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Strategic Planning, what is it, why is so much attention
being paid to it these days, why should it be done, and
assuming that it should be done, how does one go about it?
All very good questions that don't have obvious answers but
need to be understood by every MIS manager; especially in
small shops where resources are extremely limited.

What Is Strategic Planning?

This paper does not pretend to be the definitive
explanation of the topic, but rather to highlight the
experiences of one small shop that has gone through the
exercise. The state of the literature on strategic planning
for MIS outlines a massive project covering every
conceivable aspect of systems, lasting well over a year,
employing several dedicated people, and having a
considerable price tag. The results of this process is a
document of considerable weight and volume. Every detail of
future systems would be explained, and a considerable amount
of the initial design work for these future systems might
well be included. Detailed forecasts of the expected volume
of transactions going through the systems may be outlined
along with pages of explanations for the volume changes.
While this may be possible (even reasonable) for a large
installation (say Ford Motors), the concept is laughable in
a small shop of say 5 people. The small HP3000 shop
normally consists of 1 to 6 people and is completely buried
already, the thought of adding something of this magnitude
is simply not within reason. Faced with this situation, we
undertook the task of developing a workable strategic plan.
However before we could begin the process, we had to develop
the methodology that would be used. This is a description
of that methodology and some of the reasoning that went into
it. For the small shop it is very important to plan,
perhaps even more important than for large installations,
since we as small entities are more sensitive to change.
But we must also consider the very limited resources
available to us and keep the amount invested in the planning
process in perspective. Because of this our effort will by
definition be much smaller and of less detail. The crux of
the issue is to develop realistic expectations of the
planning process and to resist the desire to develop an all
encompassing document that is all things to all people.
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Define exactly what you expect the process to produce and
focus on the activities that will address those goals, and
stick to them. In my opinion, realistic expectations are
deyeloping an outline of what the upper management of your
company (or division) expects the environment to be for the
next several years, and what are the types of systems
required to support that environment. Any more detail, and
the level of confidence drops quickly.

Why Plan?

If you are considering the development of a strategic
Plan, I assume that you are aware of the reasons planning is
important. Perhaps you are here because your boss has told
you that you are going to develop a plan. Which ever is
true, a quick review of the major reasons that I see for
planning is in order.

1) Businesses change over time, as do the systems
requirements of the business, while installed software
stays perfectly constant without human intervention.

2) Non-trivial computer systems. take a considerable
length of time to develop and install. This m~y include
definition, design, selection, coding, training, etc.
Whether you create or purchase the software, it is not an
overnight project.

3) All resources are finite, and we want to make the
best possible use of them. If we can avoid spending
valuable resources on short term needs in favor of
addressing needs that will be with us for a longer period
of time, we have probably gotten more value for those
resources. Likewise if we address the most important
needs of our users first, we develop credibility with
management and that has several benefits.

4) By having a better understanding where we are headed
we minimize "mid-course corrections". This saves
valuable time and effort and gives the appearance that we
know what we're doing.

5) We generate enthusiasm and user buy-in when they
understand the direction systems are taking. Even if
they don't totally agree with the direction, they will be
more cooperative if the at least know what is going to
happen. There are more reasons why a strategic plan
should be developed, but as MIS professionals, you should
already understand them and if you don't there is plenty
of published material on the subject.
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Purpose of the MIS Plan

1) The MIS plan should provide an overview of the state
of the current systems and how they got where they are.
This historical perspective may not add value to the
future plans, but will provide good background
understanding for why we are planning now and some of the
problems that can be avoided by planning.

2) The plan should provide insights into the direction
of MIS both from a broad general perspective as well as
some of the specific needs that are identified. And a
general time frame for when these changes should be in
place.

3) You need to measure how far you currently are from
where you want or expect to be. This provides a basis
for priority setting and resource allocation. It also
prepares management for the requests you are going to
make and gives them a measure of how reasonable and
realistic the plan.

4) Finally once the target is established and you
understand how far away you are from that target, you can
outline what is needed to move toward your goals and how
quickly you can expect to get there.

Composition of the MIS Plan

I. Introduction/Narrative Summary

In order to provide a basis for the plan a brief
historical recap of the current set of systems is included
to help define where we are today. Trends are discussed as
well as the reasons for the major decisions that have been
made. the purpose is not to justify or condemn, but to
provide better understanding of why we are where we are.
The next section covers where we want to go in very general
terms. This is the visionary portion of the plan, my chance
to gaze into the crystal ball and present my vision of what
MIS should be and the role it should play in the business.
Included in this are the type of resources required to
support that vision, people, hardware, software, business
commitment, etc. All of the requirements may not exist, but
I can describe what I need anyway. A review of the current
role of MIS is include to compare and contrast the current
environment with my vision of the future. Next a review of
the MIS organization. Describing how we are organized, the
equipment currently in place and a recap of the departments
strengths and weaknesses. Finally a brief comparison with
other MIS departments in organizations similar to ours. Size
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of staff, machine capacity, services performed, and bUdget
as a percent of sales comparisons provide a relative measure
of our performance.

II. Existing Systems Profile

For each system, a narrative is created covering in
detail the basic function of the system, state of the code,
documentation, user understanding, MIS understanding. Also
discussed are the things the system does well and the areas
that the system doesn't address or that it addresses poorly,
including major known bugs or omissions. A general
description of the backlog of change requests for the system
provides a basis for management to jUdge the validity of our
assessment of the system. We then recap the expected impact
of these changes in terms of cost, time, stability and
probability of success. Ideally your business has or will
develop a Strategic Plan for the entire business, if so you
will be able to use that plan as input to the MIS plan and
build from it. If not then portions of that general
business plan must be developed either explicitly or
implicitly in order to proceed further.

III. Comparison of Existing and Future operating Environments

For each functional area of the business a projection of
the future environment is required if we are to understand
and project the information and systems requirements. This
projection must be that of the functional manager, it is not
required that he/she actually create it, but he/she must
agree with it and be willing to sign his name to it. The
purpose of this projection is to compare the current
environment with that of the future and to understand the
impact of the changes on the information needs of the
business and the ability of the current systems to meet
those needs. Each functional area is divided into the
processes that compose it. For example Marketing might be
broken into the following SUbcategories: Promotion &
Advertising, Sales, Market Research, and ~arket Planning.
For each of these areas, a profile is created listing the
important attributes, a description of the current
environment and the expected future environment (see form
#1) • The information on this form is strictly business
oriented, it should be completed by the users and not
consider systems at all. If a strategic Plan already
exists, or is being developed in conjunction with the MIS
plan, this should be a part of that plan. If not, you must
develop it at this point in the process, since the rest of
the plan builds upon it. The next step in the process
identifies the important "information systems" used in the
operation of the business. These systems are not necessarily
computer systems, but rather the way information of
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collected arranged or used. Systems could be defined as
processes or functions (ie. Master Scheduling, Purchasing,
etc), or along the lines of the current computer software
packages if that is felt appropriate. The important thing
here is not the way "information systems" are defined, but
the listing and explanation of the critical factors that
impact these systems and the informational nature of these
critical factors. The intent here is to highlight the type
of information that is needed to support the future business
environment. Form #2 is one method of ferreting out this
information. Each critical factor is then described
according to how is is impacted by the seven information
characteristics listed across the top of the form. Any
factor listed must, by definition, relate to at least one of
these characteristics. It may relate to more than one, but
seldom to all of them. These descriptions are then the
basis tor evaluating current systems and any alternative
systems or designs (see forms #3 & #4). Because these
factors are "critical" and they impacted by certain
information characteristics, they are the obvious basis for
analysis and comparison of alternative systems. Of course
there will be other criteria in the selection process such
as cost, complexity , support available, interconnectivity
with other systems, etc.; but this list of critical factors
and the informational requirements will be a vital part of
the requirements definition. In our case a proposed
replacement system had already been identified and we
focused our attention on that alternative. The process being
that if that alternative didn't SUfficiently meet the users
needs, then we would start from scratch to evaluate other
systems. It should be noted here that the outcome of
completing form #3 could be that the current systems
satisfactorily meet the needs of the the enterprise. In
fact this conclusion would be expected where systems had
been recently replaced. This would not mean that the
exercise was wasted effort, but rather that those involved
in the planning process had verified t~at business needs
were being met. Businesses periodically examine the market
segments they participate in to insure that they are in the
correct ones, and should likewise examine there systems to
insure that they are appropriate and providing the required
information. It is critical that user complete these forms.
The MIS staff should assist to insure that a proper level of
detail is included and that the descriptions are measurable
and quantifiable, however in order for there to be a
meaningful result the users must "own" the information that
comes from the exercise. In my experience, the generation
of the forms used in the proj ect is very important. The
format of the information gathering must assist in the
extraction of the information required to construct the plan
or you will find it very difficult to communicate your goals
to all involved parties. The forms should lead the users
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through the process and force them to provide the required
focus on business issues and information requirements.
Another tool to help and guide the users is to create a
"straw man" list of business attributes, information systems
and critical factors for each of the areas. This list
should not be cast in stone, but should provide "food of
thought" for the users, seeds to start their thought
process. As the future information needs of the various
areas are assembled, the cost of meeting the needs and the
impact of not meeting these needs must be understood, along
with the relative importance of the needs in order for
management to make correct resource allocation decisions.

IV. Plans to Meet Future Needs

Once the futUre needs of the business have been
identified, quantified, and ranked, a plan to meet those
needs must be developed. This may include the selection
process for new software, a list of modifications to current
software, and an installation/project plan. Project
management skills and tools play a very important role in
this section of the plan. It is not critical that the
actual details of the process be included in the plan,
rather that the process that will be used is defined and
understood so that management can buy off on it. This
section will also include the sequence of projects to be
undertaken. This will reduce the "mid-course corrections"
caused by misunderstood priorities and increase the
confidence level in the plan since management has reviewed
and "blessed" it. This is the place to address the hardware
required to make the software plan possible. Where
possible, link hardware needs with specific projects, to
reflect the true cost of various alternatives and projects.
Keep in mind that hardware requirements are usually a step
function and seldom follow a smooth curve. Form #5 is one
method of presenting the action items required to "fill the
Gaps" between the current state of systems and the state
required to meet the future needs of the organization.

Human Resources Planning

As a part of your plan be sure to address the people
portion of your department. This is your greatest asset and
deserves attention just like your software and hardware.
Succession planning, career development and professional
training are all part of a complete Human Resources Planning
effort (see form #6). Personnel planning is important for
several reasons. Much time and money has been invested in
your programming and operations staff to get them to their
current level of understanding of your systems, by failing
to provide an effective career plan for these employees you
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risk losing them and having to reinvest in training their
replacement. This retraining effort also has opportunity
costs associated with it in addition to the cost of the
training; that being the value of the projects that cannot
be undertaken while this training is taking place. These
costs can very often be avoided with good career planning.
Remember too that happy employees are more willing to work
the long odd hours often required in our profession and are
always more productive than unhappy ones. By developing
your staff and expanding the knowledge base of each employee
you also reduce your exposure in the event that an employee
does leave. By having several people who can perform each
job or support each system, you have designed in back up for
everyone and you improve the quality of systems because
interactions and interfaces are better understood by
everyone.

In order to assist in your understanding the forms and
give you a starting point, I have enclosed excerpts from our
finished plan. These examples show what we considered to be
an appropriate level of detail and some of the major points
we are concerned with. I have also included a copy of our
planning outline and organizational structure used in the
development of the overall strategic Plan.

As stated at the beginning, this paper is not designed to
be an exhaustive study in the art of strategic Planning, but
rather to reflect some of the insights gained by performing
it in a small shop environment. All portions will not be
applicable to every installation, but the general
requirements and approaches I feel are common through all
companies. Feel free to use the forms and modify them to
best serve your needs.
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FORM #6

Are assumptions upon which the strategic plans are based
realistic regardinq human resource requirements?

OVer time, what skills will become obsolete, change in
nature, or be eliminated?

For what functional skills/positions
encounter a shortage of qualified
marketplace, now or in the future?

are we likely
candidates in

to
the

Do the present managers within the function have adequate
technical/managerial skills to meet the strategic changes
occurring at RSD?

What are the principal H/R obstacles to achieving the
function's strategic objectives?

Are age patterns in the organization imbalanced, suggesting
high future attrition or career path blockage?

Is there adequate or excessive turnover in any group, at any
particular level?

Is there a
professional,
function?

proper balance
technical, and

(staff mix) of
support staff

managerial,
within the

What are the most significant skill deficiencies within the
function organization? How will such gaps be addressed?
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FORM '6 (cont.inued)

Are the organization and st.ructure and staffing of the
function appropriate for the achievement of strategic
objectives?

To what extent will qualifications for existing positions
change in light of strategic plans? How will such changes
be addressed?

Do the strategic plans/objectives call for projects or
processes that have no precedent at RSD? What are the
implications for staffing requirements? Design of the
present function organization?

Which positions, if not filled, will have the most
detrimental effect on achieving the function's objectives?

What impact would a product line de-emphasis or
discontinuance have on the responsibilities of the function
staff?
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Presentation Outline

Purpose of Planning

Organization of the Planning
Exercise

Planning Output Results/Format

Details of the MIS Planning Effort

1/17/" Tn
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Details of MIS Planning Effort

o Basic Assumptions/Requirements

o Information Needs Derived from Functional Plans

o GAPS Identified Be Analyzed

o GAP Analysis Form Generated

o Specific System Reviewed for Fit

o Comparision of Current System to Candidate System

o Specific Recommendations Made

o Rough TIme-line Created

o Implementation Structure

'/17/" 1WS
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Basic Asumptions &: Requirements

o Designed for HP3000. not a retro-fit

o Vendor expected to be in business 5 years from now

o At least 100 installations of the product

o Complete MRPII package

o Integrated system linking all major business sections
sharing common data

o Profitable company

o Regular release schedule of product enhancements

o Customer inputs used to select and prioritize
enhancements to product

o Good record of customer support
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Definition of Future Requirements

Marketing
o Sales
o Promotion & Advertising
o Market Research & Analysis
o Competitor Tracking

Finance
o General Accounting
o Payroll
o Cost Accounting / Analysis
o Financial Reporting / Forecasting
o Investment Analysis
o Auditing
o Planning / Budgeting

Human Resources
o Compensation
o Benefits
o Recruiting
o Training / Development
o Counseling
o Organizational Development

1"7/" Tn
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Definition of Future Requirements

Operations
o Materials
o Production Planning
o Production Method / Organization
o Resource Usage Tracking
o Quality Assurance Measurement
o Workforce Composition
o Product Structure

Engineering
o Product Conception
o Project Management
o Product Design
o Technology Auditing
o Technology Development
o Product Documentation
o Prototype Production

MIS
o Source Code Tracking
o Asset Tracking
o Project Management
o Resource Usage Measurement
o Cost Allocation
o Production Scheduling
o Tape Library Management

1/17IM 1ft
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o All maintenance tracking done _nually
o AI I PCs manually tracked due to no ·category· or ·group· feature In current

asset system
o Current systell tracks at a high level so coqJonents have no visibility
o Transfer of assets Is cUllbersome and tl. consuming
o No -assigned-to· feature for tracking loanable assets

o All done cOllpletel, manuln,

o All done cOIllPletel, IIInuall,

o All done cOIIpletely _nually

o Issues IIIInual1, logged and totalled
o Manual JVs created to trans fer costs



Action Required
to FIll Gaps

o Install so-Yt-
ware.

o Provide addlt lonal bustness
training to MIS staff
through Involve.nt tn pro­
fess lona I groups such as
APICS. W. etc.

o Develop software In-house
to augment systeal for
specific division needs.

Current Gaps
State

Required

FUNCTIONAL GAP ANALYSIS -- __~M:.:..;IS~_F.UNctiON

o Department .nagers deter­
IIlne speel ftc Infonut Ion
requt rements.

o Install and other
systellS as required.

o Software that cleanly· links 0 Redundant/conflicting data. 0 Install and Integrate
all parts of the busfness. 0 Hessy/unreltable Inter- additional systees as

faces. requIred.
o Hult Iple entry of sa..

data.

o -'-atcliWOrY soTtware used
only by Spectra-Physics.

o Unsound. unclear transac­
t tona1 software.

o "IS resources dedicated to
Ntntalnfng unsound soft­
ware.

o Software difficult and
risky to enodtfy.

o Some software IqJosslble
to IIIOdlfy.

o Usable Inforlllltion avall- 0 Not timely.
able as needed. 0 Requires IIInlpulatlon.

o Not comp1ete•

Functtonal Strategies

o Provide Integrated SystMS
that IIIItch business
• thods and are:
- Flexible
- Shared Infof'llltion
- Timely
- Accurate
- Approprl ate

o Focus "IS efforts on unfque 0 Adaptable veridor supporfed
lSD business Issues software that provides

bas Ic transact Ion proces-
sing and is modifiable to
lI1eet unique LSD needs. MIS
free to address LSD unique
needs and opportunIt Ies •

o
o
OJ
o

software

-Accounts Payab'e.
-Qualtty.

with options entry.
-Exa.lne
when released.

o Reconfigure 80Ms to -.cIullr
o Evaluate IFPS and FeS,

choose one.
o Evaluate
o lInk IMrket tng PC database

to

o Install
modules:

o Inadequate/Illnua1.

o JO based only.

o No conftgurat tons flext­
btl tty/efficiency.

o Non-extstent.-Market develo,.ent/
Inalysts.

-Sales order and servtce
track Ing.

-Repet It Ive costing. 0 Non-existent/Illnual.
-Real-time decision Nktng. 0 Fragmented/Inadequate.
-Project _nage.nt. 0 Fragmented/Inadequate,
-Product restructuring. 0 "anual/awkward.
-Asset management. 0 Inadequate/lMnua'.

o Software that supports:
-State-of-the-art .fg•
• thads (JIT. etc.).

-Option ready products.



o -Evaluate use of
o Develop and tnstlll fheed

asset track tng system.
o Evaluate Inventory

tracking/analysts and
develop addtt tons as
requtred.

o AutOlMttc exchange of data 0 Matl and Fax only. 0 HP 1IIt1 tnstalled.
between LSD and other S-P 0 Hard copy ..st be produced. 0 Users trained on HP llatl
enUt les. Dtrect data 0 Telephone used extenstvely. and fUe transfer (unct Ion.
access capabtltty. Ftle 0 Lt.tted ftle trlnsfer. a tnstalled to replace
t rans fer capabt It ty. SOPS/BARS •a MIS trained on HP IIItI sup-

port and trouble-shooUng.

FUNCTIONAL GAP ANALYSIS -- M.;..;;IS-FUNCtlON

o
o
CD
o

Functtonal Strategtes

o Elt_tnate IIIInual data ex­
change between LSD Ind
other SP ent t t t es

State
Requtred Current Gaps

Actton Requtred
to Ft 11 Gaps

o All risks not known.
o Opt tons unexplored.
° "0 plan tn pllce.

o Adequate Iccess to personal 0 Fragmented knowledge, no 0 IdenUfy spectftc resource
computers based upon usage. central point. to be focus point.
Central hed In-house ex- 0 ProblellS and needs handled a Develop tn-house resource
perttse In both hardware reactively, not proacthely to teep current on trends
Ind software. a Inadequate Iccess In SOlIe and technology.

o Networked cDq»uttng re- areas. 0 Provide IIIOre generll use
sources to facll ttate dlta 0 Matnly stand-Ilone PCs re- coqJuters.
transfer and exchange. qutrtng redundlnt dlta 0 Develop cOllPrehenstve net-

entry. work Ing strategy.

o FleXible autOlllt tc progra. 0 None tnstalled. 0 Exa.tne Ivatlable softwlre
schedul tng software. and select best ,tt. .

o Train Operattons staff and
tnstall software.

o Develop c~rehens tYe
disaster recovery plan.o Risks tdenltfted Ind

evaluated.
o Recovery opt tons tdentt·

fted .nd evaluated.
° Plan of act ton ready.

o Selecttve use of offtce
autollit ton to t ncrease
efftclency

o AutOlllllte coqJuter opera­
ttons to reduce heldcount
growth rate

o Be able to .et c~uttng
needs tf nonnal cOll1'uttng
resources dtsrupted



ep'PP,ri.gp Af~ IDlIIU b bUn .IDbU

Ra~ed on a scal. of 0 - 5 where:
Where : 0 • doesn'~ provide

5 • perfect aatch to needs

Real Time
Da~a Integration
Produ~ Option Support
Rep.~i~ive Mfg
JIT Methods
BOM Manipulation
Product Line Differentiation
Planning/Forecasting
Purchasing Module
Quality Module
JIRP
Barcode Support
-What-ifW Modeling
Project Management
Aa.e~ Management

- Accounts Recievable
- Inventory
- Pixed Asseta

Accuracy/Confidence
Adap~abili~y/Fl.xibility
Support Required

eurr.n~

IUtm'Ba

1
1
o
o
1
1
2
o
1
o
3
o
o
1

2
2
o
3
1
1

Future
IDUU

3
3
4
3
3
2
3
3
3
1
3
1
1
1

4
3
o

"3
3

total 20 51
possible : 105

percentage 1" 4"
Syst_ match-Up

~
KACPAC
JOCS
SOPS/BARS
FGI

Iliac systems

GAP. ~o be filled by: additional systems ie. Fixed Asset
Proje~ Mgmt

(?)
(1)

Pile down-load to PC software
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