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POSITIVE, VISION-BASED STRATEGIC PLANNING: 
LINKING VISION TO OPERATIONAL CHANGE AND ACTION 
      
Traditional approaches to organizational strategic planning often involve managers 
ventilating about their problems as a first step. Although this ventilating technique may 
lead to some much-needed catharsis, it can also result in an atmosphere of negativity 
that permeates the entire planning process. 
 
Planning is hard work, and the only way to get through that hard work successfully is to 
be armed with sufficient energy and a positive attitude. Consequently, starting the 
process with ventilating about problems may be counterproductive. 
 
Instead, a leadership team needs to adopt a planning approach that shifts the focus from 
problems (where the organization has been) to the future (where the organization is 
heading). It is, in fact, possible to help an organization’s leadership team develop an 
excitement about the future—and to help ease the potential pain of events such as 
downsizing or a merger or rapid growth. 

 

Characteristics of this Approach 
 

• Creates a positive, collaborative environment in which a planning team can focus 
on desired outcomes; 

• Moves quickly and is practical, yet provides room for discussion of issues; 
• Works well for either rapid or moderate business growth and change; 
• Has a unifying effect rather than a dividing effect on the members of a planning 

team; 
• Minimizes but deals with conflicts and adversarial dynamics; 
• Helps an organization regroup after downsizing or other traumatic events; 
• Provides a focus on the human elements of change as well as the business 

elements; and 
• Offers a more enjoyable and encouraging approach than problem-based planning 

methods. 

 
Benefits of this Approach 
 
The benefits of positive, vision-based planning that have been experienced by leadership 
teams are as follows: 
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� The creation of a vision that acts as guidance and support for the leadership team; 

� A solid understanding of the team’s vision and its success measures; 

� Recognition of successes as well as improvement needs; 

� A focus on possible gains; 

� Quick clarification of desired outcomes; 

� The creation of specific action items linked to vision; 

� The adoption of a problem-solving structure that shifts the emphasis from the 
destructive effects of the problem to the constructive focus of the team’s vision; a 

� A unifying effect not only within a leadership team but also between a leadership 
team and other organizational groups. 

The Uses of Vision-Based Planning 
 
Vision-based planning is especially appropriate for clients who: 

� Are in a hurry for results; 

� Have a practical focus and want a practical plan; 

� Have difficulty moving from an abstract vision or mission statement to 
implementation (need help in linking a vision to action); 

� Are faced with changes at different levels and conflicts or differences of opinion; 

� Want an approach that unifies rather than divides the members of the leadership 
team. 

 
We have used this approach for strategic planning; implementation planning based on 
strategic plans; task and project planning; and planning for changes such as 
reorganizations, cross-functional or intergroup linkages, and relationships with 
customers.  

Leading a Management Team through Strategic 
Planning 
 
Step 1: Data Gathering  
 
We will conduct interviews with each of the team members and leaders. We will 
use the interviews to build the initial working relationships so that we can work 
comfortably and effectively together. The interviews will allow us to better 
understand what each team member hopes to get out of the team strategic planning 
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process as well as their relative level of commitment to improvement. (How much 
are they willing to put into makings things better?) These structured interviews 
will help me to better understand the current team dynamics and the team’s 
approach to working together. Specifically we will focus on learning more about 
the relative clarity of goals, roles, (how we relate to one another and support one 
another) and the clarity and perceived effectiveness of our procedures for working 
together. We will explore the dynamics of the team’s goals and interpersonal 
relationships to determine if there is any unresolved conflict that is hampering the 
group/team's effectiveness.  
  
Step 2: Data Analysis, & Feedback 
 
We will use the information from the interviews to design the intervention and to 
guide the group's efforts to prioritize action steps for planning and improve 
working relationships. We will provide feedback to you on the themes identified in 
the interview phase. At this stage of the process, we will propose the specific 
objectives and agenda for the session. We will communicate the approach with the 
team to ensure that everyone is “on-board” and committed to the outcomes we 
propose. 

Step 3: Working Session: Creating or Clarify the Overall Vision Statement 

This step consists of creating or clarifying a vision statement. We will establish team 
guidelines for working together and handling challenges or differences. The team may 
create its statement “from scratch” (without any pre-existing materials), or the leader of 
the team or someone else may bring a draft to the session. The vision statement should 
include the following elements: 

� Business, task, and financial issues; 

� External relationships with customers, suppliers, and partners; and 

� Internal relationships (those within the organization) that support tasks and 
customers. 

These three elements are useful because they are few in number and cover the basics. 
Also, most organizations, left to their own devices, tend to shortchange the element of 
internal relationships; thus, it is helpful to include it in the vision statement. 
 
Some organizations choose to add elements. As long as the three listed above are 
covered in some way, clients may include other elements that they can relate to rather 
than ones suggested by the consultant. After the team members have agreed on 
elements, they proceed to creating a vision statement that they can agree on. 
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A question that sometimes arises is the difference between vision and mission 
statements. These terms are often used interchangeably, causing some confusion, but 
there is a difference. A mission statement defines the business that the organization is in; 
a vision statement goes beyond the mission statement to describe the level of excellence 
or quality to which the organization aspires. 
 
The following is an example of a mission statement: 
We rent, sell, and maintain cars. 
 
In contrast, here is an example of a vision statement: 
We strive to be the number-one car-rental company in the world and to maintain 
excellent relationships with customers, suppliers, and partners. Our employees are 
valued team members and are proud to work with us. 

Step 4: Creating Success Measures 

During Step 4 each of the major elements that appears in the vision statement is listed 
(business, task, and financial issues; external relationships; internal relationships; and 
any other elements that the leadership team has included), and corresponding success 
measures are developed for each. The number of success measures should be sufficient 
to create a vivid picture of the results that will occur if the team’s vision is achieved. 
 
Success measures are either observable or quantifiable and are always stated in positive 
terms (as if already achieved). Sample success measures are as follows: 

� Our products are received, used, and respected by clients as world-class science. 

� Other divisions come to us first for division-level consultation and problem 
solving. 

� We are increasing profitability by 10 percent this year. 
 
We will work with you to ensure that success measures are specific enough to observe 
or quantify. The level of specificity needed for clarity, particularly for the observable 
success measures, varies widely among teams. If a measure is clear to the members of 
the leadership team involved, it is acceptable. The advantages of success measures are 
as follows: 

• They link planning at all levels, from strategic planning, accomplished by 
top management, to implementation, accomplished by employees. 

• They provide quality assurance and control for implementation planning and 
ensuing action, to ensure that both reflect the strategic plan. 

• They provide up-front direction and course correction for quality- 
improvement efforts. 
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• They focus teams on success and desired outcomes rather than on problems. 

• They provide a specific picture of what a realized vision would look like. 

• They help bring people together rather than create distance between them. 

• They provide a common, positive focus for working together across group or 
unit boundaries. 

Step 5: Assessing the Current Organizational State (Depending on the 
length of time we have for planning we will need additional sessions to 
complete steps 5 and 6.) 

During this step the team looks at what is going well and what needs to change with 
regard to the elements of the vision statement and the success measures. The successes 
and areas for improvement are examined separately: 

• We will allow the team members enough time to contemplate what is going 
well and to specify current areas of success. Often the team members are 
eager to leap to problems, but we will encourage them to discuss 
accomplishments thoroughly, as this discussion is an important prerequisite 
for identifying what needs improvement. 

• After areas of success have been specified and discussed, we will invite the 
team members to move to a consideration of what needs improvement in the 
organization. Because the team is building on the positive foundation 
established during the previous discussions, this discussion can be a 
constructive and collaborative event despite the fact that it concerns 
problems. We will monitor the discussion carefully to ensure that the team 
members do not prematurely embark on establishing action steps. Also, it 
may be necessary to discourage blaming. 

Step 6: Specifying Action Steps 

The fourth step consists of developing actions to narrow the gap between the current 
organizational state (what needs improvement) and the desired organizational state (the 
success measures established for the elements of the vision statement). The team 
members set priorities and agree on initial action steps that will move the organization 
toward the vision. Actions may be addressed concurrently in the areas of business, task, 
and financial issues; external relationships; and internal relationships. 
 
If achieving the vision requires extensive changes in organizational culture, the team 
should take an incremental approach to action steps and should establish a strong 
foundation for the planning effort by working through the issues surfaced in Steps 3 
through 5. Otherwise, too much change may be undertaken too rapidly, leading to 
failure. The team members should be encouraged to temper their urge to rush through 
changes with an examination of the probable outcomes of proposed actions. 
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Step 7: Following Up-Next Steps, A Review Working Session 

The vision statement is reproduced and distributed to all team members, and other 
management in the organization if agreed to, for review and comment as needed. Then 
another meeting is held to clarify and resolve questions and to finalize commitment to 
the vision and action. If necessary, continue meeting until commitment is clearly 
evident. 
 
Any subsequent action planning required is accomplished, and the team members check 
their proposed actions against all relevant success measures on a quarterly basis. 

WCW values about working with groups/teams are: 
  

• We place a high value on making appropriate interventions. We are 
careful to not leave a team or group in worse shape than I found it. 

• We work within the group's agreement about what is important - We 
don't push my agenda. 

• We don't take sides or push for a personally preferred outcome. 
• We strive to be appropriately direct and willing to confront the group, its 

members, or the leader on behavior that detract from the group's stated 
goals/preference. 

• We are explicit and open about what we are doing and why were are 
doing it at any point during our work with the group. 

• Personal information emerging from a survey, workshop, seminar, or 
consultation is confidential and/or anonymous, and will not be shared 
with anyone except with the explicit permission of the persons involved. 

• We assume that people learn in different ways and at different rates and 
not by becoming overwhelmed or excessively anxious. 

• We consider conflict and resistance to be a natural outgrowth of the 
differences and interactions between people and not in itself negative nor 
destructive. While it might not be resolved, it can be managed. 


