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Putting wheels on your strategic plan

by Bill Frentzel and Baldwin Tom

It can be as frustrating as nailing jelly to a wall. 

In many public organizations, it is difficult to make sure that the day-to-day work stays on track to meet the organization’s overall objectives and strategic plan. This can be because members of the organization, particularly senior management, get caught up in dealing with everyday issues and lose track of the organization’s greater purpose. 

It’s not because of a lack of strategy – all organizations have a strategy of some kind in place. 

This strategy may be a written down, possibly developed in response to a requirement such as the Government Performance and Review Act or the President’s Management Agenda. Then, the problem may be that the strategic plan tends to sit on a shelf, rarely read except when it comes time to rewrite it.

Or, the strategy may be informal but no less real, what is sometimes called an “emergent” strategy because it emerges out of the pressures placed on the organization. In such cases, the challenge comes in getting the ideas in the emergent strategy out into the open for discussion and either validation or revision.

Many senior managers are reluctant to discuss strategy, perhaps because they see their role as setting that strategy and passing it down the ladder with no questions to be asked. This means that other members of the organization, charged with implementing the strategy, have limited or no opportunity to learn from the senior managers’ insight and understanding of the issues, to guide their own work. As a result, the organization is unsuccessful in meeting the needs for which it is intended.

However, our experience is that if senior managers do not want to talk strategy, they are much more willing to discuss performance matters. 

In this lies the key for middle managers looking for a way to make the organization’s strategy “live” in its day-to-day operations. To develop a discussion with senior managers around strategic issues, they can first frame it in terms of performance issues.  

For this, any of a variety of established performance review methodologies can be used, but one of the best tools for this purpose is the Balanced Scorecard (BSC). This tool, developed originally for the private sector, works on the principle that a variety of success factors, not just financial profitability, drive an organization’s success. By determining the right success drivers and measuring progress for each driver, every part of the organization gets a “report card” indicating how well it is supporting the overall goals. The BSC has the advantages of having built-in structure and logic, and being widely accepted and understood. 

In any BSC implementation, it is important to understand the cause-and-effect relationships between what the organization does, and the outcomes. We find that few organizations actually link the performance measures in the various BSC perspectives in chains of cause and effect.  These chains of cause and effect between leading and lagging measures constitute, effectively, a hypothesis of the organization’s strategy.  It is then necessary to prove or disprove the hypothesis.

The performance measures used and targets set become key elements of the organization’s strategy.  Which controls leaders and managers set, and whether or not they are working, sheds light on whether or not the organization’s strategy is working.  In this way, organizational performance briefings present a unique opportunity for leadership discussions about the performance measure chains of cause and effect, and hence, the organization’s strategy.  If the controls set by leadership policy are not gaining the desired effect, either the chains of cause and effect are incorrect, or the wrong things are being measured.  This means that changes need to be made – perhaps a change to the strategy, the hypothesis about cause and effect, or some other element.


In the usual order of strategy development, a strategy is developed first.  Then the BSC is used in the implementation and management phase to see if the strategy is working. But we can also work backwards.  

By developing a BSC first and then by tweaking the performance measures used on the BSC, along with suppositions about the chains of cause and effect between these measures, one can arrive at a strategy that proves to fit.  During this iteration, the leadership will have been much more likely to have contributed key insights to the strategy development process.  The proven hypothesis can then be translated explicitly in a strategy document.


Another major benefit in the BSC approach comes in stakeholder relations.

Any organization – whether public sector or private – that is providing funding to you will want to be sure its investment is paying off in real results. This is particularly important in the public sector, because goals are rarely as clear-cut or finite as are those in the private sector. The BSC puts hard numbers into a discussion of the organization’s progress, making stakeholders more willing to support further efforts.

Also, in many cases the funders and evaluators are different from the actual consumers of the service you are providing. People who make decisions on funding public housing, for example, generally do not live in public housing themselves. They do not see how fast you respond to requests for repairs, and how seriously you take preventative maintenance. 

So, because your funders and evaluators don’t usually get a chance to experience what you are offering, you need a credible way to show them that you are doing a good job. By showing them the results of your analysis over time, you can demonstrate your effectiveness.
The balanced scorecard helps demonstrate effectiveness, and forms a basis for discussion of continued and new funding.
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