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FRAMEWORK

FOR DRIVING COMPETITIVE
ADVANTAGE

ESTABLISH THE VISION • ALIGN PEOPLE TO THE STRATEGY • MEASURE FOR RESULTS
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INTRODUCTION
Optimize has developed a proprietary framework for strategic planning
and execution. This framework has been constructed as a result of our
experiences and through diligent research of practices demonstrated
by some of the world’s most successful organizations. It is not based on
anecdotal evidence, but on proven profit improvements achieved by a
broad range of companies. While we reference Fortune 1000 companies
in this document, we have worked with over 100 organizations,
primarily entrepreneurial and mid-market companies.

Our research has
identified the
following success
factors in companies
who successfully
execute strategy:
• Strategy is not formulated
until all relevant data is
collected and analyzed.
• Strategic planning is not an
event but a process where
continuous improvement
is emphasized, and there is
a systematic approach to
monitoring market forces,
competitive landscape,
technology improvements and
other impacts.
• Paradigms about the company
and its market position are
constantly challenged, and
clarity is created around what
markets to pursue, infiltrate,
and dominate.

• Strategic priorities are
embraced by the entire
organization.

VISION
The ability to take a 40,000 foot
view of the organization and
imagine its potential in a 3-5
year horizon

• Progress of delivering
against strategic priorities
is constantly measured and
success metrics are visible
throughout the organization.
• Objective measurements
cascade down through the
organization as to align
departments and teams with
the strategic plan.		
Highly successful companies
such as Microsoft, GE and
Walmart have very sophisticated
systems for ensuring that their
entire organization is achieving
synchronicity and synergy. The
methodology described in
this document is applicable to
organizations with 50 employees
or 50,000. Effective strategic
planning processes follow a logical
progression:

ACCOUNTABILITY
The ability to hold people
responsible for executing the
strategy and achieving predetermined outcomes

FOCUS
The ability to prioritize and direct
the entire organization on
key objectives required to
execute the strategic
plan
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DEFINING
STRATEGY

It is perhaps the most daunting
business paradox. The success
of any business is based upon
a future which is impossible
to predict. Strategic planning
provides the impetus for
organizations to weigh strategic
options, and identify a set of
strategic priorities that will
drive sustainable competitive
advantage.

Strategy (from the Greek
“Strategos”) is a term of military
origin, and refers to what battles
should be fought. Tactics refer to
the techniques used to fight the
war. In effect, strategic planning
must blend strategy and tactics
as to promote tangible business
outcomes. An organization must
convert strategic thinking into
actionable objectives.
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?

Within a strategic planning
methodology, one attempts to
answer critical questions such as:
What is the end
game for the
entrepreneur (or
shareholders)?

Mission defines the purpose
for the organization and its
employees. Values describe
how the organization intends to
behave. Vision (often presented
as a vision statement) summarizes
the company’s ideal future.

Many business owners have
a vision for some type of
transaction, whether it be
succession by family members,
public offering or private liquidity
event. Understanding the desired
timing and risk tolerance of the
shareholders is an important
preface to strategy.

What business
discipline will
be employed for
strategic advantage?

While strategic planning (within
for-profit companies) is always
geared towards optimizing the
value of the company, higher
valuations provide more options
for shareholders, including access
to financing that can fuel growth.

What is the mission,
values and vision for
the organization?
Terms such as mission, values and
vision are often confusing. Some
entrepreneurs and non-profit
organizations have a core purpose
above and beyond profit such
as double and triple bottom line
results.

One of the defining books on
strategy, The Discipline of Market
Leaders (Treacy and Wiersema)
offered insight into the ability of
an organization to identify which
core competencies would frame
advantage within any business
and provide the most value to its
customers.
Treacy and Wiersema claimed
that companies’ relationships
with customers were defined

Mission defines the purpose for the organization and its
employees. Values describe how the organization intends
to behave. Vision (often presented as a vision statement)
summarizes the company’s ideal future.
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by operational excellence,
customer intimacy or product/
service innovation. Today’s
demanding customers expect
the best possible quality and
service at the lowest possible
price. Yet organizations must
make strategic choices that blend
these disciplines into a unique
offer. Market discipline is now less
about absolutes such as being
operationally excellent. A boutique
retailer may thrive on customer
intimacy but must continuously
take cost out of their system in
order to support higher margins
and to remain nimble when
business cycles erode.

lower and existing brand equity
can be leveraged. Honda’s core
competency is reliable, efficient
engines, which it leveraged to
grow into markets adjacent to
automobiles (motorcycles, jet, and
marine).

What markets
should the company
infiltrate and
dominate?

We advise clients to think like an
acquirer or private equity firm
would in evaluating a target. The
value of a business is in part based
on its ability to generate cash from
multiple sources, and a business
with a lone core competency and
market could be subject to undue
industry or client concentration
risk.

Where and how will
the business grow?

The strategist must weigh
concentration risk (in a limited
number of customers or sectors,
with execution risk, the possibility
of failing in a new market).

Organizations often try to take
on many projects and markets
simultaneously. Every strategist
must attempt to direct resources
to the vital few segments that
present the greatest opportunity
for success. It is human nature
to be attracted to “shiny objects”
and organizations can become
distracted by high activity, low
return businesses that do not
yield sufficient return. This can be
overcome by creating “criteria”
for evaluating new business
opportunities that align with the
company’s strategic vision.

Critical to the sustainability of a
business is focus on long term
growth. At various points along
a company’s life cycle, it must
identify new revenue streams. In
strategic planning, management
must assess which prospects
present the greatest opportunity
relative to risk, through either
organic growth or acquisition.
Many variables such as market
size, market growth, competitive
strength, etc. must be considered
when addressing new markets.
As a general rule, a company will
begin to experience saturation
at 30% market share, and may
at that time need to consider
adjacent and disruptive market
opportunities. The first targets
outside the core should typically
be adjacent markets. Adjacent
markets provide the fastest
avenue to achieve market
leadership, as R&D costs are

What external
threats and
opportunities will
shape the future?
The liquity crisis and failures
of Lehman Bros., Bear Sterns,
Countrywide, and General Motors
reminded us that even market
leaders can fail to mitigate risks,
within or outside their control. In
creating strategy, the strategist
has a responsibility to consider
forces and factors outside their
industry that could affect them
in some way. Within our strategic
planning engagements, we
typically conduct STEEP exercises
that weigh social, technological,
economic, ecological, and industry
factors that can shape a tipping
point.

What trade-offs
must be managed?
For every investment an
organization makes (in time
or money), there is a cost and
corresponding opportunity
cost. Today’s hyper-competitive
marketplace requires careful
consideration of every product/
service, feature and benefit
and the true value perceived
by customers. When the first
generation iPads were released,
they lacked USB ports, a standard
feature in the products they
replaced.
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What business
analytics might
be needed to plan
successfully?
Companies often lack sufficient
data including market intelligence
and even client segmentation
information required to make
key strategic decisions. Every
company should aspire to have
analytics on each segment and
customer (sales, margin and
profit growth). The competitive
landscape is a moving target, and
requires constant awareness and
study.

What models should
we use?
There are many popular strategy
models including Porter’s Five
Forces, McKinsey’s 7-S, etc.
The principles described in this
document combine many of these
theories into a practical approach,
best applied in entrepreneurial
and mid-market companies where
resources are more scarce.

What type of
innovation will your
marketplace accept?
The type of innovation that a
company can engage in is often
a function of the life cycle of
the industry it serves. Phase
1 innovation occurs when a
new entrant addresses a new
marketplace. When entering
a “white space” the marketer
takes significant risk for which it
hopes there will be rich reward.
When Under Armor burst on the
scene, it focused exclusively on
undergarments for football teams;
a niche market that the incumbent
(Nike) largely ignored.
In Phase 2 innovation, a
market has matured but is not
yet saturated. In this phase,
companies provide new utility to
a product or change its service
model. Menchies (and other selfserve frozen yogurt chains) have
redefined a business approaching
maturity.

In Phase 3 innovation, a market
becomes over served, and a
company with scale seeks to
commoditize to its advantage.
McDonald’s development of
McCafe offers a lower price
alternative to Starbucks.

What infrastructure
(resource)
constraints may limit
future growth?
Core competencies can only
be leveraged for growth based
on the infrastructure available
to support them. All strategies
must be considered within the
organization’s capabilities (human
capital, design, engineering,
technology, operational and
capacity). Creation of a game
changing business strategy
without a corresponding tactical
plan to support it is a waste of
time and money.

Operating Environment
The global hypercompetitive environment has put tremendous pressure on organizations and their
employees. In an era of lean concepts and cost cutting, companies are doing more with fewer resources.
There are fewer employees doing more work.
Customer’s expectations are heightened; they expect Nordstrom quality at Walmart prices. Vendors are
scorecarded, and expected to deliver an extraordinary level of service. The competitive environment requires
that companies continuously improve their products and bundle of services.
To succeed in this environment requires that organizations have systematic approaches that hold people
responsible for achieving superior results. The following tools help to promote employee engagement and
accountability for implementation of the strategic plan.

7

THE OPTIMIZE

FRAMEWORK
MISSION AND VALUES

DATA INPUT
In order to affect sound decision
making, organizations should be
diligent in collecting relevant
information about forces and factors
that may impact their market
position. OPTIMIZE will typically
gather data from a myriad of sources
including:

SCENARIO PLANNING

• Market Studies

Scenario Planning allows contributors to view
the world in a different light; to examine how
social, economic, ecological, political and
technological factors may impact the
company’s future performance and proactively
prepare strategies for coping with changing
market conditions.

• Client Satisfaction Surveys
• Customer Interviews
• Customer Advisory Boards
• Benchmarking Tools
• Organizational Surveys

STRATEGIC PLAN

LONG TERM
OBJECTIVES

DEPARTMENTAL
ACTION PLANS

ACTION PLAN WITH
CHAMPIONS AND DATES

INDIVIDUAL
DELIVERABLES

BALANCED
SCORECARD
DEPARTMENTAL
SCORECARD

INDIVIDUAL
GOALS
PAY FOR
PERFORMANCE
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THE BALANCED

SCORECARD
While much has been written
about strategy, most companies
fail to deliver on their strategic
initiatives. Employees have
become disconnected and are
often apathetic about long term
business goals.
The OPTIMIZE Strategic Planning
Framework has been built from
the ground up to address inherent
performance problems that often
plague organizations, including
the silos that naturally occur
within a traditional organizational
structure.
For example, functions such as
receivables are typically managed
exclusively by Accounting.
Recruiting is owned by Human
Resources, yet both of these
functions are critical to the
future success or failure of the
organization.
• There is often a disconnect
between those who develop
the strategy and those
responsible for executing it.

We advocate the utilization of a
simplified version of The Balanced
Scorecard methodology. Utilizing
a scorecard helps to synchronize
people throughout the
organization and guide them in
their decision making. Numerous
studies and our clients report the
following benefits as a result of
adopting a scorecard:
• Aligns the daily activities
of employees to strategic
priorities.
• Establishes predictive
indicators of profit and
disseminates information
quickly.
• Converts the strategy into
operational terms.
• Reduces the amount of
management bandwidth
required to make decisions.
• Provides metrics that can be
utilized in incentive programs.
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Balanced Scorecard Example
Q1 Target

Jan.

Feb.

March

%
Attained

$85,000

$103,000

$90,123

$84,000

33%

Margin Custom Shipments

55.0%

52.5%

53.5%

55.1%

33%

Sales per CS representative

$50,000

$44,154

$47,234

$47,388

0%

Revenue per Employee

$148,150

$139,755

$ 142,273

$ 146,902

0%

10.8%

11.2%

11.0%

10.8%

33%

$1,000,000

$965,000

$992,167

$1,010,023

33%

Monthly Shipments Custom

$300,000

$284,000

$304,000

$312,000

67%

Average Custom Shipment

$75.00

$71.00

$72.44

$ 73.05

0%

Call Center Inbound Calls

25,000

23,500

23,750

27,400

33%

CS Upsell Rate

50%

55%

52%

52%

100%

New Customers Acquired

300

312

333

340

100%

Net Promoter Score

40%

33%

38%

40%

33%

Avg Transaction Custom Products

$100.00

$103.72

$99.42

$102.33

67%

Growth in New Segments

$167,000

$164,942

$168,232

$170,019

67%

Custom Cycle Time

3

3.7

2.9

2.9

67%

Volume Manufacturing Cycle Time

2

1.9

1.9

1.8

100%

Equipment Uptime (lost hours)

24

23

16
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100%

1.0%

2.0%

0.5%

0.4%

67%

200,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

33%

100%

75%

100%

100%

67%

Lost Time Injuries

0

0

0

1

67%

Training Hours per FTE Upselling

4

0

4

4

67%

Measure
FINANCIAL
$ Receivables +60 Days in arrears

Labor Costs % of Gross Profit
Cash Balance
CUSTOMER

INTERNAL PROCESS

Shipping Error Percent
Plant Capacity
LEARNING AND GROWTH
% Performance Reviews on Time
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BEST PRACTICES
OF HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL COMPANIES
Here are some steps you should
take to ensure you are following
the road map to competitive
advantage:
• Update your strategic plan on
an annual basis.
• Establish scenarios in and
outside your industry that
may affect your corporate
performance.
• Formalize a “scorecard” which
predicts future profitability.

• Establish a corporate action
plan document that details
progress on initiatives.
• Publish the scorecard so that it
is viewable by employees and
celebrate successes.
• Tie incentives to the scorecard.
These activities will provide you
the foundation to develop the
best people, create loyalty with
customers, improve execution,
and dominate your industry.

• Make innovation a
competency; meet regularly to
identify product and service
innovations.
• Survey customers on a regular
basis to gauge satisfaction and
identify opportunities.
• Seek out financial benchmarks
in your industry.
• Conduct an annual employee
engagement review and use it
as a platform for improvement
and connection with your
employees.
• Establish H.R. practices that
will position your company as
a “Best in Class Employer”.
• Establish policies and
procedures for all important
processes.

About Us
To learn more about how we
can assist you in achieving
superior business results,
please contact us.
www.optimizeinc.net

