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Introduction

Strategic planning is the process by which most people deal with the future.  Introduced in the early 1980s, it was considered to be the sine qua non of effective long-term success.  The gleam of its once high promise has faded as people realize that it does contain the magic bullet they were looking for.  Since then, enterprises have moved off to Total Quality Management (TQM), Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP), Customer Relationship Management (CRM) or whatever is the latest in the alphabet soup of three-letter fads.  

Each fad is discredited in its turn because it cannot possibly live up to the hyped expectations of its proponents.  Of course, those proponents are themselves usually not successful practitioners of the fad but rather consultants and writers who have an interest in over-selling its merits.  Nevertheless, each fad does not disappear completely, but rather leaves a residue of common sense approaches to improve one's business.  Even the now ridiculed time and motion studies conducted by Frederick Taylor was the basis for the assembly line and modern manufacturing.  The Human Relations movement of the 1930s brought people to the fore as an important, if not the most important component of a successful enterprise.  Most enterprises do justice to their people as they should, but they are better than before Mayo and his followers advocated taking a more humane approach to management.  The same can be said for Management by Objectives (MBO) which emerged on the scene in the 1960s under the auspices of Robert McNamara and the Department of Defense.  Each team, even today, sets objectives before it begins its work.  An obvious improvement, to be sure, but one that was not practiced routinely before that time.

So just TQM made us more aware of process planning and efficiency and ERP gave us the opportunity to coordinate functions across the enterprise, so strategic planning is a systematic method for analyzing the enterprise's situation and agreeing on a strategic direction for a number of years.  It is not a magic bullet, as we shall see, but coming to such agreement is an absolute requirement for a successful enterprise.  (Well, perhaps not an absolute requirement.  Some enterprises succeed because of dumb luck, but you hardly want to wait around for that to happen!)

Strategic planning as practiced here consists of seven steps, after an initial step of establishing the planning process.  Those steps are, in one sense, a microcosm of the whole futures enterprise, beginning with understanding the future and finishing with actionable steps.  There are a few elements of strategic planning that are unique, but for the most part, the steps reconstruct the categories of future studies itself.

	Strategic planning step
	Function
	Equivalent futures category

	1. Planning to plan
	Setting the objectives for the planning process

Outlining the approach (timetable, etc.)

Securing authorization and buy-in

Building the team to carry it out


	None

	2. Understanding the global future
	Mapping and extrapolating macro forces that will provide the context for future success in demographics, technology, economics, politics and the culture at large


	Research, Scanning

Baseline forecasting

	3. Understanding the immediate future
	Mapping and extrapolating the forces in the enterprise's own industry or domain, including customers, competitors, specific technologies, suppliers, regulators and other stakeholders


	Research, Scanning

Baseline forecasting

(specific to the immediate environment)



	4. Understanding the enterprise
	Identifying the enterprise's strategic competencies that make it unique and its strategic weaknesses that make it vulnerable


	None

	5. Setting the direction
	Establishing a vision or strategy that will allow the enterprise to be successful by dominating its immediate environment


	Visioning

Strategy formulation

	6. Developing the plan
	Developing the mission, goals and strategies that will mobilize people and resources toward a common vision and goals


	Strategic planning

Goal setting

	7. Changing the enterprise
	Transforming (changing) the enterprise to be able to implement the strategic plan


	Change management

	8. Managing strategic initiatives and projects


	Launching and monitoring strategic initiatives on an annual basis
	Implementation


The steps involve in strategic planning them form a symmetric hour-glass.  The first three steps are dedicated to forecasting, understanding the future at various levels.  The middle step establishes the overall strategic direction for the enterprise.  The last three steps start the enterprise in the direction of its vision and grand strategy.

Planning to Plan

The first step of any process is, of course, to establish the process in an effective manner.  The most part of this phase is generating the approval and buy-in of major stakeholders in the purpose and objectives of the planning process.  Approvals come from authorities, those who have final say on personnel time and budget.  Many authorities will give perfunctory approval, but then fail to follow that up with real support and resources.  The real test at the beginning is whether authorities are prepared to commit some or all of people's time to this process or whether people will have to do it as an overload.   Many good things are done as an extra responsibility.  We are all expected to that.  But extra responsibilities are often that--extra.  They tend to be pushed aside when the regular workflow demands full-time commitment.  

The other stakeholder group are the members of the enterprise itself.  Many planning processes begin with great fanfare and high hopes only to end in disappointment.  Some of the disappointment, unfortunately, is a direct result of the fanfare.  Planning is an important activity, and it can produce remarkable results, but it is still planning--it is not doing.  The high expectations for planning are based on the assumption that "All we need is to figure out what we want to do."  Well, that may be true, but it is "all we need."  Figuring out what an enterprise wants to do is a necessary step in its success, but hardly sufficient.  People don't automatically spring to the barricades once they are erected.  Planning is a small part of the total effort, and it should be billed as more than that.  Doing the plan is much more important, time consuming and difficult than the planning itself.  Some would put planning's contribution to success at less than 10%.  Others claim that true transformation takes at least three to five years, most of which is taken up with implementing the plan.  

Other than approval and buy-in, the concrete objectives of this phase are 1) a plan for the process, including milestones and deliverables and 2) a team to carry out the planning phase.  The specifics for the plan and team are discussed in the resources.  One of the pitfalls of both objectives is too make them to large.  The plan needs to be an outline, a skeleton, with the details filled in as time goes on.  The team needs to be a small group of people, committed to the outcome, with the time and resources to complete the planning process.  The plan itself should also be more modest than is usually developed.  Most plans are gigantic affairs, full of every activity that anyone has ever done or might conceivably do in the future.  It is so big that no one understands it, much less is in a position to implement it.  

The plan itself should be thin--something that everyone in the enterprise can comprehend, agree with and be able to implement in their own way.  The plan is a top-level direction, not the detailed implementation.  When asked, everyone in the enterprise should be able to say what the overall direction and long-term goals are and how they and their unit are contributing to its success.  That doesn't take much paper at all.

Understanding the future
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The relation of the enterprise to its environment is given in Figure xx.

The outer layer is the global future.  Many people do not pay much attention to the global future because it has little relevance to their day-to-day lives.  But strategic planning is not about the day-to-day, but rather about the long-term future.  That is where the plan will ultimately have to deliver.  It is important therefore to recognize how the global environment is changing and what it might be like when the plan becomes a reality.

This step involves the complete forecasting section of the futures tools: research, baseline and alternative futures forecasting.  Those elements are included in the forecasting framework document described elsewhere [enter link].  The plan may also call for scanning so that the understanding of the future developed during the planning phase can be kept up-to-date with emerging developments.

The outcome of this step is typically a set of opportunities and threats that face the enterprise in the future.  The understanding is more than this, but the opportunities and threats give an early indication of what the strategic direction might be.

The second layer is the enterprise's immediate environment.  It consists mostly of stakeholders--people and organizations that the enterprise deals with on a daily basis, such as customers, competitors, suppliers and regulators.  It is also the geographical, technological and financial facts of that environment.  Understanding the immediate environment and its future is just as important as understanding the global future.  [insert reference to Porter]

The concrete outcome of the analysis of the immediate environment is the enterprise's mission.   A mission is the articulation of the business the enterprise is in. While "business" has a commercial tone about it, even non-profit enterprises have a mission which is their business.  Human service agencies help families cope with stress.  Foundations dispense money to do good.  Schools prepare children and adults for the future.  A pictorial version of the mission is included in Figure xx.
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The Enterprise Model

The generic mission statement for any enterprise, then, is to serve one or more sets of customers who have specific needs with a set of products of services that fulfill the customer's need and provide benefit to the enterprise and to society in general.  Stakeholders also have an interest in and benefit from the success of the enterprise, but they are directly served by the enterprise's products and services.  So for a public school, the students and their parents are the customers, but the state legislature and taxpayers are stakeholders.

This diagram also contains a description of the enterprise itself, the final level of analysis in preparation for setting a direction.

The final analysis is based on an internal review of the enterprise’s core competencies and its strengths and weaknesses in facing the future.  The competencies will play into selecting a direction since the closer the ultimate direction is to what the organization has been doing, the easier it will be to implement.  (At the same time, the direction must also contain new elements or it will merely repeat the conditions and problems of the past.)  Strategic competencies are complex sets of skills that the organization does well and that would be hard to duplicate.  Maximizing the use of those competencies for long-term success is a good place to look for a new strategic direction.

The strengths and weaknesses lead to the analysis of what the organization must do with itself to be successful in implementing the plan.  Playing on the strengths are vital, but overcoming some weaknesses may also be important.

Setting the direction

The most important part of the strategic planning process is setting the direction for change.  As opposed to the changes that the enterprise must anticipate and handle that come from its environment, this is the enterprise’s opportunity create change on its own (and, secondarily, be a force that others will react to the future).  The direction is the key component of every effective plan, but, ironically, it is often overlooked.

Most plans are directionless or, to the say the same thing, they have too many directions.  The reason is that most plans are the result of a compromise of interests among management, workers, customers, suppliers, regulators and other stakeholders.  Rather than find a direction that all can support, each group is given a piece of the solution.  But the direction that one group wants is not necessarily compatible with the direction that others want—hence the plan ends up with more goals and directions than the enterprise can handle.  What is worse, the many goals constitute more of a wish list than a set of targets that the group is committed to achieve.   Anything that anyone might someday want to do is put in the plan just in case somebody should someday ask.  

The result is a gargantuan document with no chance of changing the future.  It is the way of preserving the status quo by other means.  “We need plan so we’ll just recreate what we are doing now with somethings that maybe someday we might want to do.”  

The test of a truly effective strategic direction is 1) that it proposes to create real change and 2) it can be expressed in one or two sentences.  The direction has to be an “elevator speech”—an explanation that one could give an elevator as it rises from the first to the fifth floor.  If the listener doesn’t leave the elevator knowing what the change is, it’s not a strategic direction.  

The strategic direction can be embodied in one of two ways, depending on the background of the enterprise.  Business enterprises often embody their direction in a grand strategy—how they are going to dominate their market.  This type of direction is what Prahalad and Hamel are talking about in Competing for the Future and which Hamel expounds so eloquently in Inventing the Future(?). 

Some businesses and most non-business enterprises will embody their direction in a vision, a statement of the end-state that they are striving to achieve.  The vision is a long-term direction, not a goal because it may never be realized, but a destination that may be far off, but which guides actions nevertheless.  A strong and unique vision can be an immensely powerful force for creating change.

Where does the direction come from?  Good question.  Many people would say that it is the leader’s responsibility to create the vision.  Leaders do have vision, but definition, else they would not be leaders, but people who say the leader must create the vision are usually not meaning the boss or the authority should do so.  The boss may be a visionary, and good that she or he is, but if not, then they should not be expected to do things that they are not equipped to do.  

In point of fact, visions can come from anywhere—a chance remark, a large group meeting, an outside consultant.  The mark of a good vision is that it awakens spirit in the members of the enterprise.  “Yeah, that’s it!” they say.   “I can get excited about that.”  Until that reaction comes among a large diverse group of people in the enterprise, it doesn’t yet have a vision.  

Many organizations have vision statements, but they don’t have visions.  They are not the same thing, just like the map is not the territory.   The vision statement may be a statement of the vision, but unless the members of the enterprise “see” the vision, the statement will have little or no effect at all.  “The greatest service company in the world” or words to the effect!  How many companies have vision statements that sound like that?  Too many, but there is no vision there—nothing unique, nothing exciting, nothing that speaks to everyone.  It’s generic; at best it’s a placeholder until the enterprise gets a real vision.

Real visions are exciting, energizing.  People feel proud and privileged to be part of an enterprise that is striving for such a lofty and worthwhile goal.  Unique visions are even more powerful—“If we don’t do this, nobody else will (or even can) do it!”  

Another pseudo-vision is really a goal—a billion dollar company, 4 million widgets produced, expansion to 50 countries.  These are all fine, but they are not visions.  They are goals for top management to work for, but they carry very little water for most people.  A firm’s balance sheet is a theoretical concept, at best, for most workers.  They don’t get out of bed every morning to add another 2% margin to the bottom line.  Their units may have their own goals that are more real and meaningful to them.  The overall financial position of the company is meaningful to management, but not to many others.

The test of an effective strategic direction is whether everyone in the enterprise understands and is committed to it.  I had lunch once at a medical school’s off-site retreat.  I sat next to one of the maintenance workers who was as fired up with the direction that that school had adopted as the CEO.  They were pursuing a TQM strategy, and he had already integrated the essential components of process improvement into his everyday work.  Now that’s a vision!

The vision 

[This section is largely the same as the Vision paper.]

But if visions are not statements or goals, what are they?

A vision is the guiding principle in a long-term transformational change process undertaken by choice. A vision is a simple yet precious commodity. It can mean the difference between successful and unsuccessful transformation change.

Image. A vision is an image of the future, an attractive picture of the future that people can strive for. Most people think of the future in ideas rather than images. Attractive ideas are progress, security, enjoyment; unattractive ones include overpopulation, pollution, sickness, death. None of these are visions, however, because they are not images. What does it look like? How does it feel? What does it taste like, sound like?

"I have a dream!" -- Martin Luther King, Jr.

"Land a man on the moon by the end of the decade." -- President John F. Kennedy 

"Free India!" -- Mahatma Ghandi

The vision is something tangible, concrete. Something that people can get excited about. Sports are replete with concrete visions -- trophies, medals, (endorsements!). Politicians work to keep their seat in the legislature. Attorneys see their clients go free or the big check at the end of a long civil suit. Doctors work for the health of their patients; educators the child's visible enjoyment of learning; priests the salvation of their flock. Even the gray world of business livens things up with awards and recognitions and the signs of status in homes, cars, and corporate jets. These are not abstract concepts but powerful images that guide people's actions.

Creating images of the future is like riding a bicycle--pretty easy once you get the hang of it.  It is also the most powerful way of portraying a goal. While our intelligence distinguishes us from other animals, we are still a visual species. The visual cortex is more primitive and, in many ways, more powerful than the cerebral cortex. Pictures convey meaning in more immediate and compelling fashion. They are ideal for portraying a preferred fliture.

Compelling. The vision contains the best future, the one that people can really commit to. It is not only attractive, it is compelling. It draws them like a magnet, almost beyond their control. Visionaries can do nothing but pursue their vision. There are days they perhaps wish they had never had the vision. "Father, let this cup pass from me" is a refrain, not only in religion, but in all visionary pursuits.

At the same time, visionaries cannot imagine their lives without their vision. It becomes a part of them, like another limb. No one suggests cutting off an arm to stop arthritis from hurting. The vision aligns everything, gives a purpose and a context for decision and action everyday.

Unique. The reason people go on is that they feel an obligation to work toward the vision. "If not us, who?" The most powerfill visions are unique to the group that produces them. Generic visions are those that could be held by almost any organization-- "The best customer service in the world," "The largest and most profitable company," "A world-class organization"--these are the one-size-fits-all visions of corporate organizations. Not very motivating, are they?

The problem is that anyone can have those visions. Really compelling visions can be fulfilled only by the organization that creates them.

"Absolutely, positively overnight" -- Federal Express

"Using our imagination to delight millions" -- Disney

"Go fast computers" -- Cray Computer

These are organizations on a mission. If they don't excel, the world will be worse for it. Their unique visions drive them to improve and transform themselves everyday.

Spoken by leaders, but owned by everyone. Leaders play a crucial role in adopting and implementing a vision, but it's not the role most people think. Most believe that the leader creates the vision. Its her vision, one that she creates and offers to the members on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Buy-in to this vision or find work elsewhere.

The actual leader's role is more subtle than that. Leaders speak the vision that is created and owned by everyone. They are spokespersons for the collective. A group does not speak with one voice. Different backgrounds and interests give everyone a different angle on the vision. The leader speaks the common vision.

But if that vision is not owned by everyone in the organization, it is dead; it has no effect on the organization's performance. Leaders who speak visions do so in resonance with individual values and visions throughout the organization. Members recognize more than accept it. "Yeah, that's it! That's what I meant." The enthusiasm is contagious; it powers the organization through the turbulence of change.

Motivates and gives meaning. A shared vision is powerfill. It aligns the forces generated by many, even thousands of individuals, to pull in the same direction. A vision is like a bar magnet that aligns all the little dipoles to produce an external effect. The number of dipoles does not change, but they produce a visible force when they are all pointed in the same direction.

In times of turbulent change. Visions are particularly important during times of fundamental, transformation change. Such change is never easy nor easily understood. Tearing down the old regime and building the new one is messy. It never goes according to plan because the plan itself is the product of the old order. Such times can become directionless; conflict can overwhelm the best intentions.

The vision is the one constant amidst this turbulence. It remains the same, the light on the hill, the pole star. Now matter how stormy, we are working to achieve that goal.

But there is more…

Those with a vision articulate the vision as a vision statement. The statement is the public manifestation of the more important commodity that people carry around with them--the vision itself The statement exists on the paper; the vision in the hearts and minds of people. The more important of the two is clearly the vision.

The statement itself is only the tip of the iceberg. It is like a map that represents a territory. It is a contract that signifies the commitment of partners to proceed in concert toward a preferred future. The commitment is more important than the contract, the territory more important than the map.

The danger in crafting vision statements is that people take them too seriously. We use language in two ways -- connotative and denotative. The denotative meaning of a word is what it actually stands for; the connotative what it implies over and above its denotative meaning. The law uses words in their denotative. The words of legislation or contracts have power because they are used to resolve conflicts about meaning. What you meant in a contract is unimportant compared to what the contract says.

Literature is clearly the other extreme. Whether Robert Frost actually stopped by a woods on a snowy evening is irrelevant to the meaning of that poem. The words evoke images and feelings. He uses the words to evoke (connote) an experience that cannot be described in strict denotative fashion. In fact, different readers get different meanings from the same poem. That is poets and artists in general are reluctant to "explain" their intent in denotative language. It limits the range of experience that the poem can evoke. If they wanted to write connotatively, they would have written a legal brief or a scientific paper.

Vision statements are much more connotative than denotative. They suggest and imply the real vision rather than embody it in the way a constitution or a mission statement specifies exactly what and how the enterprise is to be conducted. The connotative character of the statement leaves room for individual interpretation. Different people can take different angles, place different emphases, indeed see their individual vision as part of the larger whole. At the same time, the exact wording is important but not in the way a legal document is. The connotations of the words are more important than what the words actually say.

The plan

The plan itself is what most people think of when they hear strategic planning.  The plan is like a map, a tool for navigating the future.  But there are maps, and there are maps.  Survey maps, geodetic maps, highway maps are all about known territories.  The future, particularly a transformed future, is not nearly so well known.  People kid themselves when they think they can plan the unknown future as well as they can plan a cross-country vacation.  
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Maps of unknown territories are sketchy, sometimes even wrong.  So a strategic plan must have the same qualities—put down what you know, don’t make too many assumptions, remain flexible, expect surprise.  That doesn’t sound like the rigid tomes that most organizations put together, and it isn’t.  It is a compelling strategic direction and few other elements to connect the direction to everyday work.  Figure xx contains the overall picture of the strategic plan.

The plan is surrounded by the mission, the territory that the enterprise works in.  The mission is like a contract that the enterprise makes with the world—“If we do this well, you will support us with recognition and resources.”  So schools educate students, automobile companies provide transportation, armies protect citizens, etc.  The plan change the mission, adjust the territory, but that should be done explicitly and with forethought to the consequences.  A mission that is too narrow might exclude opportunities that the enterprise could use; a mission too broad spreads the enterprise’s efforts and decreases the likelihood that it will be successful at any one of them.  

The plans is headed, however, by the vision (or grand strategy)—the end state the enterprise is striving to achieve.  Everything that the enterprise does should be geared to achieving its vision.  One of the most important requirements, perhaps the most important, is that it fulfill its mission in an excellent manner.  No visionary company was ever sloppy or ill prepared to discharge its core responsibility to its customers or to society.  The rest of the vision is creating change that will move in the direction of the vision.

The specific changes are expressed as a set of goals.  Goals are concrete achievements that can be realized in a specific period of time, as opposed to abstract visionary states that may never be achieved.  Visions set directions; goals are the milestones along the way.

Goals are often confused with elements of the mission.  So a school may say its goal is to educate students.  That sounds like a goal, but it is not in this approach.  That is what the school does and will always do as long as it exists.  A goal is a concrete, achievable accomplishment, not an ongoing activity.  For that reason, we express goals as nouns, not verbs. They are achievements, not activities.  You have a way of knowing when it is achieved.  It’s not just something that you do all the time.

So growth, quality, recognition are the stuff of goals.  Some goals are obvious when they are achieved—a championship is a championship, no doubt about it.  Other goals, however, require separate measures to tell when or to what degree they are achieved.  Measures are the observable manifestations of unobservable states.  So we use tests to measure intelligence or learning; scales to measure weight; blood pressure to measure health.  A measurement strategy is essential for goals that are not directly observable else the enterprise will never know how well it is doing.

Some plans simply track the measures to see how well the enterprise is doing.  Other set a specific target to be achieved.  Specific targets can be motivating if they are established with a reasonable basis.  Targets are not automatically motivating, however, if they are either too low (easy to achieve) or too high (impossible to achieve).  Some reasonable criterion needs to be set, usually based on past experience, in order for the target to be difficult, but not impossible to achieve.  It should call out the best from people while not making it so difficult that it becomes discouraging.

Goals are the achievements; strategies are the activities that generate the achievements.  Goals are nouns; strategies are verbs.  The term “strategy” is ambiguous in strategic planning.  Even in this approach, strategy might be grand strategy—the overall direction that the plan is designed to achieve or individual strategies that lead to specific goal achievements.  In either case, they are activities; it’s just the scope that differs.

Strategies are a category of activities that the enterprise can pursue over the long-term to achieve its goals.  They are chosen on the basis of their presumed effectiveness given the competencies and resources of the enterprise.  

Strategies are implemented over time in a series of initiatives, short-term projects that put the strategy into action.  Many enterprises select their initiatives on an annual basis.  They make up each year’s action plan that implements the strategic plan.  Since initiatives are short-term, they have a plan in the traditional sense—a series of steps leading to a pre-defined outcome.  Initiatives are described on four dimensions:

Charge – 
each initiative is charged by the authorities to accomplish certain objectives by the end of the time period.  The charge should be ambitious yet reasonable in the time allotted.

Team – 
individuals are assembled who have the competencies and resources to accomplish the objectives.  The team should contain different types of people according to style and background, and they should represent all stakeholders affected in the carrying out the charge.

Tasks – 
the team itself develops a list of tasks that it will undertake to achieve the objectives.  These tasks are then reviewed and approved by the authorities.

Schedules – 
the tasks are scheduled into a series of milestones that provide checkpoints on the progress the team is making.  These checkpoints are monitored by the authorities or their representatives during the initiative.

Resources – time, money, equipment, political support or anything else the team needs to achieve its objectives.  Authorities allocate these resources on the recommendation of the team.  Time is usually the most precious commodity.  Many initiatives fail because individuals are explicitly given release time from their regular duties to engage in the initiative.  As a result, the initiative does not get the attention it needs because team members must place their regular jobs ahead of the initiative in order of priority.  The problem is further compounded by the fact that team members are assessed by their immediate supervisors who value the regular job over an enterprise-wide initiative. 

Accomplishing the goals and achieving the vision of a strategic plan, however, involves more than simply initiating a series of projects.  If the plan is at all ambitious, it will require the organization to learn new things, adopt new standards and procedures—in general, set off a whole series of fundamental changes.  The more ambitious the plan, the more change will be required.  While people are usually prepared to change within the traditional boundaries they are used, visionary goals usually requires that the boundaries themselves change.  

Change management, then, is the process of equipping the enterprise with the skills necessary to be successful in achieving its vision.  Change of this sort is disruptive, causes anxiety and is implemented only with great difficulty.  In the end, however, people report that they have never felt more alive and more involved in the future of the enterprise.  While the traditional ways of doing things are secure, they are not exciting.  Encouraging and supporting members of the enterprise to try the exciting is a difficult yet rewarding task.
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� lronically computer programming is another denotative use of language. "Computers do what you tell them to do, not what you want them to do."
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The Enterprise Model
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The Enterprise Model
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Enterprise model for developing the elements of the mission statement (next chart).  

Process works through the model beginning with custoemrs and their needs, going to products and services which the organization offers, ending with benefits the organization

Mission is set by the external environment

The enterprise then organizes within the central box to be good at doing that mission.
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Once vision and mission (the goal and the boundary), then goals and strategies
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