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Planning for the Unknown
Predicting the future is risky business, at best. It's better to plan for the possibilities.
Good strategic planning has always melded intuition with disciplined analysis. It mixes quantitative with qualitative. Ultimately, it defers to judgment. Judgment is strengthened by experience. Experience teaches that detailed forecasts are regularly defeated by reality.

What trial and error has taught us about making plans, the new science of complexity is beginning to illuminate. Complexity science suggests that the territory into which we attempt to push our plans is, well, very complex. One little move yesterday may have set off an avalanche of change tomorrow. The same little move today may have no effect. The snow has already moved down the mountain. Yet, just one more move may set off a flood downstream. And that flood may drive another cascade of change. Or it may have no effect at all. So it goes.

The interaction of forces in the field we routinely describe as the future is so complicated and so interwoven that it defeats attempts at long-term prediction. The further you look into the future, the more impossible prediction becomes. You can sometimes predict short, but you can't predict long. One response to such a future is to give up on planning. Why plan in a world without prediction? The answer is not to give up on planning; it's to give up on prediction. In a complex world, organizations should be wary of those who "know" as well as the plans built on the predictions of those who know. Because really, in the long run, no one knows.

Prediction in the form of forecasts has been so woven into so many organizations' view of strategic planning that it has become, if not synonymous with strategic planning, then at least one of its cornerstones. If the poor success record of prediction-based plans is any indicator, organizations would be wise to reconsider the role of prediction in their planning repertoires. The truth is, you can have planning without prediction.

So how do you plan in a world without prediction? Do you wait for the avalanche? No, you buy snowshoes and keep your sled dogs well fed. A complex world demands organizational readiness. Readiness describes an organization that can be viable across a variety of conditions. It requires continuous adjustment and willful abandonment. Readiness depends on the ability to quickly adopt, adjust, or abandon initiatives and investments once new conditions materialize.

When it comes to strategic planning, most prediction should be replaced with "flexible persistence." Flexible persistence that supports successful strategic planning in a complex environment embodies a paradox - it requires both resolve and a willingness to retreat. Too much flexibility is like trying to push a strand of cooked spaghetti forward. It won't go. Too much resolve is like pushing uncooked spaghetti against a wall. It's going to break. What you need is a noodle stiff enough to push but flexible enough to snake its way around unexpected obstructions.

The things that the organization should be persistent about include its mission, values, and vision - what it intends "to be." These should be widely understood and non-negotiable. The mission and values, which describe the purpose of the organization and what it expects from people, are unchangeable. The vision is a picture painted with words describing what the organization desires to be in the future. Vision is not a prediction. It is a destination. Once achieved, it should be modified or replaced.

The flexibility comes with strategies, tactics and action plans. These describe "what to do." They are fluid, and they change as often as necessary. An important part of this view of strategic planning is the recognition that "what works" is completely and continuously mutable in a complex environment.

Leaders must be completely inflexible about some things and completely flexible about others. Envision a continuum that is unchangeable at one end (what to be) and highly fluid at the other end (what to do). Array mission, values and vision along the inflexible end. Array strategies, tactics and actions at the flexible end. Such a view shapes the leaders' role and the message that is sent to the organization about strategic direction. By articulating mission, values, and vision, leaders describe what the organization desires to be in the future. Strategy should tell the organization how the desired future will be achieved.

But the specifics of the how the strategy is executed, the tactics and action plans, should be left to the organization. Such minimally specified strategies define the general pathway along which the organization will move as it seeks to become its envisioned future.  As George Patton once observed, "Tell people where to go and let them figure out how to get there. You'll be amazed at the results." In a complex environment, over specification can paralyze. It robs players of the prerogatives they need to adapt in real time. Leaders help the organization see things whole by communicating meaningful mission and values in combination with a compelling vision. What leaders owe the organization at the level of strategies are "minimum specifications" and the authority to meet those "specs" in any way that makes efficient use of scarce resources.

In Moby Dick, Herman Melville's Ahab represents a fitting metaphor for one view of strategic planning. Ahab's approach can be characterized as inflexible persistence. And the whale is a fitting symbol for complexity and how complexity responds to inflexible persistence. The great white whale staved the rigid ship and left it sinking. And, of course, it drowned Ahab.

Flexible persistence should not be interpreted as an excuse for fire fighting. Nor is it an invitation to abandon the intentional in favor of the accidental. Flexible persistence argues for clarity and resolve around mission, values, and vision combined with an opportunistic approach to execution. It also requires a deployment of trust. Followers must trust that leaders have thought things through. Leaders must trust that their organizations have the capability to execute. Fortunately, such trust is like oxygen blown onto a flame. It makes the fire burn hotter. 
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