No Time to Plan!
Joan Gaetly is the founder and President of Jewel Software.  Their flagship product SalesGrow© is a software tool that analyzes customer buying habits and fine tunes marketing to target them.  After 5 years of successful growth, Joan feels the company has become stagnant and is concerned about well funded competitors that are beginning to nip at their heels.  She wants to develop a new product, go after new markets, retain their leadership position in their niche, and most of all she wants to help Jewel become a more professional organization.

Joan has a vision for her company, but has never written it down.  She also has a business plan…in her head.  She wants to put it in writing, but things have been changing so fast over the past few years she just hasn’t had the time to write it and maintain it.  Joan has hired consultants, bought business planning software and read books, all with little success.  Joan recently read an article about this very problem.  

The article suggested she start by identifying two strategic objectives and writing a strategic plan.  Each objective had to have 5 SMART components:

· S – The objective had to be strategic

· M – The objective had to be measurable

· A - The objective had to be actionable

· R - The objective had to be realistic

· T - The objective had to be time bound
It sounded like something she might be able to find the time for, so she decided to give it a try, but she knew there was one more thing she had to do before she got started.  Being the confident self-aware business person that she was, Joan new she needed some accountability.  The first thing she did was to find someone that could help her, an independent person not connected to her or her business, someone she could rely on for advice, expertise, and direct honest feedback - she was not looking for praise, she was looking for success.  

After a brief search online and a couple of phone calls, she located Pat, a business coach ideally suited to her and her needs which she immediately hired to hold her accountable.  The next step Joan and Pat took was to identify two business goals.

1. Envision one new software product that would compliment SalesGrow© and be seen as valuable by her current client base.  She promised herself she would write a detailed marketing brochure that she could use to help her programming team build it and her sales team begins marketing it.  She committed to finishing this objective by the end of the calendar year, all of which seemed realistic given her clarity on the idea and her current work load.

2. Reduce the amount of time she was spending on sales and customer support by 50%.  Once again she knew this would be strategic, measurable, and would require action on her part.  She gave herself 6 months to accomplish this goal and felt it was realistic as well.

Joan wasn’t sure where to go next, so Pat suggested some steps.  First, look for any assumptions that may not be true and prepare for them.  For example, Joan had assumed that a detailed marketing brochure for her new product idea would be adequate for her development team to build it.  What if that was not enough?  How would she go about getting them the information she needed?  What about clients, how did she know they would want her new product?  Joan and Pat came up with answers to these and other questions and together they came up with contingency plans for each one.

Then they started to define the customer benefits, not from the new product perspective or from Joan having more time, but the benefits Jewel could deliver to current customers that would be obvious and valued.  Who else might see benefits were these two objectives to become reality?  Joan was amazed at how many people she actually touched through her business and found she was having a far greater impact than she had ever realized.  This process helped her take a step back and look at what she was trying to accomplish through the eyes of her prospects, clients, staff, and business community.  It was quite a bright light that had been turned on for her and forever changed the way she thought about her business.

Then Pat suggested looking for obstacles. Reminding Joan that going through these steps helped her better understand the impact Jewel was having on her community, Pat was able to get Joan to commit to actually writing down all the obstacles they might run into while working towards achieving her two objectives.

The most obvious was the tyranny of the urgent for Joan.  How was she ever going to find the time to find more time?  How could she walk away from sales and supporting customers when they all needed so much of her time?  What would happen to the business if she did so?  Other obstacles she came up with included skill of her sales staff, her willingness to give staff more authority and let them make decisions without her input, and how were they ever going to get enough customer feedback, or market research, to ensure her new product idea would fly without spending months and thousands of dollars they didn’t have?

Once again, each of these obstacles was listed and plans were crafted to try and mitigate them.  Some plans were better than others, some had no plans, but just knowing those problems were hiding out there somehow made Joan feel better about her ability to deal with them if they did arise.  Next Pat explained to Joan how measuring progress was critical.  “If you aren’t measuring your efforts, you are just playing a game” Pat said.  As much as she didn’t like hearing it, Joan knew Pat was right and began identifying ways to measure progress.

She started with things like staff becoming excited, and more work getting done.  Those kinds of subjective measures were not going to fly with Pat, and together they went through a process to get hard, objective measures for those things they felt were good indicators of positive forward progress, or vital signs as Pat liked to call them.

Joan was getting tired of all this planning and deep down knew what was next.  The SWOT analysis: Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  She had been through this a dozen times and had a dozen more conversations about it.  She still failed to see the value of the exercise but Pat was insistent.  So once gain they began documenting those components but with a twist.  Pat suggested that they skip threats.  Joan wasn’t sure why but was thrilled to skip any part of this process so she went along.

Thankfully the SWOT, or SWO as Pat had suggested, went faster than anticipated and was far less painful than she had feared.  Next Pat told her they needed to define some strategies.  Once again, Joan felt this process was redundant and that it was about time they started getting down to actual steps and executing, but again Pat was not going to budge.  

So they reviewed all the work they had done so far and started to define strategies.  At first Joan was hard pressed to understand what a strategy was even though she had been using that word for years and was sure she knew.  When Pat asked her to define it, she was at a loss. “Strategy – A plan or method for achieving a goal” Pat said.  Joan was more confused then before.  “Isn’t that what I have been saying all along, let’s get some steps outlined and get to work!”  

“OK,” said Pat, “but before we start listing steps, we have to decide how we are going to be successful.  Are we going to get market research from existing customers, prospects, other business associates, or random business owners from around town?  Are we going to ask staff how they can help you with your daily activities, are we going to talk to other business associates of yours and see what they do, are we going to hire a productivity consultant?  What are our strategies?”

Joan was beginning to understand.  The steps would be easy once the approach (strategy) was defined.  So she and Pat talked each of the two objectives through and came up with a strategy for each.  In fact they decided to employ several strategies, and then Pat said it was time to start laying out the step-by-step process for achieving the goals, or what she called the plan.

The plan actually was done in about an hour.  Joan was amazed at how much the work they had done up to that point, all the stuff Pat had insisted on and she felt was a waste of time, made the whole process easier and had a dramatic impact on Joan’s level of confidence that it would actually work!  The last thing Pat told Joan they had to do came as a surprise.  He said they needed to give each plan a title, something Joan could use to talk about the objectives and something the company could rally around.  It kind of made sense, and because Pat had been such a valuable resources so far, she embraced the ideal fully.  Then Joan had a suggestion that made Pat smile.  She suggested taking the work they had done, sharing it with her staff and letting them come up with titles!

As you may well imagine, the end of this story is a happy one.  The work Joan did with Pat’s help became the Jewel Software Strategic Plan for the next 12 months.  Joan felt she had a process she could use again and again as she started to become more of a leader and less of a doer in her own company, and she felt good about it.

Over the coming months we will explore more issues and solutions that Joan faces as Jewel and Joan continue to grow and learn.

