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Is Your Strategic Plan 
Realistic? 

Strategy must be tied to outcomes

hen queried about the 

department’s lack of a 

strategic plan, the chief of 

a major metropolitan fire department 

pointed out the many new initiatives 

that the department was 

implementing as evidence that a 

strategic plan wasn’t really necessary. 

The chief added that, while they had 

the funding to hire a consultant to 

develop a strategic plan, it was 

unlikely that the department would 

have the funds to implement it. 

The chief’s comments highlight a 

common problem with strategic 

plans: they are frequently not tied to 

actual outcomes and, as a result, are 

not taken seriously. Many strategic 

plans represent where the 

department would like to be in an 

ideal world rather than a realistic 

appraisal of where the department is 

and where it would like to be in a 

given time period. 

There is nothing wrong with having 

long-range goals that represent an 

ideal. They can inspire us to be better. 

But if your plan does not include a 

practical approach to achieving short 

term goals it is nothing but a fantasy 

document that will never be 

implemented. 

Why do we need a strategy? 
There is no question that a department 

can still fulfill its day-to-day mission 

without a strategic plan; we see 

examples of this daily. But as Yogi Berra 

said, “If you don't know where you are 

going, you'll end up someplace else.” 

Without a strategy to prioritize 

activities and programs, you are merely 

reacting to a changing environment 

rather than working towards a specific 

goal. 

Here are just a few benefits of a 

strategic plan: 

 It can tie together separate 

initiatives into a coherent program. 

 It encourages multi-year planning. 

 It can be used to get buy-in from 

senior management. 

 It can be used to justify funding 

requests. 

 It prioritizes projects and programs. 

 It serves a metric to demonstrate 

program success. 

Performance objectives are 

the key 
The key to an effective strategic plan is 

to couch it in terms of specific 

performance objectives.  Unlike goals, 

which  are broad and often are the sole 
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elements included in strategic plans, 

performance objectives are specific and 

measurable. They require a commitment from 

those involved in developing the plan to accept 

responsibility for the agreed-upon objectives 

and to commit resources to achieving them. 

Performance objectives usually include the 

following elements: 

 A general description of the expected 

outcome from the objective. 

 Metrics to determine when the objective 

has been met. 

 Assignment of responsibility for completing 

the objective. 

 A timeline and milestones to measure 

progress towards completion. 

 An estimate of the cost to achieve the 

objective. 

 A proposed source of funding for the 

objective. 

There are three elements in this list that are 

often overlooked in strategic plans: metrics, 

budget estimate, and funding source. Absent 

these three elements, the performance 

objective can’t truly be considered realistic. 

Metrics are not always as simple as they might 

first appear. For example, if the objective is to 

update an emergency plan, is the objective met 

with the publication of the final draft, 

acceptance by the local governing body, or 

approval by the state? What you’re really 

seeking is the point at which the entity with 

responsibility for the objective has completely 

met the objective. 

The first question any manager is going to ask 

when presented with a plan is, “What is this 

going to cost?” Since this is a strategy, what we 

are really looking for here is a rough estimate 

rather than precise figures, an order of 

magnitude rather than a fixed cost. If you 

cannot answer this basic question, you can’t 

really expect support for your plan. Many 

strategic plans are approved by legislative 

bodies that later balk at approving the funds 

necessary to implement them. 

Similarly, money doesn’t magically appear for 

new projects; it must be allocated from another 

budget or a new funding stream must be found. 

Consequently, your performance objective 

should identify how you will pay for 

implementation: reallocated department 

budget items, grant funds, proposed new tax or 

bond, etc. 

While these are proposed funding sources and 

the actual source might eventually be different, 

be as realistic as you can in identifying your 

sources. For example, if most of your objectives 

rely on grant funding and the aggregate cost 

exceeds the anticipated total grant funding, 

how realistic is your strategy and how will this 

affect your credibility? You need to 

demonstrate that your objective is potentially 

achievable. 

Stay flexible  
Remember that your strategic plan is merely a 

road map intended to get you to where you 

want to be in the period covered by the plan. 

Like any road map, you are free to take detours, 

alternate routes, or different directions based 

on changing circumstances. But with a strategy, 

you will be able to make these decisions 

consciously while focusing on your desired end 

state rather than just reacting to changing 

circumstances. For this reason, you should treat 

your strategy as “living document”, revisiting it 

annually and updating it as needed. Like any 

plan, it is a tool, not a rigid set of directions.  


