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Strategic Planning – Who Needs It?  

The term alone can strike fear in the hearts of managers and entrepreneurs alike.  Is it really a scary thing?  Absolutely not!  Is it really important?  It is an essential tool for any business or organization looking to grow.

What is a Strategic Plan? – Don’t confuse a strategic plan with a business plan.  A business plan defines your business and a general direction.  A strategic plan is used to set clear, measurable goals and chart a defined path to achieving those goals.  It becomes a step-by-step management guide for growth.

Who needs to do a Strategic Plan? -  Every business, from the home based business to the large multi-million dollar business, needs a three year strategic plan with semi-annual updates.   Additionally, ‘non traditional’ businesses such as non-profit organizations, government agencies, and municipalities need to have detailed strategic plans with clear action plans, timelines, and budgets.

Why is a Strategic Plan Important? – The strategic planning process provides focus to the business by:

· making the entrepreneur take a step back and look at the strategies required to grow,

· encouraging the entrepreneur to think through the process of setting realistic measurable goals, and

· providing a clear sense of direction for the employee(s) of the business.  
We have all heard the saying, ‘if you want to get to your destination, you need a map and directions.’  That is very true.  If you have more than one employee, you need to make sure that each employee has the same map and the same directions, in writing.   If you are working together as a team, know where you are going, when you are expected to be there and how much it is supposed to cost, you will improve your efficiency and be much more responsive when problems arise.

For an Entrepreneur, a Strategic Plan sounds like a Straight Jacket? - A good strategic planning document provides a business with a baseline of activities that will ensure profitable growth. If a new opportunity arises, the entrepreneur now has a baseline against which to measure the opportunity. This will allow him or her to choose to pursue the profitable, sustainable opportunities while avoiding those that simply distract management and staff. The result is a laser-like focus on growth. 

What if I Can’t Meet My Goals? -  Management sets goals based on the best knowledge it has at the time.  Then life happens and things change.  Changes can result from the economy (gas prices), the market (overseas competition), health (disability or illness), financing (unable to secure loans), management (loss of a key employee), etc.   With a detailed plan, it is much easier to evaluate the impact of any change on your business and make a fully informed decision on the best way to move forward. 

Strategic Plans should 

· Be updated and extended every six months,

· Focus on no more than a three year period

· Contain both short term (12 month) goals and long-term (3 year) goals,

· Include action steps showing the persons responsible and deadlines, and

· Include a financial forecast to identify the required working capital needed to make the plan work.

It Sounds Like a Lot of Work - You will save time and money.  A good strategic planning process should take no more than one day.   The result should be a guideline for your company and its employees for the next year.  

What if I’m Still Not Convinced – Can You Give Me an Example or two?  Dinah Terry, the owner of Omni Staffing in Memphis, TN says the strategic planning facilitated by alt.Consulting worked wonders for her business.

The strategic planning session helped her step back, look objectively at her business as a whole, and clearly look at what was required for her business to grow.

The planning session caused Ms. Terry to focus on pricing.  With the help of alt.Consulting, she implemented a new pricing model that is efficient and provides her with detailed information.  As a result of the planning and the new pricing tool, Ms. Terry is exceeding her goals.
Ms. Terry highly recommends the planning process.  As a small business owner, she knows how hard it is to set aside time, but she also knows that the time saved has more than made up for the time invested.

Watch for more success stories resulting from strategic planning on our website and in future alt.Journals.
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