Strategic
Planning in
Times of Change
CONSCIENT STRATEGIES’ AGILE APPROACH TO STRATEGY
DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION
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Introduction.
Is it even worth it to do strategic planning in the
era of “move fast and break things”? Today, most
industries face constant change, uncertainty, and
disruption.
This has some claiming that the practice of strategic planning — developing
a set of guiding principles that determines what an organization will do and
will not do — is no longer useful. But, the reality is that all organizations
have a strategy, whether or not it is articulated.
Organizations need to make decisions about how to remain competitive

Strategic
planning needs
to work with,
not against,
a changing
environment.

and effective, and, without an articulated strategy, find themselves
frequently shifting their strategic direction and scrambling to react to the
change around them.
The right kind of strategic planning can still work in today’s everchanging business environment. How you go about developing and
implementing a strategy is the difference between being successful and
being stuck. Strategic planning needs to work with, not against, a changing
environment. An agile approach does just that.
Conscient Strategies has developed an agile approach to strategy
development and implementation. We use this approach with clients who
seek an ongoing way to fit their strategy with the constancy of change
within the marketplace. Utilizing this approach, strategy becomes part of
the ongoing operating practice(s) of their organization.
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A bit of
BACKGROUND.
The traditional approach to strategy development and
implementation is linear. It is a one-directional process of gathering
information, analyzing it, developing a strategy, and implementing it.
Linear planning model

GATHER
INFORMATION

ANALYZE
INFORMATION

DECIDE ON
STRATEGY

IMPLEMENT
STRATEGY

up
to

The shortcomings of linear planning.

90%
FAILURE RATE

Linear strategy development has dominated strategic planning for one
hundred years. And, yet, countless studies estimate that the failure rate of
strategy initiatives is anywhere from 70% to 90%. Something is wrong.
The linear nature of strategic planning is itself a significant barrier to
developing a vibrant strategy and implementing it successfully. A linear
approach begins by gathering deep and broad information at a single point in
time. This process is time consuming and not nimble enough to incorporate
emerging information or adapt to changes in the business environment.
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Change is hard.
When it comes time to implement a strategy, the linear approach ignores
what we know about people and culture. Change is hard. Implementing
a new strategy means change for leaders, teams, and individuals. Using a
linear approach, a wholesale change is implemented all at once, requiring
an organization to pivot quickly. Employees may suddenly need to
change their day-to-day workflows, ask new questions, focus on different
measures, and perform new activities. Their social networks at work might

The more
disruption
employees
experience, the
lower the
likelihood of
success.

be disrupted, a factor tied to decreased engagement. The more disruption
employees experience, the lower the likelihood of success. For these
reasons, productivity typically dips after a broad change is introduced.
In many instances, organizations simply fail to execute effectively against
new strategies. For a strategy to be successful, it must align with an
organization’s culture and leadership dynamics, leverage the organization’s
core competencies, and take into account operational limitations. This
requires a deep understanding not only of the external market but deep
knowledge of an organization’s internal makeup.

The Productivity Curve

HUMAN PRODUCTIVITY

Change
Introduced

TIME
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Agile is everywhere,
WHY NOT STRATEGY?
Let’s move away from linear thinking in favor of an approach
that is more dynamic and combines objective analysis with a team’s
first-hand knowledge of what is right for their organization.

Software developers began to move to agile methodologies as early
as 2001, scrapping the linear waterfall model, which divides tasks into
linear sequential steps, in favor of an agile approach. Agile involves
developing a product through the incremental, iterative building and
testing of prototypes. Numerous industries have followed suit,
replacing linear processes with iterative cycles.
Agile is designed for changing environments; it works with uncertainty
and turbulence by allowing a team to try multiple approaches, compare

Agile is designed
for changing
environments;
it works with
uncertainty and
turbulence

results, fail, try again, and keep moving forward. Agile methodologies
are defined by continuous learning and change. Using an agile approach,
teams are also able to begin implementation more quickly, and iterate on
an idea as new insights emerge.
Agile principles can be applied to strategy development. Why not
update a strategic plan in real time as business realities change? Why wait
until the end of a strategic planning project to begin implementing the
decisions about the strategic direction of the organization? Why wait for a
designated strategic planning period at all? Agile strategic planning meets
the needs of organizations that want to stay ahead of their competition,
implement strategic change faster, and make strategic planning part of
their regular practices.
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Making strategic
planning AGILE.
What does it look like to apply agile principles to strategic planning?
There are several key elements to an agile strategic plan.

GATHER
INFORMATION

ITERATE

ANALYZE
FINDINGS
TEST
MODELS

ENGAGE TEAM

Gather the right information—at the right time.
Agile strategic planning is incremental and allows for gathering the right
information at the right time. Strategic planning efforts tend to begin with
gathering extensive information on the organization’s performance as well
as its competitors’ positioning in the market. This process can be long and
postpone the time when strategic changes are put into effect. Guided by
the vast knowledge of internal stakeholders, agile strategic planning begins
with gathering initial information and additional, targeted information as
needed along the way.
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CASE HIGHLIGHT: NON-PROFIT

Agile Information Gathering
A board of directors secured funding to stand

were vetted. Meanwhile, Conscient Strategies

up a mission-driven organization. Conscient

conducted an external assessment and identified

Strategies partnered with them to develop a

over 500 organizations that could make up a

strategic direction for the new organization. As

stakeholder map. Leveraging the expertise within

part of the initial information gathering phase,

the organization and applying the organizational

Conscient Strategies facilitated the organization’s

lens to the 500 potential stakeholders allowed

clarifying its mission and vision, and worked

the strategic planning team to identify a 50

with the board to articulate and define the

organization area on the stakeholder map

values underlying the organization. This deep

to explore further. The other areas of the

understanding of the organization’s cultural

stakeholder map were put aside for possible

drivers and objectives were used to construct

future exploration, based on the iterative findings

a lens through which strategic opportunities

to come.

Analyze. Test. Iterate.
Test assumptions, decide where to dig deeper, and implement incremental
change. An agile approach to strategic planning acknowledges that the
best strategy for an organization may not be immediately evident. It allows
ideas to build incrementally through a collaborative, cross-functional
process of defining challenges and solutions.

Assemble a team.
The group tasked with developing an agile strategic plan plays a crucial
role in the iterative process. While acting as both customer and developer,
the strategic planning team proposes potential strategic directions and
decides which to explore further and which to table. Meanwhile, this team
determines which decisions can take effect immediately and pushes out
decisions for implementation in real time.
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The strategic planning team:

Involving a cross functional strategic planning team helps to ensure
that strategic decisions leverage organizational knowledge and align
with the organization’s values and culture. After all, no one knows an
organization better than its own people, and a strategy that does
not reflect an organization’s values and operational constraints is
destined to fail.

PROPOSES POTENTIAL STRATEGIC
DIRECTIONS
DECIDES WHICH DIRECTIONS TO
EXPLORE AND WHICH TO TABLE
PUSHES OUT DECISIONS FOR
IMPLEMENTATION IN REAL TIME

Set a cadence for revisiting a strategy.
Once an organization identifies its initial strategy and adopts agile
strategic planning, the practice becomes embedded in the team’s

CASE HIGHLIGHT: HUMAN SERVICES

Agile Iteration
Conscient Strategies partnered with two human

With this information in hand, Conscient

services trade associations to develop a strategic

Strategies engaged the strategic planning

direction and merge the two organizations into

committee, representing both organizations,

a single thriving organization with clear purpose

to discuss the initial findings and the strategic

and value to its members.

directions the map supported.

An environmental scan and competitive analysis

The committee, using their industry experience,

painted a picture of emerging trends in human

awareness of operational limitations, and deep

services resulting from shifts in the healthcare

knowledge of their members’ preferences,

sector and related industries as well as current

identified which ideas warranted further

and expected competition. The scan also

refining and which were not a fit for the united

evaluated the role of associations in the field.

organization they wished to form. This iterative

Meanwhile, an internal organizational assessment
allowed Conscient Strategies to become
acquainted with the two organization’s missions,
core competencies, and cultures in order to fully

cycle repeated several times, with Conscient
Strategies gathering more information and
developing new straw models to test at each
cycle.

understand their objectives and challenges.
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regular operating rhythm. With this cadence in place, an organization
is able to make strategic adaptive moves as new information emerges
and the business environment changes. Instead of initiating significant
overhauls to a business strategy every three to five years, an agile
strategy enables continuous incremental change. Strategic thinking
becomes part of the operating rhythm.

Build for change.

Introducing
adaptive shifts
over time, an
agile approach
to strategy
implementation
mitigates the
disruption of the
productivity curve.

Change is constant, and agile strategy development and implementation
makes strategic planning a more effective and integral part of an
organization’s success. Introducing adaptive shifts over time, an
agile approach to strategy implementation mitigates the disruption
of the productivity curve while increasing the rate of successful
implementation.

The Productivity Curve

Agile Mode
Linear Mode

HUMAN PRODUCTIVITY

Change
Introduced

TIME
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C A S E H I G H L I G H T : H E A LT H C A R E

Agile Iteration
Conscient Strategies partnered with a healthcare

sector, putting further exploration of the other

advocacy organization that faced increasing

stakeholders on hold for the time being.

competition from other groups. The organization
sought to identify a strategic positioning that
would enhance the field while also establishing
its own continued success.

A second round of information gathering and
analysis revealed that these firms’ interest in
government relations services was leading to
their building healthcare advocacy arms. After

Research identified several similar organizations

several rounds of iteration, the organization

and dozens of peripheral stakeholders ranging

decided that the best strategic move was to go

from federal agencies to universities. One

in-house with a firm, an option the organization

category of stakeholders on the periphery was

had not been aware of previously. The iterative

professional services firms with healthcare

nature of agile strategic planning led this

practices. The organization decided to dig

organization to consider a strategic direction that

deeper into the role of one professional services

may have been overlooked otherwise.

Strategy projects with
Conscient Strategies.
Conscient Strategies’ agile approach to strategy coupled with our expertise
in analyzing workplace dynamics ensures an organization’s strategy takes
into account the culture, leadership styles, processes, and operating
structures at play within an organization. By partnering with Conscient
Strategies to develop a strategic direction, organizations gain a living
strategy that fits their organization’s culture and business goals as well
as the internal muscle to make agile strategic planning a part of their
organization’s regular business practices.
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CONSCIENT STRATEGIES is committed to excellence
by aligning business performance methodologies and
culture change for government, commercial, and nonprofit clients. We work with organizations and teams on
managing the constancy of change. Our team works
with you to develop your vision and help you get there.
We bring deep experience and expertise in working with
complex teams, challenging dynamics, and multiple
perspectives. We focus on strategy development, program
implementation, leadership transitions, training, coaching,
leadership development and facilitation services to propel
our client’s goals’ and needs.
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