Action Planning

A Process for Successful Projects

Introduction
If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will do.


This six-step process will help you make decisions and plans systematically, thereby increasing the probability of achieving your goals.  


By the time you complete this process, you’ll have a clear picture of where you’re going, a map of the steps to get you there, a sense of the pitfalls to be avoided along the road, and the means to assess your success when you arrive.


This process can be used by teams planning initiatives in a business or public sector environment, or by individuals making decisions about careers or other life choices.


The process consists of six steps:

1. Define your Mission.

2. Gather data that bears on the problem and describe the Current State.

3. Define Critical Success Factors, which are those things that must go right if you are to succeed.

4. Establish Goals.

5. Set Objectives, Target Dates, and Measures.

6. Create an Action Plan drawn from the results of the previous five steps.

· 
As outlined on the following pages, each step in the process has five elements:

· Step Name and Overview:  A description of what is to be accomplished in that step.

· Directions:  Detailed directions to accomplish the step, including sub-steps.

· Deliverables:  The work product(s) of each step.  Some of these stay with the step (i.e., are intermediate) while others feed into the final plan document of Step 6.

· Measures:  The means by which the quality of each step can be assured.  Typically, this will mean a series of self-assessment questions.

· Facilitation Tips:  Hints for successfully working through the process in a group setting.

1. 
A series of worksheets (Appendices A through H) provide the means to capture your work as you proceed through the steps.  Some information you will enter on the worksheets is relevant only to that step.  Think of these entries as intermediate work products.  Other entries, such as your mission statement, you will carry forward to the final worksheet, which is the Action Plan.  The Action Plan (Appendix H) summarizes all the careful thought of the preceding steps, laying it out in a way that others can rapidly grasp your intent, as well as know what is expected of them, what they can expect of you or others, when goals will be achieved, and how they contribute to achieving the overall mission.


If your are using the process in a group setting, here are a few facilitation tips to use as you prepare and start your first session:

· Contact participants in advance and assure that they understand the purpose of the meeting and their role.  If they are disinterested or if they appear to have an “agenda” that might affect group productivity, now is the best time to deal with it.

· Publish an agenda well in advance.  Set reasonable expectations for the first meeting.  For instance, unless the problem is narrow in scope and already well understood, you may wish to limit the first meeting agenda to writing a mission statement and creating a data gathering plan.

· Select a meeting place that is comfortable, well ventilated, quiet, away from distractions, and offers plenty of space to hang flip chart pages on the walls.  For meetings longer than an hour or two, consider providing beverages and snacks.

· Stock the meeting room with several flip charts, plenty of fresh markers, and “tent cards” on which participants can write their names.

· Start promptly, and generally respect people’s time.  Allow for breaks but adjust the timing according to group progress:  it is okay to delay a break – briefly – if the group is nearing closure on a difficult task.  Make it clear that you will start promptly again after a break.

· Allow time for introductions.  Besides name and role, asking participants to provide a thought or two related to the purpose or their expectations of the meeting helps set a businesslike tone and may surface misunderstandings or hidden agendas early.  Beware of “ice breaker” activities that are unrelated to the business of the meeting, since these tend to distract attention and may cause busy participants to feel that their time is being wasted.

· Establish ground rules for participants.  Start with these, but allow participants to add their own:

· Speak one at a time

· Everyone participates; no one dominates

· Respect one another

· Listen to understand, not to argue

· Observe time limits

· 1.  Mission
What do you wish to accomplish?

Overview
A clear mission statement is essential.  Without one, how will you know when you’re done?  Note that you should always be prepared to refine your mission statement as you learn more about the problem you are facing, or as the situation changes.  It’s a good idea to review your mission statement periodically as you complete the planning process, and as you implement your plan.


A clear mission is informed by a higher level mission; that is, the mission of the next higher group of which you are a part, or a longer-term mission to which your plan contributes.  If a statement of vision exists, refer to that too.


The mission statement answers three questions:

1. What are you going to do?

2. For whom?

3. To what end?


For example, the mission statement for this document might be “In order to create plans that will succeed, we will provide an action planning process to planning teams or individuals.”

Directions
Follow these steps to draft a mission statement.  Use the Mission Worksheet (Appendix A) to organize your work.

1. Review the mission of the group of which you are a part, or the longer-term mission to which your plan contributes.

2. Brainstorm separate lists of answers to these three questions:

· What are you going to do?  (products or services)

· For whom?  (customers)

· To what end?  (purpose)

3. Bring the results of your brainstorming together into a draft mission statement.  Hint:  Try filling in the blanks in this template:  “In order to (purpose), we will provide (products or services) to (customers).”

4. Apply the measures (below) to the draft mission statement and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· Mission statement.

Measures
Referring to the draft mission statement, answer these questions and modify the mission statement as necessary:

2. Does it give a clear view of the outcome to be expected?

3. Is it written simply and free of jargon or acronyms?

4. Would those who are to benefit from this mission agree with it?

5. Is it appropriately scaled?  That is, is it neither too narrow nor too broad for the time and resources you anticipate?

Facilitation Tips
Brainstorming is most effective in a group setting.  Even if you are working through this process alone, rather than as a team, consider inviting others to join you in brainstorming.  The more people involved, and the greater the diversity of their perspectives, the more likely you are to reach new insights.


There are a few simple rules for brainstorming:

· Don’t stop to evaluate items; simply record them.  Evaluation comes later. 

· It is okay to ask for clarification, and you may wish to ask if your notes accurately represent the speaker’s intent.

· Expect a certain degree of redundancy as one person’s idea sparks a similar item from someone else.  Although similar, one version may differ in some subtle way that is later determined to be quite valuable.

· Give people time to think; don’t rush the process.  It may take a minute or two before ideas begin to flow; then expect a rush; then a gradual diminishing.  (Think of popcorn popping!)

· Once you have a list of items, you may wish the group to help cluster similar items.  This will shorten the list and further clarify the sense of the group.


Some facilitators write brainstormed items onto oversized “sticky notes.”  This can be handy when the group clusters similar items, which is accomplished by first having several group members cluster items, then asking others to confirm or suggest adjustments to the clusters.  (You can purchase sticky-note adhesive in spray cans at office supply stores.  Simply spray it on the back of 5x7 or larger card stock to create sticky notes large enough to be read at a distance.)


Group Writing:  Asking a large group to write a mission together, or write anything else for that matter,  is a recipe for frustration.  A better approach is to ask three or four volunteers to draft a statement while the remainder of the group takes a break or performs some other work from which the volunteers can afford to be absent.  When the full group reconvenes, the volunteers should share their draft and accept comments and suggested changes from the rest of the group.  Generally, this approach is very efficient at achieving consensus in a minimum amount of time.

1. 
Applying the Measures:  This is best done as a group, with the facilitator reading each question, allowing time for reflection, and then accepting feedback.  If there is significant concern that the work does not meet the standard of the measures, pause to decide how best to approach revisions.  You may wish to task a sub-group with revisions “off-line” if you think that making them as part of the main meeting will unduly slow the group’s progress.
2. Current State

Where are you starting?

2. Overview
Chances are that you began the action planning process because you had a sense that some problem needed a solution.  Note that a “problem” can be either something wrong today - or an opportunity, that is, something that will be wrong in the future if you take no action.  In either case, typically at this stage you don’t have a detailed picture of the scope of the situation, much less certainty about the causes of it.


Recognizing that at the start of the planning cycle, our picture of the problem is incomplete, this step establishes and implements a plan for gathering background data.  

3. 
An informed plan is more likely to be an effective plan.  Without this step, you might waste resources without addressing root causes.

4. Directions
Follow these steps to create a data-gathering plan and to assemble the data you collect into a current state report.  Use the Data Gathering Plan Worksheet (Appendix B) and Current State Report Worksheet (Appendix C) to organize your work.

· (Optional)  Draw up a list of drivers and barriers.  (See Facilitation Tips, below, for details.)

5. List the data you need to thoroughly describe the problem you plan to address.  Rate data as 1) essential, 2) valuable, or 3) useful background.  Hint:  It can be helpful to express these needs as questions.  Some questions can be expressed simply.  Others may require a series of sub-questions.

6. For each question, list potential sources (e.g., people, and documents).

7. Draft a data gathering plan listing the questions to be answered, the sources to be used, and the date(s) by which the answers are needed.  If the scope of data gathering seems too large, consider limiting your search to categories 1 and 2 only.  If you are working as part of a team, assign data gathering tasks to team members.

8. Apply the measures (below) to the data-gathering plan and revise as necessary.

9. When data gathering is complete, draft a Current State report of your findings.

10. Apply the measures (below) to the current state report and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· Data Gathering Plan.

· Current State report.

Measures
Referring to the data gathering plan, answer these questions and modify the plan as necessary:

· If you collect the data you have specified in the plan, will you have a clear picture of the problem to be addressed?

· If the sources you have identified for essential data are unavailable, do you have backup sources?

· Is the time allotted for data gathering reasonable?


Referring to the current state report, answer these questions and modify the report as necessary:

· Did you get answers to all of the essential questions outlined in your data gathering plan?

· Are the answers you received factual, or opinion?

· Did the data you collected raise other questions that should be answered in order to fully understand the problem you wish to address?

Facilitation Tips
One approach to developing a data gathering plan is to first make a list of Drivers and Barriers.  To do this, draw a vertical line down the middle of a flip chart, heading the left column drivers and the right column barriers.  Ask your group to suggest items for each column.  Drivers are known elements of the current state that support achievement of your mission.  Barriers are just the opposite.  

1. 
This chart accomplishes three things:  First, it tells you what you already know, thus directly contributing to your current state report.  Second, it will help clarify areas where your information is insufficient, thus suggesting items that should be included in your data gathering plan.  Finally, this exercise will begin to surface CSFs and Goals that you will develop more fully in later steps.


Pacing and expectations:  Avoid the temptation of the group to jump to conclusions about causes, and suggested remedies.  Your purpose at this stage is to determine what facts you need to gather, and then to gather them.  The time to evaluate is later.

2. 
You will need to give the group time to gather data.  Once the data gathering plan is in place and everyone understands their responsibilities, establish the purpose, time, and place of your next meeting and adjourn.  The first item on the next meeting’s agenda should be to assemble and review the data.  Having done that, the group should summarize the most pertinent findings for inclusion in the final Action Plan document.  This task may be delegated to a sub-group in order to allow the main group to move forward.
3.  CSFs

What must go right for success.

Overview
The purpose of this step is to consider what must go right in order for your project to succeed and, conversely, what factors will insure failure should they not be addressed.  Note that CSFs should be things that are under your influence.  If there are barriers to success that are outside your control, recognize them.  If they truly cannot be addressed, stop the project now and avoid frustration.


As an example, CSFs for this process might include these:

· Users and sponsors appreciate the value of an analytical process like this.

· The process is flexible, portable, and doesn’t make undue resource or technological demands.

· Outcomes are expressed in terms that can be easily understood by others.


It takes a little practice in order to think in terms of CSFs, but once you learn to do so, you’ll find this step incredibly powerful.

3. 
Fundamental components, an optional step in the process, extend the power of thinking in terms of CSFs.  You identify fundamental components by asking “which means” or “which requires” of each CSF.  As you identify a fundamental component, you then ask “which means” or “which requires” of it too.  In this iterative fashion, you in essence tease apart the CSF until you fully understand it.  The result is a “map” of fundamental components that looks something like an organizational chart.  What you will discover as you review this chart is that some components of a CSF require more attention than others, which can be very useful as you attempt to allocate scarce resources.

Directions
Follow these steps to create three to five critical success factors; then (optionally) determine their fundamental components.  Use the Critical Success Factors Worksheet (Appendix D) and Fundamental Components Worksheet (Appendix E) to organize your work.

1. Brainstorm a list of potential CSFs.

2. Consolidate this list into three to five items.  Hint:  Fewer than three CSFs generally means they are defined too broadly while more than five may indicate that they are too narrow.

3. (Optional)  For each CSF, determine its fundamental components.

4. Apply the measures (below) to the CSFs and fundamental components and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· Three to five Critical Success Factors (CSFs).

· (Optional) Fundamental Components for each CSF.

Measures
Referring to the CSFs and fundamental components, answer these questions and modify as necessary:

· If your CSFs go right, will you succeed?  (If not, you may have missed one.)

· Are the CSFs under your influence?

· Will you fail if you do not achieve  any one of your CSFs?

· Do your fundamental components provide complete detail of each CSFs requirements?

4. Do your fundamental components point to specific areas of risk that you must address?

Facilitation Tips
Refer back to the advice on brainstorming given under Step 1, Mission.

5. 
Fundamental components (optional) may be captured onto oversized “sticky notes” in much the same way as for a brainstormed list.  However, in this case group members rearrange cards to best represent the hierarchy of “which means.”  If you don’t use sticky notes, supply thumbtacks or some other means to move items around.
4. Goals

The difference between current and ideal.

6. Overview
In the previous steps, you gathered data to develop a detailed perspective on the current state and identified CSFs bearing on the problem.  In this step, you’ll combine that information with an “ideal” view and write goals.


In later steps, you will describe objectives and actions to achieve these goals, and thus your mission.

Directions
Follow these steps to create one or more goal statements.  Use the Goal Statements Worksheet (Appendix F) to organize your work.

7. Review your mission, current state report, and CSFs.

8. Brainstorm potential goals that would help you achieve your mission.

9. Consolidate your brainstormed list into a small number of formal goal statements.

10. Apply the measures (below) to the goal statements and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· One or more Goal Statements.

Measures
Referring to the goal statement(s), answer these questions and modify as necessary:

· What are the consequences if a given goal cannot be achieved?  Can you live with them, or not?

· If the goals are accomplished, are you confident that you will have achieved your mission?

· Does the estimated cost of achieving the goal seem like it would be worth it?

· Would those who are to benefit from these goals agree with them?

Facilitation Tips
In order to gain agreement on a reasonable number of goal statements, it may be necessary to have the group assign priorities.  You can facilitate this in several ways.  For instance, you may give each participant three votes, asking them to place a check beside their top three choices.  Once voting is complete, tally the results and accept the top five choices.  Alternately, you can ask for a show of hands in answer to the question: “How many of you select this goal as one of your top three?”

5.  Objectives

What you plan to accomplish - and when.

Overview
Objectives need to be focused, measurable, and constrained by time limits.


Key to an objective is that the results are tangible and unambiguously observable.

Directions
Follow these steps to create objectives, target dates, and measures.  Use a copy of the Objectives Worksheet (Appendix G) to write objectives for each goal.

1. Enter one or more objectives that would contribute to achieving your goal.

2. For each objective, establish a target date.

3. For each objective, describe unambiguous measures of success.

4. Repeat steps 1 through 3 for any additional goals.

5. Apply the measures (below) to the objectives and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· For each goal, Statement(s) of Objectives, with target dates and measures.

Measures
Referring to the Statement(s) of Objectives, answer these questions and modify as necessary:

· Are your measures measurable?

· Are your target dates realistic, neither overly ambitious nor overly cautious?

· Will achievement of these objectives result in achievement of the goal they support?

· Are your objectives within your authority?

Facilitation Tips
Typically, objectives line up one for one with goals.  In other words, a given objective supports only one goal.  There are exceptions though.


One approach to writing objectives is to have the whole group brainstorm anything that will support achieving the goal.  Then break the group into sub-groups tasked with organizing the information into objectives and potential action steps.  Then have the sub-groups report back to the entire group for edits and agreement.  Note, while this step will typically surface action steps, the group’s focus should be on the objectives.  Hold onto potential actions for consideration in the next step.


Attaching measures and target dates to the objectives can be accomplished in the group as a whole, or delegated to the same sub-groups that drafted the objectives.  If measures and target dates are delegated, be sure that they are brought back to the entire group for review.


Measures are a common stumbling block.  Too often the measures groups propose aren’t really measurable.  On the other hand, groups will often propose things which can be measured, but which don’t assure that the objective has been achieved.  Review measures carefully.  Consider inviting one or more outsiders to independently review draft measures.
6.  Action Plan

Tasks to achieve your objectives.

Overview
The outcome of this step is a final plan document.  As you completed each of the preceding five steps, you generated portions of the plan (e.g., Mission, Current State, Critical Success Factors, Goals, and Objectives).  Now all that remains is to enter this information on the Action Planning Worksheet and then describe the actions you must take to achieve your objectives.


If you’ve done a thorough job on the first five steps, you’ve built the foundations of a meaningful planning document.  However, your plan still requires careful analysis and description of the actions to be taken, by whom, and when.  Defining action steps is the heart of this final step.

Directions
Follow these steps to complete your Action Planning Worksheet (Appendix H):

1. Enter your project’s name, the name(s) of whoever created the plan, and the date it was written.

2. From the worksheets you have already completed (Appendices A through G), enter your mission, current state summary, CSFs, goals, and objectives.

3. For each objective, write a series of action steps necessary to accomplish it.

4. For each action step, assign responsibility for completing it, start and due dates, and notes about contingencies, resources, etc.

5. Apply the measures (below) to the action steps you have just written and revise as necessary.

Deliverables
At the completion of this step you will have created the following:

· Action Planning Worksheet.

Measures
Referring to the action planning worksheet, answer these questions and modify as necessary:

· Are the action steps you described sufficient to achieve the objectives?

· Have you taken into account dependencies of one action’s results on completing any others (i.e., contingencies and sequence)?

· Have you made clear assignments of responsibility for each action?

· Do you have the resources (time, skills, money, and equipment) to complete your action steps?  If not, take action to acquire them.

· Who is responsible for monitoring implementation of the action steps?  (Hint:  This responsibility should be defined as one of your action steps.)

Facilitation Tips
If you have written multiple objectives, it may be best to assign each to a sub-group in order for them to write action steps, assign responsibility, discuss sequence and contingencies, and surface potential resource barriers (time, money, equipment, skills).


Once sub-groups have drafted their plans, review them with the entire group.  This is especially important because one group may be assuming availability of resources that another group also expects to use.  You must review the plans together to assure that in total they are doable within the bounds of time, money, etc.
Notes

Your tips on implementing the process.
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Appendices
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