clear direction, you will be able to determine where your competitive advantage lies, or what your team or organization has that is unique and that customers want. You will then need to set boundaries and choose areas on which you wish to focus, decide which stakeholders you wish to consult as you go through the process, and work out a timeline. As a guideline, a simple plan can probably be worked out within a couple of days, while a complex one could take up to three months.

    

    
      
        Planning strategy in stages
      
      
        	
          Stages
        
        	
          Factors to consider
        
      

      
        	
          Define Purpose Create a definitive statement of future goals, agreed with superiors, team members, and stakeholders.
        	
          
            
              	Your purpose must fit in with the strategic aims of other departments and teams in the organization.

              	The statement should be kept brief and clear, concentrating on simple definitions of intent.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Determine Advantage Compose a brief statement identifying why customers will buy from you rather than anyone else.
        	
          
            
              	Other stakeholders, such as the marketing team, may help in deciding on your competitive advantage.

              	The advantages must be enduring, since strategy focuses on the long term.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Set Boundaries List the products and markets you will deal in and those you definitely will not, approved by the entire team.
        	
          
            
              	Too many boundaries will make the team inflexible; too few will prevent the team from focusing clearly.

              	If team members have plans for products or services, they should air them when setting boundaries.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Choose Areas of Emphasis Identify products and markets that are considered worthwhile areas for more time and resources.
        	
          
            
              	Dividing products, services, markets, and customers into groups will help with choosing priorities.

              	Emphasis will need to be reviewed on a regular basis as circumstances change.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Estimate a Budget Examine the costs of allocating resources to product markets and forecast expected profits.
        	
          
            
              	In organizations with a standard budgeting process, an expert in this field should be involved.

              	Other stakeholders may be needed to supply information for cost estimates.
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      Never assume you have everything right. Review and update your decisions regularly.


    
      Checking the strategy

      At the end of the strategic planning process, you will list the key criteria of the new strategy in a template, known as a “business case template.” This is used to test both current activities and future ideas, or business scenarios, to ascertain whether or not they will fit in with your strategy. If, for example, a criteria is to keep service staff to a minimum, an idea for new, high-maintenance product would fail to measure up against the template. You could either discard the idea, or make it fit the template by altering the product or service, or putting more resources into that market.

    

  
    Defining your Purpose

    
      Every business must have a primary purpose. Why do you and your team exist in your own organization and in the context of the outside world? Define your aims and agree on a statement of purpose to keep you focused as you develop the plan.
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      Make sure that your team is able to state its purpose.
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      See that your purpose fits in with that of your organization.

    
      Considering aims

      If your superior has asked you to start the strategic planning process, you may be given a definite set of aims at the outset. If you are creating the strategy for yourself, then define your aims by discussing them with others. Think about the wording you use, since your purpose forms the first boundary for the strategic plan and should help all stakeholders understand where the strategy will lead.

    

    
      
        Involving others in defining purpose
      
      
        	
          Manager As manager, you have overall responsibility for deciding on your team’s purpose, but it is important to discuss your aims with colleagues throughout the organization, and outside it if necessary, in order to agree on the direction to take.

        	
          
            
              	
                Superiors Talk to superiors about your aims, since they will have to check that your strategic purpose fits in with that of the organization overall.

            

            
              	
                Stakeholders Involve stakeholders to help draft your aims and refine the wording. They may have valuable suggestions to make on getting the focus right.

            

            
              	
                Team Members Ask key members of the team to agree the final definition of aims, taking into account any suggestions made by superiors and stakeholders.
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      Talk through your aims with other teams to foster good relations.


    
      Discussing aims with colleagues

      Teams fit within organizations and, to operate effectively, need good links with other teams. Make sure that your team understands how its strategy fits in with those of other teams within the organization, and appreciates the aims of cross-functional teams with whom it has dealings. Some organizations have a formal structure in place for communicating strategic aims among staff; but if one does not exist, it is up to you to ensure that your team’s aims are made known.

    

    
      Creating a purpose statement

      Ask your team to come up with a simple definition of what it is going to sell to what markets. Do not be tempted to write a “mission statement” because these tend to be long and rather vague. Instead, make sure that the team concentrates on creating a statement that is succinct and clear, based on the good research it has carried out on customers and competitors.
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      Keep your statements of purpose short, to the point, and action-oriented.


    
      
        Strengthening purpose statements
      
      
        	
          Weak statements
        
        	
          Questions raised
        
        	
          Strong statements
        
      

      
        	“We will concentrate on exploiting our considerable experience in food products.”
        	Will you only be selling products? Where do you intend selling them?
        	“We will supply food products and services to North American markets (mainly Canada) in the first two years of our overseas operation.”
      

      
        	“We will become the center of excellence for the company in information technology.”
        	Who and where are your customers? What do you think you will be doing for them?
        	“We will provide computer hardware, software, and application systems to all the departments in head office.”
      

    

  
    Determining Competitive Advantages

    
      Your distinctive capabilities, or whatever your team or organization does that sets it apart, form the backbone of your strategy. Carefully review your analysis in order to create a statement that clearly sums up your enduring competitive advantages.
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      Remember that whoever won yesterday may not win tomorrow.
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      Check that your customer agrees with what you see as an advantage.

    
      Starting a review

      To pinpoint your enduring advantage, first review your findings from the initial three analysis stages. Look at the trends identified in your analysis of the environment to see where you are ahead in terms of products or markets, then list any strengths that have been brought to your attention while analyzing your customers. Finally, list the capabilities revealed by your internal review. To qualify as a true advantage, a strength must be recognized as such by the customer. For example, your staff may be highly qualified and motivated, but they can only be considered a strength if they provide your customers with a fast and efficient service.
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            Seeking opinions
          
          
            Meet with customers or suppliers and ask them for their views on where you have the advantage over the competition. They will have an objective opinion and may well offer interesting suggestions or insights.
          

        

      

    

    
      Summarizing competitive analysis

      Examine your analysis of the competition. If your performance is no better than that of your rival, ask yourself why your customers have not switched to another supplier. The answer will reveal your true source of advantage. Alternatively, if your team supplies internal customers, imagine that a new manager has challenged you to justify your existence. The statement of competitive advantage should help you to understand how to win against the competition.

    

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Is our statement of competitive advantage useful in determining which products and services we should sell?

          	Does each advantage put us ahead of all our competitors?

          	Would our main customers agree with the statement?

          	Do our brochures reflect the same advantage?
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      Once you have identified an advantage, use it.
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          Using your analysis
        
        
          A systematic review of your analysis will enable you to agree on lots of advantages. It is up to you to then decide which ones you are really going to depend upon.
        

      

    

    
      Determining enduring advantages

      There is little point in the team agreeing on a source of advantage that will be lost in the near future. Any advantage should have the potential for surviving at least into year two of the plan. One reason why it is extremely dangerous for organizations to rely on slogans such as “our people are our main source of advantage” is that it makes the organization vulnerable; employees will not stay in the same job forever. Finally, make sure that you express your competitive advantages in terms familiar to your customers to show that they offer real value to them.

    

  
    Setting Boundaries

    
      Your customers and prospects will make many demands. You cannot fulfill them all. Draw up definite parameters so that the team is clear about what it will and will not focus on, and ensure that everyone agrees to abide by the boundaries set.
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      Planning what not to do is as vital as planning what to do.
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      Choose customers who will be there for the long term.

    
      Improving effectiveness

      Setting boundaries is essential to prevent people from wasting time and energy chasing opportunities that are not exactly what the customer needs or what the team wants to deliver. Trying to be all things to all people leads to a lack of team focus, thinly spread resources and, ultimately, failure. Clarifying boundaries early on will help to restrict the choices to be considered later in the planning process. It will also improve operational effectiveness by concentrating on those points that the team believes to be important.
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            Agreeing boundaries
          
          
            If team members have plans or products that they are convinced particular customers would love, now is the time to sell those ideas to the rest of the team. However, they must be prepared to accept boundaries, even if their ideas are rejected – or face leaving the team.
          

        

      

    

    
      Targeting markets and customers

      Rejecting markets and customers is difficult, but understanding the boundaries is vital here, too. It is far better to identify and target customer groups than adopt a “shotgun” approach where any expression of interest is investigated. Draw up a list of what you are going to sell to whom, and what you will not sell. A commercial organization will often target people who pay the best price and give the highest profit margin. An internal organization may focus on customers in the fastest developing part of the business. Make sure the decision on markets is good for the long term.
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      Make it clear that exceptions to the boundaries set are not allowed.

  
    Choosing Strategic Emphasis

    
      Your strategic emphasis dictates where you should allocate time and resources. To get the priorities right, look at your products, services, markets, and customers in terms of groups. Bear in mind that circumstances change, so review your emphasis regularly.
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      The more you focus, the faster your effectiveness will improve.
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      Talk to your suppliers to check that you have grouped products correctly.


    
      Grouping products and services

      If you have many different products and services, you will find them far more manageable if you consider them in terms of groups when deciding which are most important. Group products by whatever criteria is appropriate, such as by their complexity. A simple group might require little after-sales support, a complex one might need a lot of support, for example. Or you could group products according to value, size, maturity, or manufacturing process. Exploring creative options for groups can often spark new ideas.

    

    
      Segmenting markets and customers

      Markets and customers can be grouped, too, allowing you to focus clearly on a shorter, more specific list. Bear in mind that a more creative approach may reap benefits. The first bank to set up a telephone banking service realized that there was a new group of people to cater to during a strategic planning session. These people wanted to bank using technology rather than visit branches, and to bank outside normal business hours.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	The more your team focuses its energy and resources, the more effectively it will perform.

          	Concentrating on a specific market will make you more knowledgable about your customers’ business

          	Markets and customers could be segmented by region, size, growth potential, value, or selling process or channel.

        

      

    

    
      Establishing priorities

      In order to identify which groups are important for today’s cash flow and which are going to be important for the long term, examine potential volumes and sales values over the next two to three years. In terms of market forecasts, look at each group in the same way and estimate their current and future sales revenues and/or profits. Consider what each group needs in order to be successful. For example, you may find that one group of products may need automatic packing, while another requires extremely quick distribution. Decide what you have to do to be successful with each product and market group and remember to use this information when you look for gaps in your capabilities later.
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      Encourage debate on priorities to help focus the team.

    
      Adapting to new emphasis

      A shift of emphasis can often lead to changes in the way that team members work. In this case, Jane acted promptly when she realized that Derek was having problems in his new area. By arranging extra training and help, she was able to give him confidence and he adapted well to his new area of responsibility.

      
        Case study

        Having agreed with her team to choose a new area of emphasis, Jane, the manager, was aware that one of her team members, Derek, was not entirely happy. The change meant that he would be selling to retailers rather than to the distribution customers with whom he had been working for a while. When his performance began to suffer, Jane called Derek into her office at a time when she knew they would not be interrupted and asked for his concerns. He admitted that he felt he knew very little about the retail business and was not confident about his ability to improve sales. Jane was then able to send him on a familiarization course. She also organized a good customer to spend time with Derek explaining the details of retailing. Derek soon got his confidence back, and his sales figures improved dramatically.
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      Be realistic; remember that resources for new areas must come from somewhere.

    
      Cultural differences

      Nobody doubts the wisdom of trying out markets on a pilot basis. The North Americans tend to be more adventurous in tackling high-volume sales, since their domestic market is so huge. They are less likely than their European colleagues to “wait and see” and risk rival organizations taking the opportunity from them. Asians like to be sure that the market is there before they hit it hard with quality, quantity, and competitive pricing.

    

    
      Agreeing emphasis

      If the team is to work together to improve overall performance, each member must agree where the strategic emphasis should lie. A split in focus can cause conflict and adversely affect performance, particularly when team members come from different areas of the organization. For example, people who deal with customers may believe that the focus should be on easy-to-sell products, while those responsible for manufacturing more complex products completely disagree. Check that your stakeholders agree with the areas you have chosen to emphasize, too. Use a simple matrix to encourage the team to think about the importance of each product and market. This will help you to agree on the amount of time and resources you are going to put into them in the future.
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          Documenting changes in emphasis
        
        
          Devise a product-market matrix showing where you plan to upgrade and reduce emphasis on products or services. The team can then use this for easy reference.
        

      

    

    
      Changing emphasis

      As you change products or there are changes to your markets, you will have to change emphasis in each product-market segment as a result. If your customer group is putting such an emphasis on low cost that your profit margin is being badly squeezed, you may choose to downgrade your effort and, over time, withdraw from that segment. How often you do this depends on the volatility of your product markets. Change is particularly rapid in the technology industry, for example, so a software developer may have to review its emphasis on product markets at least twice a year. In the steel industry, on the other hand, emphasis would probably need reviewing only occasionally.
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            Reviewing emphasis
          
          
            It is very easy to become complacent when all is going according to plan. Encourage team members to keep asking questions to make sure that the strategic emphasis is absolutely correct.
          

        

      

    

    
      Questions to ask yourself

      
        
          	Why are we getting such poor sales results from this product market?

          	Are we sure that this product market is going to continue at this growth for another two years?

          	If sales in this area take so much effort, is it worth it?
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      Use logic rather than emotion to find focus.
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      Discuss and agree emphasis with everyone involved.

    
      Resolving problems

      As circumstances change and you review your emphasis, you are likely to notice anomalies and discover areas that no longer deserve so many resources and as much time. Plan to reduce the amount of effort in declining areas and take resources away before the sales value becomes insufficient to pay for the people involved. If you find an area of good potential, now is the time to put in more resources and achieve competitive advantage. Communicating the product-market matrix throughout the company could greatly contribute to getting a cross-functional “one team” view of the whole or part of the organization.

    

  
    Estimating a Budget

    
      Understanding the financial implications of a strategy is fundamental to its success. Look at potential sales volumes, take into account your areas of strategic emphasis, and estimate future costs to arrive at an overall budget.
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      Understand your plan’s financial implications to improve its quality.
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      Check that your customer would agree with your sales forecast.
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      Base your budget on realistic sales estimates.

    
      Forecasting revenues

      It is important to forecast sales in detail for the next year and at least in outline for two years after that. This is a difficult exercise, but if you miss it out or do it without thought, you risk producing an unrealistic plan; either you will not achieve the sales to make the budget work or you will not be able to supply the number of orders received. Think through your likely sales in terms of optimistic, most likely, and pessimistic, for each product market. In the end, the forecast of what you are committed to sell drives all the other budgets, such as production and distribution.

    

    
      Becoming numerate

      Accounting is not a natural talent for most people, but in order to plan and follow through strategy successfully, it is important to understand the basics of budgeting and forecasting. If there is any financial issue you do not fully understand, take steps to improve your knowledge, either by reading up on the subject or by taking an accounting course. Once you understand the principles of accounting, you will learn from the experience of actually drawing up budgets, writing business plans, doing management accounts, and studying financial reports. This may be a rather laborious process at first, but as you grow increasingly comfortable with managing figures, you will become faster and more skilled at all aspects of accounting.

    

    
      Estimating costs

      From your sales forecasts and understanding of your customers’ needs, you can make an estimate of any costs involved. Generally, it is useful to break down costs into five categories: people, supplies, facilities, equipment, and information. You may need the help of other stakeholders to complete this stage. For example, it may be useful to know what the IT department intends charging you for information services over the next two to three years. Concentrate on getting numbers that are realistic rather than wholly accurate.
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            Setting out budgets
          
          
            The items of expenditure on this concise budget form have been broken down into five separate categories. The total expenditure and income are then given, followed by the estimated profit.
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      Look at every cost now to avoid major revisions later.
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      Always ask yourself what would happen if sales were to fall.

    
      Calculating margin

      To work out the operating margin, deduct expenditure from income. In most organizations, there is a standard way of doing budgets. In small organizations, the availability of cash is most important, and it is likely that the team will produce a “cashflow,” which is a document showing the timing of payments and receipts. In large organizations, a cashflow is necessary for any team operating in an area where the volume of sales is likely to grow or fall away dramatically.

    

  
    Integrating Strategy

    
      When formulating your plan, make sure that it will integrate well into the organization as a whole. Its aims must be consistent with the plans of other departments to avoid internal conflict and confusion in the marketplace.

    

    
      [image: DK]
      Always present one consistent strategy to your customers.
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      Think about your interfaces with other departments.
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      Be prepared to give ground in order to reach agreement.

    
      Identifying potential conflict

      At every stage in the creation of your plan, look for areas of potential conflict that could jeopardize its success. For example, if strategic thinking is not common practice in your organization, you may, unintentionally, highlight the outmoded and ineffective methods of working of other teams, so act sensitively. Consider whether other teams will understand the need for the changes that you propose. Be sure of your reasons for change before discussing the plan with other teams. Try to work out a mutually acceptable way ahead, and always be prepared to compromise as you move along.

    

    
      Making processes compatible

      Always develop your plan with the rest of the organization in mind. If you cannot initiate a new process while an old process remains in place for other teams, determine how this situation can be rectified. Open negotiations with other teams and stimulate thoughts of change and improvement. As team manager, discuss matters with your peers to make the planning process a cycle, so that if one team formulates a plan, the changes required to another team’s plan will be anticipated and easy to initiate. As a result, both plans will be improved.
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      Focus people on the positive aspects of change.
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      Organize informal discussions on strategy with other teams.

    
      Aligning strategies

      The whole process of aligning strategies is made easier where teams follow an agreed procedure, as well as standard techniques and documents, when creating their plans. If your organization does not currently standardize the formulation of its strategic plans, you could always suggest a simple, step-by-step approach. Computer software, for example, has a vital role to play in standardizing procedures, allowing organizations to communicate and update their planning process online. Stress the benefits to your organization of all teams being able to learn from each other’s experiences, as well as from their own.
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            Using process maps
          
          
            When projects involve different teams, use a process map to identify where each stage of a process moves between them. The danger points lie at the handover stage, where delays or misunderstandings may occur. To avoid problems, ensure that each team sees its own part in the process in the context of everyone else’s.
          

        

      

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	The most successful organizations do not have impenetrable “walls” between departments.

          	Once a process has passed to another team, it will still need to be monitored if it affects your customers.

          	Documenting processes always leads to their improvement.
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      Many people in your organization have knowledge and experience – make use of these resources.

  
    Testing the Strategy

    
      You now have a strategic plan to which everyone should be committed, until events require you to review and amend it. To maintain the plan’s effectiveness, it is important to be able to test current activities and new ideas for strategic fit.
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      Ensure that everyone knows the key tests for a new idea.
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      Keep referring people back to the strategy to maintain focus.

    
      Building a business case template

      A business case template enables you to assess whether new ideas fit with your strategy. To create the template, list the most important criteria of your strategy. One criteria, for example, might be to maximize short-term sales. Give each criteria a rating out of 10 that reflects its importance, with 10 being the highest priority. To test a new idea, define how you would ideally meet each criteria. For example, if a criteria is to keep staff to a minimum, you might define the ideal as a reduction in staff. Rate the new idea out of 10 according to how close it comes to the ideal, then multiply the two scores to give a weighting. Ideally, the new idea should score 10 against each criteria, so calculate this. Add up each set of scores to give you total ideal and actual weightings, then work out a percentage.
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            Testing a new idea
          
          
            In the template below, a new idea is measured against three criteria. It scores well against the first and third criteria but not so well against the second. Added together, the weighting scores give a total figure that is translated into a percentage. With 61 percent, this idea has a reasonable strategic fit.
          

        

      

    

    
      Using business cases

      It is no good having a well-defined strategy on what you are going to sell and to whom if, in reality, everyone ignores it. Encourage the team to use the business case as a matter of course, both to check what they are doing currently (are they concentrating on the agreed strategic emphasis?) and to test every new opportunity for viability. Adopting such a logical process for assessing current and new plans encourages team members to view issues objectively. The more the business case template is used, the more experienced the team will become at evaluating suggestions. Additionally, once team members realize exactly what the criteria and ideal are, they will be more likely to make suggestions that come close to these important requirements.
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            Clarifying the process
          
          
            Make sure that the team understands how new opportunities will be evaluated. Having a formal process for reviewing ideas emphasizes that all suggestions are important and will be taken seriously.
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      Make it clear that all new ideas must be tested against the template.
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      Look at the risk of ideas not going as well as hoped.

    
      Using a business case

      Peter’s boss had made him fully aware that any new ideas for the company should be tested against the business case template. This meant that Peter could take it upon himself to come up with a well-argued and easy-to-implement idea. He knew that the idea would work with the overall strategy because he had been able to test its viability himself.

      
        Case study

        Peter, a sales executive for a frozen foods company, had the idea of offering a new home delivery service to domestic clients. A survey of customers revealed that many would welcome the service. He decided to test his idea against the business case template to see whether it fitted the company strategy. The template had three criteria: short-term sales had a high priority; quality of service medium priority; and long-term sales high priority. He had a high score against the first criteria but needed to score highly against the third, too. In a trade newspaper, Peter found results of a national survey showing that home delivery, with orders coming from the Internet as well as the telephone, were set to grow hugely. This meant that his proposal scored well against the template, and a project to start home delivery was put into place.

      

    

  
    Communicating Clearly

    
      For your strategy to succeed, it is vital that everyone who needs to know about it is informed. Communicate your plan to every stakeholder so that they understand what the strategy will do for them, and you will gain their commitment to it.
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      If people do not know what you are trying to do, they cannot help.
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      Be as frank and open as possible with colleagues.

    
      [image: DK]
      Keep everyone up to date on any proposed changes.

    
      Keeping stakeholders informed

      Since stakeholders – whether superiors, colleagues in other departments, team members who have not been involved in the entire planning process, or customers and suppliers – have a vested interest in the strategic plan, each of them needs to be kept informed of developments relevant to them. Keep the language you use simple and define all important terms; even a word such as “sale” can have different meanings to different people within the same organization.

    

    
      Getting feedback

      Whichever method of communication you use, make sure that there is a feedback mechanism in place whereby stakeholders can let you know what they think of the plan and its impact on them. Everyone in the organization should be viewed as the eyes and ears of the team. The salespeople, for example, know what the customers are saying, just as site engineers will have an insider’s view of how work is progressing. Each has a role to play in checking and molding the final version of the strategy. So make sure communication is two-way and listen. Then listen some more. Use feedback in a review meeting to spark changes and improvements to the plan.

      
        Cultural differences

        In the UK and, to a certain extent, Scandinavia, metaphors, similes, and irony are used extensively in business dealings, not to be impolite but to strongly emphasize a point. In the US, Canada, and Germany, such figures of speech are more likely to be taken literally, causing possible, unintended offense.

      

    

    
      
        Communicating the strategy
      
      
        	
          Method of communication
        
        	
          Factors to consider
        
      

      
        	
          Detailed Report The whole plan, including the planning process and change projects.
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              	Documentation should be clearly laid out and backed up with the analysis information.

              	Only superiors and key team members should receive the plan in its entirety.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Outline Report A one-page outline of the strategy; extracts of the plan relevant to the stakeholder.
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              	This report should be personalized for stakeholders, stressing factors that will have a direct effect on them.

              	Any other parties who might benefit from the information can receive an outline report.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Presentation A summary of the strategy and implementation plan using visual aids.

        	
          
            
              	Presentation material must look professional and convincing.

              	Team members, internal stakeholders, and manager’s peer group should be invited.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Newsletters Updates on the progress of the strategy and plan.
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              	Reports should be kept brief and circulated to team members and stakeholders regularly.

              	Preparing newsletters can be delegated to a key team member.

            

          

        
      

      
        	
          Letters and E-Mails Specific extracts from the strategy and plan, or updates on change projects.
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              	These are quick to produce and useful for keeping a large number of people updated.

              	Stakeholders with a limited interest in the strategy need only minimal information.

            

          

        
      

    

    
      Gaining commitment

      When communicating the strategy, encourage your audience to ask themselves the question, “So what does this mean to me and the way I do my job?” This helps them to understand the strategy. Ask people to commit to their role in the plan, and, where it is important, confirm those commitments in writing. Communicating the plan is also a continuous process. Ensure you keep those who need to know regularly updated on progress.
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      Aim to finish off communications with a summary of agreed actions.

  
    Implementing a Strategy

    
      Implementing a strategic plan involves setting change projects in motion that will achieve strategic aims. Learn how to change for the future while maximizing performance today.

    

  
    Prioritizing Change

    
      The first step in implementing a strategy is to identify areas for improvement. Compare the current situation with the ideal to see where there are gaps, then group changes that are critical to your strategy into areas for immediate action.
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      Learn to live with business processes that you are unable to change.
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      Always aim for the best possible result.
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      Deal with the most important areas for improvement first.

    
      Listing improvements

      Draw up a comprehensive list of between 50 to 100 issues that need improvement in order for the new strategy to succeed. This will provide you with the starting point for planning the changes. You can compile this list yourself if it comes easily to you, or you can ask key members of the team to brainstorm it with you. Pose the question, “Given what we are trying to achieve, how, in an ideal world, would our organization operate in the areas of business processes, technology, and people?” This will lead to several answers. You now know what would be ideal.

    

    
      Identifying gaps

      By reviewing your current situation and comparing it to the ideal, you will reveal gaps. These will probably never be fully closed, since there is always room for improvements. Nevertheless the major gaps – the ones you must do something about – will be clear. At the opposite end of the scale, there will be much less important gaps where improvements would be desirable but not necessarily essential.

    

    
      Things to do

      
        
          	Look at your processes, such as how you handle customer orders.

          	Assess whether you need to upgrade your technology.

          	Look at staffing structure: might smaller teams serve the customer better?

          	Check that you have the right people with the necessary skills on the team.

          	Look at support resources: does the team have backup?

        

      

    

    
      Setting priorities

      List each area for improvement and mark it as high, medium, or low under the categories of impact and urgency. You have no option but to deal with those changes that have a high impact and high urgency. Use the measure to prioritize the changes, then group them so that you arrive at, say, eight to 10 areas for change. These groupings are called “change projects.” As you implement your strategy, the team should find itself tackling high-impact changes before they become high-urgency.

      
        Comparing priorities

        The good prioritizing team looks ahead and tackles critical jobs first, giving them control over the strategy. Bad prioritizers react to the past and put off demanding activities, leading to loss of control.

        Prioritizing Well

        
          
            	Puts emphasis where needed, even if changes involved are difficult

            	Quickly handles high-impact, high-urgency improvements

            	Takes external influences into account without losing focus

            	Takes considered risks

          

        

        Prioritizing Badly

        
          
            	Carries out only those changes that are easy to make

            	Waits for bad results before making changes

            	Makes external influences the main drivers of the plan

            	Chooses the safest option

          

        

      

    

  
    Planning Change

    
      Bringing about effective change is vital to strategic success. Take a disciplined approach and work out action plans for all your change projects with objectives, milestones, and timelines. These then form part of your overall implementation plan.
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      If change will not bring definite benefits, it is not worthwhile.
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      Look for big improvements from change projects.

    
      Moving forward

      Change projects are aimed at improving long-term operational effectiveness and could take from a few weeks to two years or more to complete, depending on the complexity and degree of change involved. Break down each project into an action plan, with estimated start and end dates. As you change for the future, continue with operational plans and targets that rule how you run today’s business. Once change projects are under way, you may then need to review operations to accommodate them.

    

    
      Learning from the past

      Keep good notes as you tackle each change project, so that you or your colleagues can refer to them in the future when similar challenges present themselves. Find out whether anyone in the organization has had experience of making the same type of changes that you are planning and ask to borrow their notes. Referring to what has been done before may give you valuable insights into the task at hand.
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            Keeping a record
          
          
            Update progress notes regularly so that you can make them immediately available to colleagues who may need to carry out similar activities urgently.
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      When wording objectives, make them unambiguous.

    
      Defining objectives

      Before deciding on an action plan, make sure you have defined exactly what each change project is trying to achieve and by when. It is important to produce objectives that are as tight and specific as possible. Follow the SMART rule, a useful management acronym that defines objectives as:


      
        
          	Stretching – they should challenge the manager and the team;

          	Measurable – they must be quantifiable;

          	Achievable – they must be realistic;

          	Related to the customer – they should improve service to them;

          	Time-targeted – they must have be an end date.

        

      

      By setting such objectives you ensure that everyone has a clear definition of what you hope to gain and a better understanding of the value of the change.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	The wording of the objective should be clear enough to enable people who are new to the team to understand it.

          	Each change project may have several objectives.

          	Most people prefer a set objective to a list of tasks because it provides more of a challenge.

        

      

    

    
      Allocating responsibility

      Change projects can be tricky to implement since many people are resistant to change. A major change in attitude, such as changing your customers’ perception of your company, can also be a long and difficult process. Yet for the change to happen, someone must take overall responsibility for it. Usually, the team member with the most relevant experience takes charge. If it is not obvious who this should be, then it falls to the manager.
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            Taking responsibility
          
          
            Each change project should be overseen by a single team member who is held accountable. The person responsible then has the task of making sure that everyone else in the team does what is required.
          

        

      

    

    
      Setting milestones

      Change projects, by their nature, are often far-reaching. If, for example, you are trying to redefine all your business processes, you will not be able to succeed overnight. Having established the objective of the change project, it is important to set some milestones as steps on the way to success so that the team can check if the change project is on track. Ask yourself, “What do I need to do to reach each milestone?”, and break down the work into a series of tasks. Milestones may be events, such as producing a report, or they may be achievements – for example, getting the agreement of a director to allocate resources to review the sales order processing system.

    

    
      Things to do

      
        
          	Set out milestones that allow you to measure progress periodically.

          	Draw up clear and unambiguous directives that everyone will understand.

          	Keep stakeholders up to date with progress and any changes to the plan.

          	Check that team members feel confident of achieving their milestones.
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      Make sure the team’s priorities are the same as yours.

    
      Setting time targets

      Achieving change takes time. However, if the change is urgent but the problem has little short-term impact, there is a danger that the team will put a low priority on their part in the change project. By setting time targets you make sure that people are not sidetracked by operational issues. Emphasize to the team that failure to change now will seriously hurt performance in the future. If you have effectively specified accountability and set a timeline, you will be able to answer the question, “If this change does not occur by this date, whom do we hold responsible?”
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            Agreeing timelines
          
          
            Make sure that time targets are demanding but achievable. It is a good idea to discuss targets with team members to ensure they are realistic and stress that you expect them to be met.
          

        

      

    

    
      Recording progress

      Each change project action plan should be updated regularly and made available to any team member who needs it. Put all the plans, together with all the necessary backup documents available, into one large folder, as a record of all aspects of the implementation of your strategic plan. You should also include the research carried out during the analysis. You may also wish to store all the information in an electronic file, to which all members have access. Keep the data practical. Refer back to the folder or electronic file yourself and encourage the team to do so to keep the document dynamic and in use from day to day.
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            Documenting change projects
          
          
            Teams must take change projects as seriously as they take a project involved in delivering products to a customer. Use the discipline of clear documentation.
          

        

      

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	Documentation should be consistent and easily accessible.

          	When the plan describes actions clearly and simply, it makes it easier for the person responsible to carry them out.

          	Teams should be encouraged to consult and update the action plan regularly.
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      Remember that an action plan is not complete until it is written down.

  
    Assessing the Risks

    
      Having tested the strategy for problems during the planning stage, now review the change project plans to ascertain what might prevent them from succeeding. List potential threats and, if necessary, alter the plans to minimize them.

    

    
      [image: DK]
      Always rehearse a contingency plan to make it more useful.
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      Ask stakeholders what they think could go wrong.
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      Greet the unexpected as an opportunity rather than a threat.

    
      Predicting problems

      Bring the team together with the sole purpose of brainstorming a list of possible future problems. Look at each action plan in turn and ask the question, “What could prevent this from happening?” This process encourages the team to defend the plan against constructive criticism, with the result that they will be even more confident in working within the strategy and more committed to overcoming any future obstacles. Avoid listing every potential problem but concentrate instead on those that have at least a 50 percent chance of actually occurring.

    

    
      Assessing impact

      Since potential problems will vary in importance, look at the likely impact of each problem, and ask the team to assess whether such problems could prevent the change project from being completed on time. Consider whether the impact of each problem on the project will be high, medium, or low. Assess the probability that each threat will occur. Mark these high, medium, or low. As your team members implement the strategy and begin to think long term, they will inevitably spend more time on high-probability but low-impact threats. When this occurs, they will be in better control of their business environment and strategy.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	People should be encouraged to treat problems as another challenge of change.

          	By changing the plan, it might be possible to completely avoid a potential problem without affecting the strategy.

          	It is important not only to look at the current situation when assessing problems but also at two to three years further on.

          	A change of customer or supplier could pose a significant threat to success.

        

      

    

    
      Avoiding trouble

      The most significant threats are those with the potential for the greatest impact and with the highest probability of occurrence. Change or add to an action plan to prevent them. For example, another stakeholder may be able to mitigate a certain threat. Approach them to find out whether the problem can be avoided, or whether the milestone or objective under threat is not feasible. If the latter is the case, you will have to think again.
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            Seeking new insights
          
          
            It is important to talk to stakeholders, either in the normal course of events or in a special meeting, about how change projects will affect them. The stakeholders may provide valuable new insights into potential problems.
          

        

      

    

    
      Contingency planning

      You will not be able to preempt all significant problems, but you can certainly think through alternative ways of achieving the milestones or objectives under threat. This is called contingency planning, and it ensures that the team reacts smoothly and quickly should a predicted potential problem occur. Sometimes you may just have to wait to see if a problem arises, and then respond; but if you have assessed the risks well, you will be far better prepared to react swiftly and effectively. It makes sense to install the sprinkler system before there is a fire.

    

    
      Preempting trouble

      By taking early action, Laura ensured that software delivery was delayed for less than a month, customer service was maintained, and problems caused by the delayed completion date were minimized.

      
        Case study

        Laura ran a computer help desk for her head office. She and her team planned a major change project to improve the computer system and provide a better service to customers. A vital piece of software they needed for this was in the final stages of testing, and Laura knew that if the software was supplied late, they would be unable to switch over to the new system on time, or even maintain their current level of service. It was, in Laura’s opinion, a high-impact, high-probability risk. She talked to her supplier, who agreed that if the software was not delivered on time, he would lend her two staff until it was. They also agreed that Laura would pay their salaries for the first month but that the supplier would pay them thereafter. The team then warned its customers about the potential delay to the new system and explained the contingency plan.

      

    

  
    Reviewing Operational Targets

    
      A new strategy will almost certainly mean changes to operational targets. Agree new targets collectively for the team, and individually for each team member; then, as targets are achieved, look for ways of making further improvements.
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      Treat people as if they want to succeed, and they will do their best.

    
      [image: DK]
      Set targets that will help to develop the team.
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      Allow people to decide how to meet their targets.

    
      Setting new targets

      Translate the top-level objectives of the plan into specific measurable targets at the next level, and so on down the team. For example, when a sales team agrees to a strategy it may well agree on what market share the team is trying to achieve. This is then broken down into individual sales targets which, if all are hit, will achieve the overall target for market share. Performance targets, even when there are only two levels, are part of a hierarchy where top-level performance is delivered through achieving targets spread around the organization.

    

    
      Ensuring realistic targets

      Make targets stretching but achievable. If you set a target that carries little challenge, you will not get the best from people. If you set a target that is virtually impossible, either they will not try or they will come under too much pressure. As manager, it is a good time to make people enthusiastic about the new opportunities and challenges ahead. Make sure team members are committed to their new targets and feel good about their ability to achieve them.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	If everyone hits their targets and most people over-achieve significantly, the targets were probably too low.

          	It is better for people to succeed on a realistic target than, for the same performance, to fail on an over-ambitious one.

          	The sum of the team’s targets should be greater than the overall target set, in order to allow for any shortfalls.
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      Explain to the team how strategic thinking will benefit performance today as well as tomorrow.
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      Making improvements

      As the team achieves new targets, the strategy will develop and you will be able to look for further progress and improvement. Most organizations compete in markets where customer expectations are increasing regularly and competitors are getting better at satisfying them. Ensure that your internal targets keep in step with this. You may have brought costs down below last year, but can you keep them at that level and improve on quality? Do not wait for the start of a new company year to discuss targets. Review them continuously and encourage people to want to be more productive.
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            Using targets to win backing
          
          
            Targets can be used as bargaining tools. If you need more resources to exploit an opportunity, you are likely to gain approval if you can meet higher targets and show when, and in what quantity, the improved results will come.
          

        

      

    

  
    Motivating People

    
      A new strategy brings fresh challenges and opportunities. Motivate everyone involved by ensuring that they appreciate the part they have to play in making it a success. Then encourage the team through training and rewarding their achievements.
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      Always assume that people really want to achieve more.

    
      Reviewing roles and responsibilities

      If a team adopts a new strategy, almost all of its members and other stakeholders will have to change their behavior and adjust to the new requirements of the job. Take the opportunity to review all roles and responsibilities. Create an attitude that says, “It is no longer enough to turn up to do the job we did yesterday; instead we all have a responsibility to find ways in which we can improve.” Hold discussions individually with team members, perhaps at the same time as you discuss new operating targets, to ensure that they are happy with any changes. Then ask appropriate team members to talk to stakeholders. It is important that everyone involved understands their new responsibilities, including managers in your organization, customers, and suppliers.
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            Involving customers
          
          
            Customers will be far more enthusiastic and cooperative if you make them feel involved. Appoint a key team member to explain the strategy and the reasons for any changes, and ask customers to confirm their agreement. Get written confirmation if the changes proposed are significant.
          

        

      

    

    
      Do’s and don’ts

      
        
          	Do encourage suggestions from the team on ways to change and improve.

          	Do ensure that team members completely understand their new roles.

          	Don’t allow incentive programs to reward people for working outside the strategy

          	Don’t imagine that roles set at start of the year will still be appropriate at the end.

        

      

    

    
      [image: DK]
      If raising targets, listen to feedback to improve the chance of success.
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      Set the highest standards, both for yourself and for others.

    
      Investing in training

      By changing roles and responsibilities, you may find that previously well-qualified team members now lack the skills to achieve new targets. What skills will your staff need for future roles? For example, given that technology is changing so rapidly, do they possess the know-how to work with the latest computer software? You will encourage people to implement strategy more effectively if it integrates into their normal business lives, such as by building the use of computers and software into the implementation. Bear in mind that people will not need to master new skills or learn facts that can be provided through technology when required.

    

    
      Rewarding people

      Check that the old reward system still fits the new environment. If you have changed targets, roles, and responsibilities, you may have to offer new rewards and incentives. Remember that mentoring and coaching are an essential part of an environment where you are continuously trying to improve service to customers and team performance. Give your team the support it needs to do the new job well, and help stakeholders to play their roles as fully as possible. Recognition and feedback are as important as financial rewards. Give people feedback when they get it right as well as when they get it wrong. Is anyone on your team likely to say, “I do not know whether or not I am doing a good job”? If the answer is yes, you still have some work to do to agree targets, roles, responsibilities, and rewards.
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            Saying thank you
          
          
            One of the easiest and most effective forms of reward is to say thank you for a job well done. Praising an individual in front of fellow team members reinforces the message and inspires confidence.
          

        

      

    

  
    Monitoring Performance

    
      To keep the plan on track, closely monitor progress in both operational plans and change projects. Organize team reports that signal shortfalls or problems to be corrected, and look at progress across the organization where it impacts your plans.
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      Give people only the level of detail they really need.

    
      Organizing reports

      Performance reports must show what progress has been made to date toward the targets set. A useful technique is to use red, amber, and green indicators to chart progress. For example, if you are halfway through a year in which the target is to produce 1,000 units, and you have made about 500, the status of this target is “green.” If production problems have led to only 380 units being made, the status of this target should be recorded as “amber,” and the item should be discussed at the next review meeting. If you have only produced 150 units, the status indicator will be set at “red.” This signals that urgent action is required or that the target has become impossible to achieve.
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            Indicating problems
          
          
            Use a green, amber, and red “traffic light” system to monitor progress. Amber or red indicators denote issues that must be tackled at the next review meeting.
          

        

      

    

    
      Monitoring change projects

      You can also use green, amber, and red status indicators to monitor change projects. If most milestones are being achieved, the status should be green. If there are problems, it is the responsibility of the manager or the team member in charge of the project to alert the team that the status has changed to amber. If there are serious problems, the team must be informed of the red status immediately, and a course of action must be proposed to remedy the situation.

    

    
      Assessing the progress of others

      In addition to producing your own reports, it is important to keep a close check on the performance of people outside your team if their progress is likely to affect your targets or change projects. If, for example, production is falling behind on a new range of goods and you are a sales manager with a target of selling a specific number of units, you will need to know about any shortfall. Try to persuade people in other departments to use the same standard methods of producing reports, since this will make understanding them far easier. To make certain that the information contained in a report is timely and accurate, someone must also be responsible for it. Allocate this task to a team member who is responsible for some of the items in the report itself. Stress the importance of keeping reports clear and up-to-date – and hope that others will follow your good example.
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            Monitoring effectively
          
          
            The diagram here shows how important it is to have a monitoring system that warns of the gap between target and progress before it becomes critical. After that point, it may be impossible to get a change project back on track. Operational targets may need monitoring weekly rather than monthly.
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      Monitor informally by listening, observing, and communicating.
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      Keep up to date with changes in other areas of your organization.

  
    Holding Reviews

    
      Monthly review meetings allow you to examine the operational issues of the day and resolve any problems highlighted by progress reports. It is also important to set aside time to look at the overall strategy and ensure that it is still relevant.
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      Be firm when running meetings; keep them strictly to the point.
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      Make it a hard and fast rule to start and finish meetings on time.

    
      Reviewing progress

      Like a board of directors, teams typically meet once a month. Use the status indicators – red, amber, or green – to establish the order of your agenda. Monitor the operational past by asking how you have done, and consider the likely outcome if you leave things as they are. Look at change projects and assess whether you are actually making changes in the way you intended. Finally, check your assumptions. Is your plan still valid in all aspects? The answers will prompt a number of suggestions for changing how you work.
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            Conducting reviews
          
          
            Address urgent issues first, giving each team member the opportunity to come up with solutions. If a solution is not obvious, delegate the problem to the appropriate people to be resolved after the meeting.
          

        

      

    

    
      Resolving issues

      Discuss indicators that show that immediate action is required. For example, if there is a delay in delivering products to an important customer, the team must decide what it is going to do about it, agree who is responsible for resolving the issue, and put a time limit on finding a solution. Discussion of progress against change projects is almost always useful, and often the whole team will have a contribution to make. If a point comes up regularly and shows no improvement, check what action is feasible and change the plan rather than leaving the subject to fester.

    

    
      Points to remember

      
        
          	If a change project takes place over a long period of time, you need to make sure that it stays fresh in everyone’s mind.

          	The whole team should be involved in discussing change projects that are developing more slowly than expected.

          	It is useful to have a superior present at certain review meetings, particularly if you anticipate having to ask for more resources.
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      If plans are not working, change them now rather than later.
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      Use review meetings to test new ideas against the business case.

    
      Reviewing strategy

      Use monthly meetings to concentrate on operational targets and change projects that are already under way. You should also hold longer meetings on a regular basis to review the strategy itself if your plan is to retain its relevance, and to make sure it is still the best plan the team can devise. Check the assumptions you identified at the fact-gathering stage to confirm they are still the best estimates. It is unlikely that you will need to go back to stating purpose or to examine your competitive advantage or boundary setting at every quarterly meeting, but you may have to regroup product markets, change emphasis on product markets, and have another look at budgets.

    

    
      Do’s and don’ts

      
        
          	Do remind people that completed change projects will ultimately benefit them.

          	Do expect everyone to carry out their actions in change projects.

          	Don’t accept excuses that everyday pressure is preventing work on change projects.

          	Don’t leave more than one month between reviews.
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      Consider changes to the business case template itself, if necessary.

  
    Being Flexible

    
      An army general once said: “No plan survives contact with the enemy.” Similarly, it is said that no strategic plan survives contact with the marketplace. Be prepared to change the plan in the light of new circumstances and the unforeseen.
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      Aim to improve continuously to be flexible strategically.

    
      Expecting the unexpected

      Not all eventualities can be predicted. External events may force you to review a basic part of the plan only a short time into implementation. A radical change, such as a competitor launching a new product or an important customer merging with another company, will have a major impact on the strategy. Whenever this happens, and certainly every year, you must reexamine the plan for its overall statement of direction.
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            Adapting to change
          
          
            In this example, a team is faced with external changes in the market. The effective team discusses the changes, decides to change its plan, and informs the customer, boosting his confidence in the team. The team that fails to spot the changes, or ignores them, risks losing its customers.
          

        

      

    

    
      [image: DK]
      Listen to what suppliers say about changes in their industry.

    
      Altering course

      Be prepared to change the strategic plan as and when necessary. In fact, one of the paybacks of developing a good strategic plan is that even in fast-moving business environments, the strategy provides the basis on which to evaluate opportunities. To be effective, you and your team must constantly challenge your current methods of conducting business and seek to change and improve the ways in which you meet customer needs. Review meetings offer an excellent platform for the discussion of these ideas. A difficult situation arises if, for example, a pet project for a new product has been made irrelevant by a competitor offering something radically better. Just as your reviewing system must allow for new opportunities, it must also provide a mechanism for discarding ideas that were originally sound. New opportunities require resources, and it is not unusual for these resources to come from existing activities or projects.

    

    
      Retesting strategy

      The strategy at the end of a planning year may differ significantly from the initial plan, but, provided that the team has applied the agreed criteria for assessing business cases, it will still reflect the best speed and direction of development. The benefit of using the business case template will be seen again when the team makes a change to the strategy. By subjecting a change, such as a new emphasis on a product market, to the business case template test, you will see which opportunities you should exploit. Finally, there will be times when even the business case template may need reviewing. But that is what strategic thinking is all about: keeping up to date and improving all the time.
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      Make sure you react to change with courage and resolution.

    
      [image: DK]
      Remember that strategic thinking should be fun as well as challenging.

  
    
      Assessing your Strategic Thinking

      
        Evaluate your ability to think strategically by responding to the following statements, marking the option closest to your experience. Be as honest as you can: if your answer is “never,” circle Option 1; if it is “always,” circle Option 4, and so on. Add your scores together, and refer to the Analysis to see how well you scored. Use your answers to identify the areas that most need improvement.

      

      Options

      
        
          	Never
          	1 point
        

        
          	Occasionally
          	2 points
        

        
          	Frequently
          	3 points
        

        
          	Always
          	4 points
        

      

      
      

      
        	I know what my plan is for the next two years.

        	I have the necessary background information to make decisions.

        	I talk to people involved in my strategy about their roles and responsibilities.

        	I discuss my strategy with all the people involved.

        	I hold team planning meetings regularly.

        	I am confident that I am ahead of the competition.

        	I am able to accurately predict my customers’ requirements.

        	I know how to get the best from new technology.

        	I can state my customers’ up-to-date buying criteria.

        	I know the contents of my competitors’ websites.

        	I regularly discuss internal business processes with my team.

        	I use SWOT analysis on an everyday basis.

        	I understand my up-to-date competitive advantage.

        	I consult with other team leaders on strategy.

        	I discuss changes to my strategy with my customers and suppliers.

        	I use a business case template to check that new ideas fit with my strategy.

        	I ensure that my team members know the criteria for adopting new ideas.

        	I ensure that my team always operates within the strategy.

        	I have drawn up appropriate priorities for product markets.

        	I put resources into new markets with potential but little short-term profit.

        	I know what my costs are against budget.

        	I know what my actual sales are against target.

        	I know exactly where my team needs to improve on its skills.

        	I ensure that team members take change projects seriously.

        	I have a documented and up-to-date strategic plan.

        	I know what the threats are to achieving my objectives.

        	I see that everyone who needs to know about my strategy is kept informed.

        	I know that my team members see their targets as reasonable but challenging.

        	I review and update my plan on a regular basis.

        	I adopt company-wide standards when producing my reports.

        	I require only those who need to be present to remain in review meetings.

        	I ensure that my own strategy fits in with the strategies of my colleagues.

      

      Analysis

      Now that you have completed the self-assessment, add up your total score and check your performance by reading the corresponding evaluation. Whichever level of success you have achieved in thinking strategically, it is important to remember that there is always room for improvement. Identify your weakest areas, and refer to the relevant section and chapters where you will find practical advice and tips to help you to develop and refine your skills.

      
        32–64:You operate reactively and do not spend enough time thinking strategically. Take one or two individual steps from the planning process and see them through to a result.

      
        65–95:You are a reasonable strategic thinker, but should address some weak points.

      
        96–128:You are a good strategic thinker, but do not become complacent.
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