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Strategic Management:
Developing and Realizing a Strategic Vision

Scott Bryant |

|t is more important to do the right things than to do
things right. This is a piece of wisdom that often has
§ been repeated. While both emphases are important,
focusing on issues and challenges that are most im-
portant to your community or to your organization '

is clearly a key to success. As with most such adages,
the advice is more easily given than followed.

Unfortunately, the “right things” to focus on are not al-
ways apparent. But strategic management can help. Strategic
management combines strategic planning with the imple-
mentation and evaluation of progress. It is a tool for identi-
fying the right things to do, focusing a community or orga-
nization on those things, measuring progress, and
continually adjusting plans and strategies to achieve a com-
munity’s or organization’s vision.

The strategic management process involves four key steps
(see Figure 1):

1. Assess the current situation.

2. Make decisions and develop strategies.
3. Implement the decisions and strategies.
4. Measure progress.

Step 1: Assess the Current Situation .

Too often, strategic plans are developed without a complete
understanding of current strengths, weaknesses, issues, and
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challenges. A plan that will effectively
focus your community or organization
cannot be developed over a weckend at
a planning retreat. An effective strategic
plan requires, as a first step, the fairly
rigorous collection of information, with
analysis and development of issues.

The current situation should be as-
sessed from several perspectives, includ-
ing the market and customers served,
current or potential competitors, and
internal capabilities.

Market Analysis

Successful businesses have long known
the importance of understanding the
markets they serve. Increasingly, local
governments are recognizing their need
to do the same. Understanding your mar-
ket involves comprehending the demo-
graphic, economic, social, and other char-
acteristics of your community, as well as
the trends or changes that are occurring.

Knowing about the demographics of
your community helps to identify key
issues and challenges facing the com-
munity. The makeup of the locality’s
population in terms of age, ethnicity,
and education can have a major impact
on the services required, as well as on
their success. Additionally, understand-
ing changes or trends in these charac-
teristics helps to clarify the changing
needs of the community.

Similarly, economic characteristics
and trends, such as income and poverty
levels and unemployment rates, provide
useful insights into current and emerg-
ing community needs.

Social characteristics and trends are
also useful in understanding your com-
munity. These include factors like hous-
ing and population density, owner and
renter occupancy rates, and crime rates
and trends.

Other, more specific characteristics
and trends also can be useful, including
such factors as the teen pregnancy rate,

.igh school dropout rate, business fail-
u

re rate, and so forth. A wealth of infor-
mation exists to help us better under-
stand our communities.
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Customer Analysis

In addition to community characteris-
tics and trends, it also is important to
know about specific customer needs and
expectations. This is another area that
successful businesses have long under-
stood and focused on. Increasingly, local
governments are asking their customers,
through surveys, focus groups, and
other means, what is important to them
and how their needs can be better met.

Customer analysis should focus on
four key questions:

1. What are the customers’ priorities?

2. How satisfied are they with current
services or products?

3. What are their service or quality ex-
pectations?

4. What concerns or issues do they have?

Answers to the first two questions can
be used to determine quickly where a
community or organization should focus
its efforts. By comparing customer prior-
ities with their satisfaction levels (see
Figure 2), it is easy to identify the ser-
vices or issues that they rate as top prior-
ities or as arcas of dissatisfaction. These
identified services should typically be the
focus of improvement efforts. Asking
customers about their expectations for
service or quality will define benchmarks
with which to compare current perfor-

mance, as well as targets for change
strategies. These benchmarks should de-
fine and drive goals and objectives.

Asking customers their perspectives
on issues or concerns also helps to pro-
vide insights into challenges they see
around the corner for the community or
organization.

Competitive Analysis

Local governments are increasingly fac-
ing competition. Typically, when we
think of competition in the public sector,
we think of competitive pressure from
the private sector. While this kind of
competitive pressure is important, local
governments also are competing with
each other. More and more community
comparisons are being done, usually
comparing some measure of quality of
life. Just as private businesses compare
themselves with and learn from their
competitors, local governments can
compare and learn from each other. This
is being accomplished cooperatively
through efforts such as ICMA’'s Compar-
ative Performance Measure Consortium.

When conducting a competitive
analysis, it is important to consider
competitive position from both a cost
and a quality perspective. Often, com-
petitive analyses focus primarily on cost
issues and may miss equally important
factors related to quality.

internal Analysis

A community’s internal analysis should
consider its resources, strengths, and
weaknesses. An internal analysis for an
organization should additionally con-
sider current workload and employee
attitudes.

Resources to be identified and ana-
lyzed include financial capacity, facilities,
human resources, and technological ad-
vantages. Strengths might comprise dis-
tinctive competencies, areas in which the
community or organization is seen as a
market leader, and unique external rela-
tionships. Weaknesses might involve defi-
ciencies in resources, skills, or capabilities.
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Figure 2. Customer Priority/Satisfaction
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Source: Adapted with permission from an IBM Leadership Institute chart.

For an organization, the workload, in
terms of current demands and projected
future demand, should be identified and
analyzed. Additionally, employees’ atti-
tudes about their work environment,
communication, management support,
and fairness—together with their moti-
vation and morale levels—are impor-
tant to understand.

Once information in these areas has
been collected and analyzed, it must be
developed into a manageable set of
strategic issues, which should become
fairly obvious from the information col-
lected and analyzed. With a good work-
ing knowledge of current issues and
challenges, it is time to move to Step 2,
which involves determining priorities
and developing strategies.

Step 2: Make Decisions
and Develop Strategies

Two types of decisions must be made:
What is the community’s or organiza-
tion’s vision? And what are its priorities?

A vision establishes a community’s or
organization’s view of the future. It often
is described as a destination point, “a
place to be” in the future. A vision
should be clear, concise, and easily un-
derstandable. It should be memorable
and should easily generate commitment
and enthusiasm.
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For a community, developing a vision
that accurately reflects common values
and issues can be a substantial challenge.
All members of the community, includ-
ing residents, businesses, community
groups and organizations, and the
media, must be engaged to some extent.

Here are three approaches to devel-
oping a community vision:

Council/Board Approach. The city or
county council or board establishes the
community’s vision, based on survey re-
sults and community meetings. This ap-
proach often is difficult because coun-
cilmembers are busy with day-to-day
issues, and they may find it hard to focus
on strategic issues and future visions.

Vision Task Force. A task force or
working group is appointed with the
specific assignment of developing the
community’s vision, again based on sur-
vey results and community meetings.
This approach adds needed focus to the
vision effort, but it establishes one more
decision-making body.

Community Vision-Setting Sessions.
All members of the community are in-
vited to participate in vision setting ses-
sions, cach examining an important as-
pect of community life. Participants are
asked to share their visions for the com-

munity and to reach some consensus.
This approach often generates the most
enthusiasm among community mem-
bers.

Developing a vision for an organiza-
tion, while difficult, is less challenging
than developing a vision for a commu-
nity. There are three approaches to de-
veloping a vision for an organization:

Executive Officer/Leader Approach.
The CEO or leader of the organization
establishes the organization’s view of the
future.

Executive/Senior Management Team
Approach. A team of the organization’s
senior managers is selected to develop
the organization’s view of the future.

Bottom-Up Team Approach. Line em-
ployees and lower-level employees are
involved in the vision development
process.

The second type of decision to be‘
made is that of determining relative pri-
orities, as reflected in specific goals and
objectives. These goals and objectives
must be clearly related to the vision. In a
sense, they are milestones on the route to
realizing the vision, and as such they
must be explicit, precise, and measurable.

Once a vision, goals, and objectives
have been determined, strategies for ac-
complishing them should be developed.
Strategies establish the basic or specific
approaches to achieving the defined vi-
sion, goals, and objectives. There are
several types of strategies:

Technical change strategies involves
changing the way in which services are
provided and an organization’s output is
produced. These changes occur through
process reengineering or similar ap-
proaches.

Structural change strategies focus on
altering the structure of specific jobs

modifying organizational roles or relaa-
tionships. Examples of this type of
change strategy are: combining similar

OctoBer 1997



or dependent functions, changing the
number or reporting relationship of de-
partments or divisions, or otherwise
changing organizational structure.

Managerial change strategies involve
changing management policies or prac-
tices, such as reward systems or the rela-
tionship between management and
labor. Examples include broad-banding
a personnel classification system, imple-
menting results-based reward systems,
and involving employees in decision
making.

People change strategies involve ac-
tively engaging the people in the com-
munity or employees working within an
organization, through changing their at-
titudes or beliefs, or upgrading their
skills and capabilities.

With a clear and concise vision, goals
and objectives to move toward the vi-

sion, and specific strategies, it is time to
move to Step 3, that of implementation.

Step 3: implement the
Strategies

Implementation is the most difficult
step, and it is the point at which most
strategic planning or management ef-
forts fail. To ensure success, implemen-
tation strategies must be specifically as-
signed, with time frames clearly defined.
Oversight to ensure accountability also
is important. There are several keys to
successful implementation:

Leadership Commitment. Community
and political leaders, the CEO, and top
managers must be clearly committed to
the established vision and plan for suc-
cessful implementation. Leaders must
be catalysts for implementation, both
symbolically and in substance, or the vi-
sion has little hope of being realized.

Linkage to Budget Decisions. The
budget is the most effective driver of
change. For strategies to be imple-
mented, goals and objectives achieved,
and a vision realized, these must be
clearly and specifically tied to the bud-
get and to the budget decision-making
process.

Organizational Structure. Structure
also is a powerful driver of implemen-
tation and change, as the structure
identifies and communicates key activi-
ties and the manner in which they will
be coordinated to achieve the commu-
nity’s or organization’s vision. The vi-
sion, goals, and objectives should be
clearly reflected in the structure of the
organization.

Community or Organizational Culture.
Culture reflects shared assumptions, be-
liefs, and values that influence action
within the community or organization.

ENHANCED SELECTION DECISIONS
Repucep Cost PErR HIRE

Since 1985 the Corporate Interviewing Network has helped employers make better
hiring decisions while saving substantial amounts of time and money.

We conduct structured interviews of your job candidates in our offices nationwide.
Captured on videotape and delivered overnight, your selection team will now see
and hear all your qualified candidates before going face to face with bona fide finalists.

Our proven process allows you to broaden your search and will do more than just
substantially reduce your cost per hire.

< Document EEOC Compliance and
Further Staff Diversity Goals

< Foster Selection Team Consensus

% Compress the Time Frame of your
Staffing Efforts

<% Save Valuable Management Time

Make Better Selections — Expand Your Field and Screen-In More Candidates — Call CIN Today!

800-476-7588

Corporate Headquarters in San Diego, Califomia
Offices in Principal Cities Nationwide

THE CORPORATE
INTERVIEWING
NETWORK, INC.
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These shared characteristics can best be
understood and described through
widespread involvement in developing
the vision. An organization in which the
vision, goals, and objectives are aligned
from the top to the bottom will be much
more successful at implementation.

Step 4: Measure Progress

Progress made in achieving your commu-
nity’s or organization’s vision, goals, and
objectives can be measured in several
ways: by changes in market or commu-
nity characteristics or trends, by changes
in customer perspectives, by changes in
competitive position, and by changes
in the effectiveness or efficiency of ser-
vice delivery.

Progress can be measured by identi-
fying changes in the characteristics or
trends named as strategic issues in Step
1. Examples might include reductions in
crime rates, improvements in such eco-

nomic indicators as unemployment
rates or income levels, and improvement
in such social or other indicators as the
teen pregnancy rate or high school
dropout rate.

Another way to measure progress is
through changes in the perspectives of
your customers, for instance, improve-
ments in levels of customer satisfaction,
in perception of quality, or in perceived
value received for taxes paid.

Changes in competitive position also
can be used as measures of progress. Be-
coming more competitive with private
sector providers, either in quality or in
price, is an indication of progress. Also,
moving up in one of the many rankings
of communities by quality of life, or by
some other factor, may be an effective
way of measuring progress.

Changes in the effectiveness or effi-
ciency of services provided can be used
to measure progress, e.g., a specific re-
duction in the cost per unit provided, or

a quantitative improvement in the in-
tended outcome of a service.

Conclusion

Communities and organizations that
have committed themselves to using
strategic management or similar pro-
cesses have realized substantial success.
This success can be measured in terms
of real progress in addressing commu-
nity or organization issues and of spe-
cific increases in customer satisfaction.
Strategic management, like any other
change process, requires a long-term
commitment from the top and much
energy and effort. There is, however, a
potential for rich dividends for any
community or organization willing to
undertake such a change effort. 02

Scott Bryant is principal of Scott Bryant &
Associates, Frederick, Maryland.
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New for Public Administrators, a 3-part video series...
Managing for Results:

The Key to More
Responsive Government
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In 120-plus minutes of compelling video, Managing for Results explains and illustrates
the basic concepts of performance measurement. Then you'll see those concepts in action
as city and county managers, elected officials, administrators, consultants, and involved
citizens — from Virginia, Oregon, Minnesota, Texas, and Vermont — explain strategies,

tactics, problems, and opportunities. Managing for Results:

« Features over 50 speakers from eight case study locations
« Is hosted by National Public Radio’s White House Correspondent Mara Liasson
« Includes a comprehensive Resource Manual and Facilitators Guide

This 3-part video series retails at $350 plus shipping and handling.

A special price of $295 is available to ICMA members.

For more information, call The University of Vermont at (800) 639-3188.
Produced by The University of Vermont  In sponsorship with APWA, ASPA, GFOA, and ICMA.
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