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GETTING STRATEGIC PLANNING TO WORK FOR
YOUR GROWING ENTERPRISE
I will never forget my first research
assignment: compare and contrast
three 19th century American authors.
I was in 11th grade, and Mr. Hollins
assigned us to 1) do our research by
reading at least three novels,
2) develop a thesis, 3) build an outline,
then 4) write a 15‐page paper.
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The process of writing a paper was easy
compared to building the outline. Having an outline forced me to keep organized, make sure my points and quotes were
supporting a point I was making, and make sure all the points supported my thesis.
In many ways, creating a five‐year strategic plan involves a very similar process to creating a good research paper outline:
1) Get all of your information together
2) Create a goal for where the company wants to go that is aligned with the corporate vision
3) Develop strategies to help you get there, and
4) Come up with specific tasks that can be accomplished to make it all happen.
For growing businesses, reaching an ambitious goal is difficult and painful without developing a focused strategic plan. The
formal brainstorming process will align senior team by getting agreement as to how resources will be deployed, where the
company is headed and ownership for who will do what. Once a strategic plan is mapped out, functional and individual goals
can be cascaded down into the organization and the coordination with the financial plan can commence.
These four steps will help you create a planning process that will give your company the greatest chance to reach its potential.

Step 1: Build the “Front End”
Start by creating a “front end,” which is basically the business to date. Consider the same sections you would for any business
plan:
 History of the firm
 Product offerings
 Customers
 SWOT analysis
 Competitive analysis
 Key milestones
 Outlook for the industry
 Market size
 Market share
 Financials
Lastly, create future predictions for the company and industry. This will prove to be very useful when developing your actual
plan. It can be challenging to write the history of the firm for the very first time. Meet this challenge by allowing a key team to
divide and conquer various sections for a first draft.

Draft a separate front end for each segment of your business, as the markets and players are often very different.
Be prepared by setting aside time slots leading up to the planning session to develop and review the plan with the appropriate
parties. Once complete, it is critical to review the front end with the entire leadership team in a single dedicated session to
make sure that everyone is aligned. Then, and only then, can you move onto…

Step 2: Build the "Back End"
Now comes the fun part. Excel, Word, Google—it doesn’t matter. It’s all still an outline at the end of the day. Complete a
separate back end for every front end segment.
What is your goal five years from now?
From that, write three objectives that will help you reach that goal.
Under each objective, write six strategies.
Under each strategy, write six tactics—only specific actions that you will take.
Definitions that will help guide you:
A goal is a strategic thrust for the business, such as “become the No. 1 realtor firm in the country by 2019.”
An objective supports that goal, and needs to happen in order to make the goal come true. Examples might be to open a certain
number of locations, hire a certain number of brokers, or hit certain financial metrics.
A strategy is the effort that needs to get underway for the objectives to be met. These might include pillage outside brokerage
firms of their top talent, or hiring hundreds of top MBA students.
A tactic is a specific action that needs to happen to support that strategy. Examples might include attending the September
career fair at Columbia Business School, or setting up two meetings a week with potential candidates.
So, if there is one goal with three objectives, of six strategies each, and six tactics for each strategy, you will have 1 x 3 x 6 x 6=
108 specific tasks to track and complete. Keeping to a tight 1‐3‐6‐6 framework will keep your energies focused and achievable.
Putting in too much is like a research paper that rambles on.

Step 3: Assign Ownership and Set Due Dates
A single owner is ultimately responsible for accountability and delivery. A task force may step in, but this owner is in charge.
Assign a fiscal quarter by which you plan to accomplish the goal. This forces the individual to take responsibility for not only
accomplishing the task, but also doing it on time! Some of the tasks might be targeted for this year, and others further out.
What’s key is that you now have your outline.

Step 4: Designate a Facilitator and Set a Regular Review Process
Designate a facilitator who will keep tangents to a minimum and conversation on track. Consider quarterly reviews, which can
be part of monthly executive meetings or quarterly off‐sites. You can easily declare what has been done, not done, or not done
and not rescheduled. Otherwise, the team should sit around the table at a dedicated time to review the plan and see what has
been accomplished, what needs to come off the plan, and what needs to be added. Then, at the end of each year, the front
end planning can begin again. Repeat.
Before you jump into integrating strategic planning, you need 100 percent buy‐in from all leadership. Don’t half‐ass it, or it will
crumble fast. Do you have accountability for all the plans you put in place? Are goals and tactics aligned? In strategic planning
meetings, phones, egos, and other work matters should be left behind. Set a tone for open dialogues, and be ready for the
internal friction that may be required to create the company pearl.
Mr. Hollins, thank you for teaching me how to complete an outline, as it prepared me well for strategic planning. Herb Grant, I
would be remiss if I did not thank you for teaching me everything I know on this subject matter over the years!
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