Interview questions

What is strategic planning?

Strategic planning is a structured process by which company management examines:

1) Decision-driving values that will guide the company in the future.  This includes the longer term values and outcomes of the organization.  For example, the company might want to be positioned long term as the low cost provider, but still have the reputation for the best product quality.  

2) The purpose and mission of the company with emphasis on the outcomes expected over a specified period of time.  Specific example: General Electric wanted to be #1 or #2 in each market segment it participated in or it would sell off the business.

3) The set of measures and numerical targets to be used by executive management to:

a) Evaluate success of the Strategic Plan (accomplishment of Values and Mission).

b) Track progress towards that success.

4) The cultural factors (i.e., what the company must be excellent at such as having good trust and communication with customers, rapid response and so on) that are necessary to support the accomplishment of the Mission, Values and Critical Success Indicators (CSIs).

5) The major areas of disparity between what is desired in the future and the present realities (i.e., gap analysis).

6) A number of potential strategies selected on the basis of impact on ultimate success.

7) Judgment as to whether the recommended strategies collectively will accomplish the Mission and CSIs.  

8) Functional plans for all departments that directly support the accomplishment of the plan (i.e., tactical planning).

9) Determination of key contingencies, if any, to be tracked on an ongoing basis.

10) A plan to roll out the Strategic Direction to all stakeholders (i.e., communication planning).

11) CSI tracking and monitoring systems.

Note that the above is a very high level and long range (typically 5 + years out) examination of where a business should be headed and how it should go about getting there.  The tactical/project planning in step #8 is just one element, but some people confuse tactical and project planning with strategic planning.  One of the reasons that they do this is that they are really good at project planning and feel comfortable doing this.

The process occurs over a period of weeks, if not months.  It is NOT accomplished in just a few days of meetings.  It requires research and information gathering to determine internal and external factors, strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities and emerging trends.  It often takes outside facilitation and input, since managers can be so familiar with the issues they routinely work on, they may miss gaps or emerging issues.

How is designed the strategic planning for a company?

See above

Is possible applying this concept in EHS management systems?

EHS management systems are the tactical plans to support the EHS strategic planning process.  They are focused on step #8 above.  The mistake that most EHS departments make is to immediately begin EHS management system design and installation before ever deciding exactly what must be accomplished to support the business strategic plan.  This is known as “putting the cart before the horse.”  

An EHS management systems can cover the spectrum from a minimum, bare bones design, to a very elaborate and sophisticated system.  The strategic plan helps determine just how elaborate an EMS should be and what metrics should be used to track if it is delivering what is needed for the business.  It also helps provide the justification for the cost of the EMS management system.

Are corporate and EHS strategic planning similar?

Yes!  The process/steps that EHS managers go through should be very similar to the process used by the business.  First you start with the last business strategic plan.  This information guides the EHS strategic planning process.  By also using a similar process (the same steps and terminology), the EHS strategic plan will have more credibility with business management.

How is the engagement of the EHS staff at this process?

Ideally, there should be an EHS staff member participating in the business strategic planning process.  Similarly, it is important that the EHS staff invite representatives from other functional areas (e.g., finance, marketing, legal, manufacturing, purchasing, etc.) to their own planning process.  The process should NOT be done in isolation with just the top EHS managers getting together in a room.  EHS people from the sites and from within the corporate organization should participate at appropriate times to provide input and also build consensus and buy-in.

Conclusion

It is important that the EHS strategic plan can clearly “map” itself to the business strategic plan.  This means that for each major business objective, the EHS strategic plan should show exactly what the EHS department is doing to support the business plan.  This is one of the key ways that an EHS department can demonstrate value to the business.
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