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DOES YOUR PRACTICE HAVE A STRATEGY?
- or ‘Thinking Around Corners’
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Jeremy Thorn, an experienced organisational adviser and executive leadership coach to boards and partnerships in many professional fields, offers some tips.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

· ‘Strategy’ is a word often abused, but every organisation needs one if it doesn’t want to be a cork bobbing on the ocean of life, and so also may each part of that organisation, to ‘think around the corners’;
· Some may feel that they can’t control their outside world so there is no point wasting time strategising.  But that may be precisely when having a strategy to cope with such situations may be even more important than ever?
· Others may feel that strategy development is not their strength, too remote from their known reality.  But some in your team will, so identify them and get them on your team!
· Gathering preliminary core data is important, and there are lots of strategic planning tools around to help structure this.  

· Note that serious strategy development does not happen over-night? – it needs an iterative process of constant refinement.  So don’t try to complete this in one go.  Take it in digestible chunks as suggested?  I offer an overall format that works really well.
· Great strategy development may highlight fault-lines in any organisation, however well intentioned.  If it does, don’t ignore them but deal with them sensitively.  That’s partly what great strategy development should be all about.
INTRODUCTION

Come with me on a short journey of exploration if you will, to examine the role of strategy development, organisational fulfilment, and indeed, even your and your colleague’s personal and professional fulfilment.  

My interest - my lifelong passion - is in helping to develop great organisations in any field of endeavour, and the people within them.  The ‘organisation’ could be your practice at work, it could be any of the other groups of people you work with professionally.  It could just as well be your family - or any other hobby or outside interest group you support.
What is ‘Strategy’?  

What does ‘strategy’ mean to you?  For many, it is no more than a management buzz-word, probably more often used with little understanding by some to try to persuade the rest of us of the merits of something we may not agree with!  (It can even be a useful term we can use to do the same to others… )
But it can also be an essential tool  - and not a meaningless adjunct to any high-flown endeavour, for anyone, anywhere.   
To help explain why, I have a very quick exercise for you.  Do give it a go!  It will only take a minute and it may give you a whole new slant on ‘strategy’ – not just at work, but in any other field of endeavour that is important to you.

· Put the following into a descending order of hierarchy, priority and sequence: (ie: Which comes first, before the second, which then third, and so on through to the last?)






Your Ranking, from 1st  to 5th 
    
a) ACTION




…….
b) OBJECTIVES



…….
c) PLANS




…….
d) GOALS 




…….
e) STRATEGY




…….
Please have a go at this exercise before you read further?  There are no tricks.  (And a helpful tip?  ‘Strategy’ does not come last, nor first!  But where does it come?)
Do give this your thought?  If I give you my answers now, you may not value my suggestions that follow.  However, I promise not to tease you.  My answers will appear later on – and feel free to disagree with them if you wish!  But do write your answers down on a scrap of paper now and then, read on…
WHY HAVE A STRATEGY?
This may seem a strange question.  Some readers will have no doubt that all organisations need a strategy. 
Others may however suspect that this is a luxury, perhaps only for larger organisations.  Many may feel that within the health sector specifically, Healthcare Practices are so dependent on outside issues, driven especially by national politics, economics and demography, they can have no real influence on strategy as it affects them.  And others may just find that ‘thinking around corners’ is not their personal forte. 

So here first are some miscellaneous thoughts from others, for those of you who may wonder if having a strategy for your organisation is perhaps unnecessary, unrealistic, or even no more than ‘nice to have’ when time allows:
·  “If you always do what you have always done, you’ll always get what you have always got.”   

· “If you don’t plan where you are going, you could end up anywhere!”

· “If you don’t know where you are going, how will you know when you get there?” 

· “Fail to plan - plan to fail!”
· “The definition of a fanatic? – someone who, having forgotten their aim, redoubles their effort.”  <Santayana>

(This last one is my favourite business quote!  It speaks to me especially, and I am sure many others, with so much insight.  Have you ever been lost on a bleak mountain, in a dark forest or a huge shopping mall, and walked twice as fast?  I have!  Have you ever been lost going to a meeting at an unknown location and driven faster?  Have you ever sent out mailings to your patients who didn’t respond, and then sent out yet more?  We all do!)
These often-quoted aphorisms can often seem to be annoyingly trite, but don’t they contain much truth?  They are all about ‘thinking around corners’.
“But we don’t call the shots….!”

So what can I say to any organisation that might complain that their world is effectively determined by external forces over which they have no control?  (I often hear this complaint from organisations in all sectors by the way, not just within the NHS!)   
My answer is that we all have strategic choices to make about the world we live in, however constrained we may feel, and we can still have strategies for dealing with issues outside our control.  (Don’t clinicians do this for their patients all the time?)  What organisation, let alone any individual, wants to be a cork on the ocean of life, bobbing around hither and thither, blown by the winds of fortune?
Note also? ‘Strategy’ is not just applicable to a whole organisation.  Even elements of any organisation need a strategy, whether it is a strategy for growth, consolidation or wind-down; management succession, exit or retirement; HR, staff recruitment, development and retention; IT and Management Information Systems; stakeholder involvement and allied relationships; finance and premises; and much more.

“Strategy isn’t my strength…!”

And what if you might find longer-range strategising difficult?  If you do, research is on your side.  You are not alone!  
If you are at all familiar with the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator®, or any other Jungian-based psychometric profiling tools, over 75% of the UK population report a ‘Sensing’, preference for gathering detailed information.  For such types, many report considerable unease with ‘blue-sky thinking’, which may only feel like building castles in the air to them.  

It is only a minority of the population who report an inate preference for what Carl Jung called ‘Intuition’, with a marked preference for rising above the detail to spot patterns, trends and even new opportunities.  For them, strategising, thinking ahead and ‘looking around corners’ may be much more friendly territory.  And this is where it is so important to be part of a team.  Strategy development needs both the facts and longer-range thinking, so engage both these inate preferences in your team if you possibly can.
STRATEGY, GOALS AND TACTICS

What might be the best answer to the short exercise I proposed?  
We might well want to argue about the difference in meaning between a ‘goal’ and an ‘objective, but allow me to suggest that we might define a ‘goal’ as our core, over-arching mission, purpose or target; and to achieve this goal, we might then need a series of interim ‘objectives’ on the way to get us there.  
(Just for example, one of my own private ‘goals’ may be to spend more time with my family.  Accordingly, some of my ‘objectives’ to support this goal could be to work more effectively, manage my working time and resources better and, now I think about it, I also need to make sure that the time I do spend with my family is quality time…  But I must remember what my Goal is, or I might achieve any of these objectives and still fail to meet it.  <For example, I might easily be tempted to work more effectively, and then do even more work!>)

So clearly, Goals must come first, and then Objectives.  Only then is it appropriate to think about the Strategies which we are going to need to think through, to achieve these goals and objectives.  After that, we shall clearly need to make some Plans to deliver these strategies, after which we will need to take some Action.  (A helpful tip to help you to remember this sequence?  ‘GOSPA’: Goals, Objectives, Strategies, Plans, Action.)  
If you can agree with my definition of Goals and Objectives, surely any other sequence would make no sense?  Imagine taking Action, for example, with no end Goal or key Objectives in mind, let alone with no Strategy and no Plan!
And if you should ask, where do Tactics come into all this?  They are a sub-set of our Strategy, Plans and Action.  On their own however, ‘tactics’ may be quite meaningless.
(So if, for example, one of my personal Objectives is to work more effectively, one of my Strategies may be to allocate my time to different tasks with greater discipline and forethought; and one tactical solution may be to keep a time-log.  Note though that keeping a record of how I spend my time is certainly not ‘strategic’?  It is probably a really good idea - but only ‘tactical’.  And without any good purpose, it might only be an administrative time-waster!)
DEVELOPING A STRATEGIC PLAN
Having agreed that all goals and objectives may benefit from having some under-pinning strategies to support them, how might we go about developing a strategic plan?
My first tip: don’t expect this to happen quickly?  Most great strategies are iterative.  You will probably have to go round the process I recommend below several times before you find it is fully complementary to all your goals and objectives, let alone at all rigorous or credible.  But it is a very powerful discipline, so do stick with it?
Secondly: don’t do this on your own!  Winning strategies need ‘buy-in’ from those who are going to have to implement them.  So engage all your colleagues at an early stage and gather their thoughts too.  And just as importantly, once the final strategy is developed, share it with them!

So what are the components of developing a sound strategy, to ‘think around corners’?

First, you will need some preliminary data.  
· What are the trends affecting your organisation, financially, politically, demographically, technically and even socially?  What does the ‘word on the wire’ tell you?

· If you haven’t conducted one recently, consider undertaking a Stakeholder Analysis - and even a specific Employee Survey.?  They can be so revealing! 
· Have you also recently brainstormed a ‘SWOT’ analysis, to examine objectively the internal strengths and weaknesses of your organisation, and the external threats and opportunities?

Next – and don’t try to do everything at once – explore the following in stages, perhaps in small bites?  This process may seem rather tedious, but I can promise you it works ever so well and will produce rich reward.

1) Mission, Vision and Values
a) Do we have an agreed, over-arching, core ‘purpose’ (or ‘mission’) - and is it explicit?    Is it also credible, is it realistic and does it really describe what we all want to achieve?  (You aren’t looking for ‘fine words’ here – this needs to describe accurately and quite unambiguously what you all want to achieve.  That often needs open-minded challenge and honesty from within the team.  For example, do we want to grow, stay the same or get smaller?  Do we want to specialise at all, and if so, in what, when, where and how?)

b) Do we have a shared ‘vision’ of what success will look like?  Without a clear vision of the consequence of your goals and objectives, shared by all, leadership can become really difficult.  So where are we all going? – what will it feel like when we get there? – will we all be happy with it once achieved? – what will we do if we don’t?  
(If these last two questions are a problem at the ‘top’, and they often can be in some organisations, far better sorted out now rather than later?  That is why this section is so important and often comes first in this very important sequence.  There will rarely be any winning corporate strategies if there aren’t any agreed corporate Goals and Objectives!)

c) Do we have really clear values for our organisation, by which all executive decisions may be guided, that will stand against any short-term expediency, knee-jerk reactions or unhelpful ambiguity?
Clarifying all the above can take more time than any other part of this process and it can be the most difficult.  It requires tact, sensitivity, honesty and trust.  But the benefits of working through these, especially as a top team initially, can be enormous and can set the foundation for all that follows.


And if, just in case, you can’t establish a shared mission, vision and values?   Go no further without resolving them.  They are, after all, truly ‘mission critical’ - for any organisation.   Hiding such fault-lines, ignoring them or dissembling, serves nobody any good.  Not in the long-term.  It may take courage to help resolve these issues but then, isn’t that what strategic leadership is all about? 

2.  The External Environment, Consumers and Stakeholders
a) The big picture.  When you go through this strategy-development process for the first time, you may want to start with this topic as part of your preliminary data-gathering.  If your team is especially future-minded, you may already have completed your strategic review of the outside world.  Even so, some further long-range visioning may still not go amiss, even if only now to think the unthinkable.  Have we covered the whole environment that affects us?  Have we explored all possible, realistic scenarios?  What if…?  What might happen when…?   What about…?
You may know that there are many strategic planning tools and techniques available to explore the external world quite rigorously.  
There may often be no clear answers – but one of the secrets of good strategy development is to ask really great questions. 
Another is to challenge the answers! (Preferably collaboratively, in good faith!)
b) Within the outside world, of course you also need to define and explore those whom we choose to serve.   (These could be called ‘direct consumers’.  You may prefer to call them ‘patients’, in the private sector they would be called ‘customers’.  But they may be quite different from ‘stakeholders’ – covered below.)  
Who are they?  What do we know about them? How satisfied are they? What more would we like to know about them?  Who else could they be?  Where are they?  And what do they want, what do they need, what do they currently get?  
Are these all very obvious questions to ask?  Hmmm – not always!
c) We also need to consider our other external stakeholders - such as our funders, commissioners, contractors, suppliers, external partnerships and our wider network.  Again, who are they, who could they be, what do they want, how can they help us?  What are our external relationships like?  Could we help to make them better and more productive?  Do we even want to?  And if not, why not?
3. The Internal Environment – Key Resources, Services and Core Competencies

a) What key resources will we need to deliver these services?  Not just equipment and premises, nor even funding, infra-structure support and systems.  They all need discussion and close examination, of course, and can be strategically critical.  
But often far more important, at least for the first time around this suggested cycle of strategy development, can be the resources of the partners, management and staff (and even their own families).  Are the goals, objectives and values all aligned?  What works well and what doesn’t?  What may not work so well in the future and what could be changed for the better?
This topic can often become tactical.  But it may also be mission critical, for an unhappy partnership, for example.  This process, slightly refined, can be just as helpful for such misalignments when the first task may be to get each set of participants to define and expose their personal strategies.   
(But for separate discussion, another time?  If there are no shared goals and objectives at the top, this article may serve no purpose until they are resolved.  However, note that this process can be of enormous help in resolving such disagreements at the top, often very constructively with at least some goodwill, and probably some neutral facilitation?)
b) This is where we all need to explore the services we offer.  They are probably the core focus of all that you do?   But are they right, are they fit for purpose, could they be better, are they complete, should some even be dropped?  Do they all meet your Mission, Vision and Values?
If it is at all helpful, when it comes to emotional resistance within a delivery team, you might care to note that I often find this section the most fraught!  “But we have always done…”  “We could never do….”  Even, “I don’t now how to do….” – which you should only ever ignore at your peril!  (None of us likes change, and an imposed change in services can be deeply destructive for any team without great care and attention.  On the other hand, ignoring new services may be an organisational death-warrant.  So tread very carefully!)
c) What core competencies will we need?  What new skills and behaviours may we most admire and require, what existing ones will we need to develop?  How can these best guide our future recruitment strategies – and maybe some exit strategies too?
4. The Organisation

Almost certainly, this essential step might be tactical.  Having agreed your Mission, Vision and Values; having factored in your concerns for the wider external environment, your consumers and stakeholders; and explored the required Key Resources, Services and Core Competencies; what else is left but to get on with delivering your strategy?

Answer? – a lot!

Many great strategies need very subtle reorganisation to deliver them, and sadly sometimes, not so subtle ones.  Because strategy development has to be an interative process, you may either find the organisation you have may not deliver the Goals you seek; or the Goals you seek cannot be delivered by the organisation you would really like to have.
This is no doubt a topic for another occasion, but do remember this?  A great strategy is meaningless without a great organisation to deliver it!
I hope this may be helpful and sets you thinking?  If you need any help, do ask?  It doesn’t have to be from me!  It could be from anyone you and your colleagues can trust, who understands both strategy development and organisations in practice, with some deep experience of these, who can help you to ‘think around corners’.
With all best wishes
Jeremy Thorn

Jeremy@JeremyThorn.co.uk 

www.JeremyThorn.co.uk 
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Jeremy Thorn’s lifelong passion has been for developing organisations and their people.  He is an experienced Non-Executive Director, Executive Leadership Coach and top-team Workshop Facilitator, for a wide range of organisations and institutions in both the public and private sectors.  
He is particularly well-known within the NHS for his work on Top Team development, Practice Based Commissioning and ‘win-win’ Negotiation Skills development, which he suggests might all be intimately related with due care and understanding.
Author of several prize-winning practical business books and a frequent speaker on a wide variety of challenging business topics internationally, Jeremy is the past founding Chairman of a management consultancy and Managing Director of a large international engineering company, which was one of the first ever accredited to the Investor In People standard and winner of several National Training Awards.
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