
   

    

 

 

       

W
e all know how to plan: 
We plan vacations, office 
retirement parties, wed-
dings, and other mile-
stone events. Yet as 
business owners, man-

agers, and employees, we frequently find 
it unsettling to engage in strategic plan-
ning for the organization’s vital future. 
Procrastination sets in when we are con-
fronted with the daunting task of forecast-
ing opportunities that are, at best, only 
speculative. We’re more at ease in the com-
fort zone of now. 
Feeling nervous and uncomfortable is 

part of the process for successful planning. 
Seemingly opposite gut feelings often serve 
as effective reminders that we’re moving in 
the right direction. If we always play it safe, 
we may miss real opportunities that wait 
around the corner for those willing to exper-
iment and  to try something different in the 
course of long-range planning. Being intro-
spective means recognizing and juggling the 
plusses and minuses of your organization’s 
health. 
Ambiguity aside, there is at least one 

absolute certainty. Baby Boomers are reach-
ing retirement age at the rate of 8,000 to 
10,000 per day, according to AARP1 and Pew 
Research Center,2 respectively. Workers in 
this demographic in many cases are CEOs, 

managers, and other key decision makers 
in the building envelope industry today. 
They may be top engineers, waterproof-
ing experts, highly competent architects, 
and seasoned forensic investigators. In the 
absence of immediate, structured succes-
sion planning, your organization stands to 
lose a significant source of talent, skills, and 

continuity. The baton needs to be passed to 
well-prepared, competent performers who 
hit the ground running. 
With such compelling numbers, jump-

ing into the planning and organizing cycle 
is imperative. Combining strategic planning 
and succession planning is a necessity, and 
the two are mutually beneficial partners for 

Facilitator recording participants’ ideas. 
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envisioning the future. Staffing is always a 
component in mapping out the next three 
to five years; however, the steps involved 
in succession planning require additional 
questions, training, and dedicated follow-
through. 

GETTING STARTED 
It’s been said that more jet fuel is nec-

essary to propel a spacecraft past the drag 
of earth’s atmosphere than is needed for 
orbiting the planet and the rest of the jour-
ney back. So it is with strategic planning, 
as it can seem like an overwhelming project. 
Here’s a way to make things easier. 
Divide the process into five achievable 

task groups: collect the backstory, create 
the future story, construct the strategy, 
communicate the plan, and coordinate the 
implementation. 

COLLECT THE BACKSTORY 
Pull together a picture of current hap-

penings and relevant past history by dip-
ping into your archives and querying long-
time employees prior to selecting and meet-
ing with a planning team. Most important is 
that the leadership team analyzes customer 
needs, wants, and concerns. Make a simple 
pro/con list of what’s worked and what still 
needs to be addressed. 
Reevaluate the talent base in your orga-

nization by listing all the skills available 
in your workforce. This item is critical in 

light of merging a succession plan with the 
final strategic plan so as to determine what 
competency gaps exist now, or may exist 
through attrition, in delivering needed ser-
vices in the future. Collect retirement data 
and/or best guesses of retirement plans for 
those who have yet to commit. 
Another vital area is to pinpoint what 

your strongest competitors do, and then 
when it comes time to strategize, explore 
how to do things differently. Also examine 
the macro environment by researching over-
all global and national trends, as well as the 
most current developments in the building 
envelope industry, and current relation-
ships with regulatory agencies. 
The resulting information should be 

documented in easy-to-read bulleted lists 
that serve as touch points for next steps in 
the process. Distribute these facts and ideas 
prior to any group meeting. 

CREATE THE FUTURE STORY 
Select a planning cadre of no more than 

five to seven key players and bring them 
up to speed on previous research and data 
from the leadership team. More support 
from this group can be garnered by promis-
ing an interesting, educational, day-and-a-
half process, and by situating the planning 
forum off site. Having a neutral facilitator 
to guide the process allows everyone to be 
heard equally while monopolizers are diplo-
matically harnessed. 

Facilitator creating the storyboard. 

Time away from the office can be mini-
mized by beginning early in the evening after 
the workday and concluding late afternoon 
of the next day, preferably beginning on a 
Thursday or Friday to leave a break before 
the following Monday. The evening conver-
sation can focus on the backstory with the 
understanding that any new, supporting 
data will be added and compiled. Another 
critical aspect deals with personal and 
organizational values espoused by the lead-
ership team. There are numerous easy-to-
administer values assessments on the mar-
ket that can jumpstart this discussion.3 

While the Strengths, Weaknesses, Op-
portunities, and Threats (SWOT) technique 
has been a useful approach for decades, we 
prefer a technique used by Disney University 
called storyboarding. Storyboarding was 
pioneered in the 1930s at the Walt Disney 
studios in the early days of animated fea-
ture films. It’s a highly visual, participative, 
low-tech method for gathering and codifying 
an impressively large number of ideas in 
less than two hours. From our experience, 
this can be done with groups as small as 
three and as large as 125 participants. 
In the trade, this technique is called 

a “graphic organizer,” which, when used 
along with a structured planning sequence, 
builds group consensus in subtle, incre-
mental stages. A well-stated springboard 
question provides the motivation for small-
group, blue-sky thinking. One that we’ve 

found successful is: “If [name of 
organization] were doing the best 
job possible in 2018/2020, what 
would need to be in place?” 
Initially, each individual in 

small groups of three to five peo-
ple responds to the question by 
listing as many ideas as possi-
ble. The facilitator can stimulate 
ideas by mentioning words such 
as “staffing,” “services,” “facili-
ties,” “technology,” “marketing,” 
and the like. 
The groups receive ten 5 x 8 

index cards and a dark-colored 
felt marker and are instructed to 
discuss all ideas and then reach 
consensus on the top ten. Each 
idea is to be written in headline 
form (four to six words) on a 
separate index card. After 20 
minutes, the groups are told to 
examine their ten cards and to 
select the top three priorities and 
label them #1, #2, and #3. 
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An example of a graphic organizer. 

The facilitator 
collects the #1 prior-
ity cards from each 
group; and then, one 
by one, he or she 
posts them on a blank 
wall under symbol-
ic placeholder 5 x 8 
cards. These place-
holder cards will later 
be named based on 
the way in which the 
idea cards are catego-
rized. Symbols (such 
as a square, circle, 
triangle, rectangle, 
number sign, asterisk, 
and so on) can serve 
as the placeholders. 
Continue until the 
first three priorities 
are posted. Naming 
the columns may have 
begun. The rest of the 
idea cards are then 
affixed to the wall by 
group members in 
these and soon-to-
be named columns.
	
Cards can be moved to the most appropriate 

column based on group discussion.
	
The column headers with their titles 

most often equate to two- to three-year 
goals, the idea cards become short-term 
objectives, and vision and mission state-
ments can be crafted based on the story-
board information and other data brought 
to the session. 
Vision statements are usually short, 

containing no more than two sentences and 
emphasize the ideal future for the organi-
zation. The mission statement is longer, 
conveys what the organization is currently 
doing, and answers these questions: “What” 
is our purpose, “how” we go about accom-
plishing our purpose, and “why” we are 
involved in this business. 

CONSTRUCT THE STRATEGY 
All the raw material has now been pro-

duced from the storyboard and from the 
pre-forum research. The column headers 
and idea cards are distributed in categories 
to the table groups. Each table group devel-
ops clear, crisp goal statements followed by 
secondary objectives that can be accom-
plished in two to six months. 
Action plans accompany every objective 

and spell out the well-known reporter’s ques-
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tions: what specific steps to take, who is in 
charge and who assists, when to begin each 
step and when it should be completed, and 
how it will be done. The “how” must include 
budget considerations and other needed 
resources. This action planning sequence 
provides ample time to reexamine and repri-
oritize objectives as assets are calculated. 
The team responsible for exploring the 

staffing issues will do so with succession 
planning in mind. The members need a 
worksheet listing the main phases of suc-
cession planning. For example, an initial 
focus is to name the professional competen-
cies required to conduct business two to five 
years in the future. Competencies predict 
how well an employee will perform based on 
agreed-upon standards. Universally accept-
able competencies are the ability to collab-
orate, to influence others, to self-manage, 
to use data for effective decision-making, 
to integrate personal and organizational 
values, to demonstrate top-level technical 
skills, etc. 
Next is a discussion on any gaps that 

may exist between current talent and that 
which will be needed in the not-too-distant 
future. Gaps can be determined based on 
competency analysis assessments, again 
available commercially or as free guides on 

the Internet.4 

Developing a timeline for implement-
ing the goals and objectives is a final step 
before adjourning. A helpful tool is a Next 
Steps Chart, similar to action plans for each 
objective. The facilitator can ask, “So what 
do you do on Monday to further this pro-
cess?” Again, it’s a chart with what steps to 
take, who will do them, and by when. Often 
these elements involve such tasks as under-
taking additional research, communicating 
the plan to other staff, confirming budget 
and revenue predictions, and appointing a 
writing team to polish the vision and mis-
sion statements and to incorporate new 
information as it is supplied. 
All goals, objectives, and action plans 

are to be discussed at various intervals 
during the day to ensure that every idea 
is incorporated. The rallying cry at the 
end of the full-day session should be that 
a first draft of all major components has 
been completed! This step-by-step approach 
packs a great deal into approximately nine 
to ten hours for the planning team. 

COMMUNICATE THE STRATEGY 
“The sooner the better” is the motto for 

sharing planning forum results. Most orga-
nizations filter it through full staff meetings 
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Addressing the organization’s core competencies. 

with a sincere request for feedback. Staff 
members should compare the goals and 
objectives with their perceptions of daily 
and weekly work. Has something been 
omitted? Is there not enough emphasis on 
particular aspects of the business, or too 
much? How does reality fit into the plan? 
Do policies and procedures support any new 
ways of doing business? 
If you’re a positive risk-taker, you might 

organize a client focus group to gather their 
perspectives and ideas of past, present, 
and future. A focus group generally lasts 
no longer than two hours and needs to be 
organized with highly structured questions. 
This is to ensure that the focus group in no 
way becomes a gripe session or reveals any 
proprietary information. 
Three to four weeks after seeking addi-

tional input, reconvene the planning team 
to review the newly submitted information 
and to decide how to combine it with what’s 
already been produced. 

COORDINATE IMPLEMENTATION 
This phase has as many approaches as 

there are organizations and their top deci-
sion makers. Most helpful are the choices 
that remain vision- and mission-driven. 
Your chosen direction should be based 
on the vision statement that articulated 
answers to the question, “What is our ideal 
state?” Combine this question with those 
answered when creating the mission state-
ment, such as “What is our niche?” and 
“How do we bring that niche to fruition?” 
Each action plan, as it’s implemented, will 
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represent cascading decisions throughout 
the organization. Stephen Covey’s habit of 
“begin with the end in mind” from the book 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, 
suggests the same approach. Consider the 
difficult task of completing a jigsaw puzzle 
without looking at the picture on the box. 
We must have a positive, future image 
toward which to aspire. 
Some businesses go the route of select-

ing champions and small teams for each 
objective and then monitoring their progress 
as they would in any regular project man-
agement. Others have found benchmarks 
from similarly sized organizations and, with 
the leadership team, have steadily made 
comparisons between those organizations’ 
achievements and those involved in their 
own strategic plan. Keep in mind that some 
form of measurement must exist to judge 
the success of each endeavor. If the time 
frames begin to appear unrealistic, modify 
the expectations to keep team members 
from feeling sabotaged. Forecasting how 
long an initiative may take is merely an 
educated guess in the first place. 
The succession-planning component 

may require additional support for the 
human resources function of your organi-
zation. If this part of the strategic plan is to 
serve its purpose, adequate time is essential 
to gain a working knowledge about admin-
istering competency-based assessments, 
interpreting the results, and then develop-
ing or locating appropriate training oppor-
tunities for those slated to fill the shoes of 
soon-to-be retiring Baby Boomers. 

CELEBRATING SUCCESSES 
As initial successes emerge—however 

small—find ways to celebrate and recognize 
the accomplishments from every corner 
of the organization. Team members often 
interpret the strategic planning process as 
extra work over and above daily tasks and 
functions. In reality, it is a vehicle by which 
everyone operates from the same value 
system, converses with a more consistent 
vocabulary, and learns to maintain the 
search for emerging concepts, technologies, 
and procedures. Responding to productive 
change and innovation becomes the norm 
as your organization continues to reinvent 
itself. 

FOOTNOTES 
1.		 www.aarp.org/livable-communities/ 
learn/demographics/info-2014/. 

2.		 www.pewresearch.org/daily-num-
ber/baby-boomers-retire/. 

3.		 Two personal values assessments 
are available online: Personal Values 
Statement (PVS) by John E. Oliver 
at home.snu.edu/~jsmith/library/ 
body/vo2.pdf on pages 92-103, and 
Personal Values Assessment (PVA) 
by John Barrett at cultureleader-
shipgroup.com/pva/. 

4.		 How-to and informational articles 
on core competency analysis: www. 
mindtools.com/pages/article/newT-
MC_94.htm; searchcio.techtarget. 
com/definition/core-competency. 
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