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There are as many different stra-
tegic planning processes as there 
are HR practitioners seeking to 
create alignment. Alignment, 
the intention congruence of all 
elements of the enterprise, is one 
of the most important goals of any 
planning process. Whether leading 
a workgroup, department or entire 
organization, it is best to utilize a 
straightforward process that is clear 
and comprehensible to all partici-
pants. This article introduces such 
an approach.

This is an outcome-oriented process 
that is focused on plotting a three, 
five or seven year course of stra-
tegic action. It is essential to decide 
how many years you are addressing 
before beginning. This specificity 
will be an important guide at every 
stage of this process. The hallmarks 
of the planning process introduced 
herein are that it relies on thor-
ough preparation, acknowledges 
organizational politics and encour-
ages collaborative approaches to 
building strategic intent. It must be 

noted that this process is one that 
requires multiple days to complete. 
For very small enterprises it can 
take two or three days, for larger 
enterprises it can take three to 
four weeks. Timeframes will vary 
depending on the business, its 
complexity and the dynamics of 
group interactions.

The process begins with a review of 
the organization’s mission, vision 
and values. These intangibles deter-
mine the posture the organization 
takes with employees, customers 
and competitors. Mission, vision 
and values are more than flowery 
words constructed by the HR 
department as organizational 
propaganda. In fact, they are 
the standards that govern every 
activity. They establish acceptable 
criterion and baselines.

The next step is to identify the busi-
ness drivers that will propel the 
enterprise for the specified time 
period. These are the directives 
determined by leadership. They 
reflect the tenets of the mission and 
determine the course of every busi-
ness decision made on the leader-
ship, management and frontline 
levels. Business drivers guide every 
strategic and operational deci-
sion in the enterprise. Once these 
drivers are defined, it is time to 
begin working on alignment.

Alignment is the intentional 
congruence between people, 
processes, products, services and 
systems. It is created and sustained 
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objectives that are integral compo-
nents of the strategic plan. The 
outcome is a realistic strategy that 
guides the organization for a 3, 5 
or 7-year timeframe. That strategy, 
when clearly articulated, is the stra-
tegic plan.

Clear objectives, reflective of the 
business drivers, come out of this 
phase of the process. It is at this 
stage that leaders identify the key 
activities that influence organiza-
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by the consistent, monitored imple-
mentation of a mission, strategic 
plan, operational objectives, perfor-
mance objectives and day-to-day 
evaluation of processes. Employee 
education, training and develop-
ment must support and reinforce 
this alignment. Alignment is a 
necessary element of successful 
strategy implementation.

It is at this point that the team of 
decision-makers examines misalign-
ments in the enterprise. Which 
elements are functioning congru-
ently? Which are not? They are well-
served by openly identifying the 
inconsistencies so that they can be 
corrected. Each and every element 
of organizational life is dictated by 
the tenets set forth in the mission. It 
is the mission that guides strategic 
intent and alignment.

Identifying misalignments will 
enable the planning team to refine 
the business drivers. The drivers 
must have meaning and must not 
create further disconnects within 
the organization. This consistency 
can be ensured by addressing 
misalignments. This is another 
reason that only key decision-
makers should be involved in the 
process. They can impact swift 
change to properly align services, 
systems and the like.

Once business drivers are defined, 
misalignments identified and 
potentially corrected, strategy 
formulation can begin. You will 
notice that this process involves 
more than sitting down and creating 
lofty goals. It requires prepara-
tion, a willingness to dissect the 
most elemental components of the 
macro systems. It then requires 
forethought in deciding how to 
correct misalignments. The HR 
practitioner facilitating the process 
must be conversant in the work of 
the business units, their metrics 
and bottom-line determinants of 

organizational success. It will be 
insufficient to simply show up with 
brightly colored markers and clean 
flipcharts. Instead, as a facilitator, 
you must be well-prepared by 
having an in-depth understanding 
of the range of business issues 
facing senior leadership.

Strategy Formulation
Strategy formulation is the leader-
ship function that conceptualizes 
the mission. It establishes specific 
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tional success based on the afore-
mentioned drivers. Once partici-
pants have brainstormed objectives, 
they must whittle them down to 
those that are both most important 
and are linked to each driver.

A word of caution, the temptation 
to move from strategic activities 
to operational can be compelling 
during the strategy formulation 
stage. Don’t fall into that trap. 
Operations are the responsibility of 
managers, supervisors and line staff. 
Senior leadership uses the planning 
process to map the course not drive 
the vehicles. For instance, a stra-
tegic objective could be to establish 
a sizable customer base within the 
southeastern marketplace within 
the next three years. That objective 
would need to be refined to define 
‘sizable.’ It could be 500 corporate 
customers or 5,000,000 consumers. 
An operational goal supporting 
that objective would be to build a 
sales team within the next twelve 
months. The strategy provides the 
map for southeastern growth. It is 
important that strategic objectives 
and operational goals reflect the 
resources available.

The distinction between strategy 
and operations is important. Under-
standing this distinction keeps deci-
sion-makers focused. They have 
less likelihood to spend time on the 
gnats because they are keeping a 
keen eye on long-term intentions. 

Decide on key players1. 

Select a facilitator2. 

Make critical agreements3. 

Gather salient data from business units4. 

Gather data on available resources5. 

Identify current business challenges6. 

Identify and summarize current business goals7. 

Distinguish the difference between strategy and  8. 
 operations

Preparing for the Process
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Giving control of the operation to 
the next level of management is a 
vote of confidence in their abilities. 
These managers know that not only 
do leaders trust their skills, but they 
trust them to do the work required to 
translate strategy into action. Sharing 
control opens the door for a greater 
breadth of ideas and innovations. 
This can move the enterprise towards 
the achievement of even greater stra-
tegic objectives than imagined at the 
outset of the process.

Measurement
Each strategic objective requires a 
measure, an evaluation checkpoint. 
These are mile-markers instituted 
to track execution of the objectives. 
These checkpoints measure opera-
tional results towards meeting 
objectives that support business 
drivers. They must occur at regu-
larly scheduled intervals. They 
must also be specific enough to 
measure elements of strategy 
implementation. The checkpoints 
must meet the following criteria:

Reflect congruence between   □
 the business driver and the  
 strategic objective

Not be dictatorial of opera-  □
 tional approaches to reaching  
 the desired aims

Create clear, consistent sche-  □
 dules for evaluation

Assign responsibility to   □
 whomever will conduct  
 the evaluations

Review mission, vision and values1. 

Craft business drivers2. 

Identify alignments and misalignments3. 

Correct, or create plans to correct, misalignments4. 

Formulate strategy with clear objectives5. 

Develop evaluation checkpoints6. 

Create performance objectives7. 

Implement the plan8. 

The Process
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Evaluation checkpoints allow 
leaders to have a constant point of 
factual reference for resource allo-
cations, adjustments in strategic 
focus and other major decisions that 
impact the enterprise. Measurement 
serves a very valuable purpose: to 
keep senior leadership connected 
to the strategic intent that they 
have crafted. It is very easy to get 
consumed by day-to-day pres-
sures. Constant measurement with 
regularly reported results redirects 
attention to the larger purposes 
expressed in the strategic plan.

Upon completion of the evaluation 
checkpoints, decision-makers then 
integrate the next level of manage-
ment into the process. That second 
tier is responsible for creating 
performance objectives. These are 
the targets for the achievement of 
strategic goals as articulated by 
the plan. These objectives articu-
late management and employee 
evaluation standards, the creation 
of operational initiatives, manage-
ment and staff education and every 
substantive aspect of work within 
the organization. As measurement 
is an essential element at each stage 
of this process, these objectives 
must be measurable. Management 
is responsible for on-going assess-
ment of these operational efforts. 
Additionally, leadership should 
require systematic reports on the 
progress on meeting each of the 
performance objectives.

This middle level of management 
is charged with creating reason-
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able performance objectives. These 
tools should require some degree of 
difficulty, to raise performance and 
productivity standards. They call 
employees to meet the demands of 
the business drivers. These perfor-
mance objectives are designed to 
stimulate the work of line staff.

Summary
A strategic plan need not be flowery 
or prosaic. What it must be is a clear, 
discernable statement of where the 
company is headed. It is articulated 
in succinct strategic objectives reflec-
tive of the business drivers.

The success of the plan is contin-
gent upon its clarity. It is also 
directly linked to the establishment 
and adherence to evaluation check-
points. These tools are designed to 
keep implementation on track and 
systematically measure results. The 
performance objectives and subse-
quent measurement ensure fulfill-
ment of the plan.

The HR department can play an 
important role in the strategic 
planning process. While the most 
senior HR executives should most 
certainly be participants with 
their senior level colleagues, other 
members of the staff should be 
able to facilitate the process. Being 
well-versed in business issues 
enable HR practitioners to position 
themselves as experts in the facili-
tation and monitoring of the stra-
tegic plan. This is another of the 
ways in which the department can 
demonstrate its value as an impor-
tant internal resource.

Joanne L. Smikle is an author,  

consultant and speaker specializing  

in leadership development. Visit  

www.smiklespeaks.com to read 

more articles on current business 

topics. Joanne can be reached at 

301.596.3140.
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Illustration 3: 

Strategic Objective Supporting Operational Goals

To increase leases of business machines, by at 
least 25%, in Iowa, South Dakota and North 
Dakota within the next three years 

To raise product awareness (throughout 2007) through 
tradeshows in target industries in the Northern Iowa 
territory

To request, contact and close a minimum of 5 referrals 
per month from existing customers within the target 
markets

To develop a sales and service focused organi-
zational culture within the next three years 

To annually provide a minimum of 400 hours of custom-
ized sales and service education and training for all 
levels of staff and management throughout 2007, 2008 
and 2009

To implement a quarterly service measurement meth-
odology that utilizes random point-of-service contact 
evaluations

To rate within the top three companies, based 
on sales records, in the office equipment 
industry by the year 2012 

To, through a new recruitment and retention program, 
consistently generate at least a 20% in sales per quarter

To, by the end of 2007, institute an aggressive new 
incentive program for senior sales reps   hr
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