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What is an Action Plan?
“Plans are only good intentions unless they immediately degenerate into hard work.”

Peter F. Drucker
As an entrepreneur, your job is to make things happen.  You are expected to take action.  The first step is to start at the end – what do you want the end result to look like?  If you can’t definitely state ahead of time what the desired end result is, you should not even begin to put together what you may call a plan, because you will fail.
Only after you can clearly, quantitatively and succinctly define your goal, can you begin to put together an Action Plan.  But nothing happens until someone says, “How do we do it?”  An Action Plan can be anything from a mental checklist to a complex, multi-functional, critical path diagram.  There are many effective planning techniques that may be helpful in assuring the necessary actions are accomplished to achieve your goal.  You may have a preference for certain planning techniques.  The key is to use the technique that best fits the need.  In some cases a combination of techniques may be the best solution.  Most successful action plans have certain elements in common:

· A chronological list of “What must happen”
· Assigned responsibility, “Who is going to do it?”
· A time target, “When is it going to be done?”
“It is a bad plan that admits of no modification.”


Publilius Syrus (~100 BC), Maxims
Successful planners know that plans, by their very nature, are transitory and short-lived.  Planning is a “path” not a “destination.” It is a dynamic process of measuring performance, evaluating progress toward the goal, and taking corrective action to get back on track.  To insure the success of those actions, future trouble as well as opportunities should be anticipated.  
Experience is useful only if it can be projected into future activity.  Not every situation must be approached on a trial and error basis without the benefit of being able to apply past successes.  A conscious step-by-step approach to doing a task allows an entrepreneur to replicate that process or methodology when similar situations occur.  The purpose of this article is to give you a process, a methodology, for creating Action Plans that can be successfully replicated whenever needed.

What is an Action Plan?  Our definition is: “Given a goal to achieve, an Action Plan is a plan to achieve that desired end result which identifies the basic action steps needed, assigns deadlines to those steps, and assigns responsibility for carrying out each action step.  The Action Plan also identifies key Potential Problems/Opportunities and includes Preventive/Facilitative and Contingent Actions, and Alarms to trigger those Contingent Actions.”
Action Planning Process
Briefly, the steps in the methodology for Action Planning presented here include:

Step 1.
State the End Result Succinctly
Step 2.
Specify the Action Steps


a. Identify the timing and assign responsibility


b. Select the Critical Areas
Step 3.
Identify Potential Problems/Opportunities


a. Assess the probability of occurrence


b. Assess the impact (seriousness or benefit)

Step 4.
Determine Likely Causes of Key Potential Problems/Opportunities

Step 5.
Develop Preventive/Facilitative Action(s)

Step 6.
Design Contingent Action(s)

Step 7.
Build in Contingency Alarms

Step 8.
Implement the Plan 

Let’s now look at each of these areas in more depth.

State the End Result Succinctly
The end result should be stated in a way that provides visibility of your goal and helps keep you on track.  A goal should not only tell you what you want to accomplish, but also where it will occur and when it will be complete.  An effective expression of important goals is that you should set SMART goals.  What the SMART goal setting guidelines actually mean is that your goals should be Specific, Measurable, Action-Oriented, Realistic, and Timely.

Specify the Action Steps

Planning consists of linking together the steps that lead to a desired end result or goal.  To be successful, Action Planning requires the ability to approach an undefined situation in an orderly “C-to-B-to-A” manner.  Unlike many entrepreneurial tasks which require a more traditional, start-at-the-beginning, A-to-B-to-C approach, the C-B-A approach requires that you start at the point where you want to end (the goal).  Specifying the Action Steps then, is like walking backward across a time bridge, one step at a time, until you arrive at the present.

Once you clearly understand the end result you desire and can state your end result as a SMART goal, you can begin to ask the only two pertinent planning questions:
1. What has to happen immediately prior for that result to occur?

2. How likely is it that the prerequisite event or set of circumstances identified in Question 1 will occur?

After you can answer those two questions about the goal, ask them again of the next immediately preceding event, and so on until you are all the way back to the present, to today.  Thus, having identified and positioned all of the intermediate steps, like dominoes, you can confidently tip the first one, secure in the knowledge of when and where the last one will fall.  The reason you ask the second question, which is often overlooked by planners, is that it helps insure that no intervening causal step has been overlooked.

Most plans are ineffective as monitoring and control devices because 1) the identified action steps are too large; that is, they contain unplanned, and therefore uncontrollable, sub-steps within them, and 2) the intervening steps are poorly defined and all to frequently arranged in an incorrect sequence.

Effective Action Planning requires very careful consideration of the Action Steps.  A planning axiom that is useful at this stage is: “The smaller the unit of work and the less major the event, the more effective is the definition of action steps.”  No plan has yet been written that is ineffective because the action steps have been too narrowly, too finitely defined, in too much detail.  Specifying the Action Steps is like a prosecutor preparing a case for trial, seeking a conviction based solely on circumstantial evidence.  The task he faces is to build, data point by data point, a bridge for the jury to cross from the presumption of innocence to a finding of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.  The bridge must be constructed carefully lest the prosecutor lose credibility with the jury by asking them to make too large a jump in conclusions—from the suspect being seen at the scene of the crime, to having committed the crime.  The planning principle here is that the greater the detail, the smaller the unit of work to be done, and the lesser the scope of the event to be achieved at each intermediate step, the greater the credibility of the plan.
Notice the use of the term “event” in referring to action planning.  It is not uncommon to see the use of activities or processes in action steps.  For example, too often the steps of a new product introduction plan will be elements such as “feasibility review,” “state-of-the-art search,” “prototype design,” and so on.  While these activities must be performed in some form or another, they are useless for management control purposes.  It is very difficult to measure an activity such as “feasibility review.”  Most commonly it is done with an arbitrarily assigned percentage figure.  It is much more effective to use events, such as “feasibility analysis submitted,” “state-of-the-art search completed,” “preliminary design review signed off,” or “prototype testing passed,” as your Action Steps.  The only way effective control can result from effective planning is by the use of measurable events or milestones as the building blocks of the plan.
Timing and Responsibility

Make sure each Action Step has been assigned a deadline, and someone to carry out each step.  This helps people know what is expected and provides information for project management and plan follow-up during implementation.
Critical Areas
As an entrepreneur and manager, it is important to direct your attention to the most critical elements of implementation.  There may not always be enough time to thoroughly analyze every step of the Action Plan.  Unless you are planning the first manned space mission to Mars, where every step in the plan is critical, and must have 100% success of 100% of the plan, it is unrealistic to assume you will be able to examine every facet in depth.  The next step, then, in Action Planning is to carefully review the list of Action Steps to identify Critical (high impact) Areas.  This is done by considering each Action Step against a list of guidelines:
· Which areas are crucial to success?

· Where are tight deadlines?

· Which have the greatest impact on cost?

· Where does complexity exist?

· Where are we doing something new/unfamiliar?

· Where are there potential overlaps or gaps in responsibility?

Our focus now shifts to those critical, or impact, areas.  While the other Actions Steps need just normal attention, these have additional analysis requirements.

Identify Potential Problems/Opportunities

Just identifying an Action Step as “critical” is not enough.  Once you are aware of a critical area in your plan, you must anticipate what could go wrong so that there are no surprises and that any future trouble can be managed.  We need to identify the potential effects that can occur.  There can be only one of three possible outcomes: 1) worse than expected (negative deviation), 2) better than expected (positive deviations), or 3) what was expected (norm, or standard).  For each critical area, we must ask the following questions to identify threats or adverse possible effects:
· What could go wrong in this area of my plan?

· What has happened in the past?

· What problems can be foreseen?

We should also try to identify potential opportunities:

· What payoffs could occur if a critical area went better than expected?

· What pleasant surprises have happened in the past?

· If this step is completed before the deadline, how could the extra time be used?
The answer to all these questions should always be expressed in terms of the “effect,” not the “cause.”  For example, a Potential Problem might be “arrived late” (effect), rather than “car wouldn’t start” (cause).  If you express Potential Problems/Opportunities in terms of the effect you are concerned about, this will allow you to be more thorough when you plan for further actions.

Depending on the complexity and criticality of your plan, you may end up with a considerable, if not overwhelming, list of problems and/or opportunities.  There is not always time to concern yourself with every potential problem or opportunity.  Consequently, at this point you need to establish the priority of each of the Potential Problems, so that you can determine which needs to be addressed first for further analysis.  Those high priority problems which require your utmost attention are the key Potential Problems.

Probability and Impact

Establishing priorities is a matter of assessing the probability (P) of a Potential Problem actually happening, and the seriousness (S) if it did.  When considering Opportunities, again we assess the probability of the opportunity arising, but we look at the benefit of the Opportunity instead of the seriousness.  Using a simple rating system of High (H)/Medium (M)/Low (L) is sufficient to provide an understanding of the relative rating of each problem or opportunity.  Key Potential Problems/Opportunities are those having a Medium or High probability of occurrence and/or a Medium to High seriousness of impact (or benefit).  
Determine Likely Causes of Key Potential Problems/Opportunities
The next step of the Action Planning process is to call upon your own experience and that of others to ask of each Potential Problem, “What specific things would be likely to cause this effect?”  The source of anticipating likely cause is experience.  For example, if increased overtime caused a problem in the past, it has a good chance of doing the same again.  This effort can be enhanced by drawing on the experience of others for inputs as well.  Sometimes you can only see potential causes external to yourself.  Other people often bring an objectivity that can increase our range of likely causes.
Develop Preventive/Facilitative Action(s)

Design Contingent Actions

Anticipating future trouble is only part of the task of action planning.  The challenge is to find effective actions to handle future problems.  Those actions can put you in the position of preventing the occurrence of threats and being ready to take advantage of opportunities.  An opportunity that is missed can be as serious to you as the problems you attempt to prevent.  Two broad kinds of action exist for handling Key Potential Problems:
· Preventive Action which reduces the probability of a future problem happening at all.

· Contingent Action which minimizes the effect of the trouble, once the problem does occur.  Sometimes known as a “work around” or a “backup measure.”
Both types of actions are important.  Unfortunately, when a person generates actions for dealing with future trouble, their mind typically races ahead and asks, “What do I do when the trouble hits?”  Consequently, Contingent Actions tend to far outnumber Preventive Actions.  Given a choice, however, most people would favor Preventive Action, since it reduces the probability of trouble in the first place.

In this Action Planning methodology you first consider each Likely Cause and attempt to identify one or more preventive measures which may be enacted to stop the Likely Cause from ever coming to fruition.  You should start with the question, “What can be done to prevent this Likely Cause?” By preventing the cause(s) you will be preventing the problem (effect).

No matter how carefully prepared and planned your activities, and regardless of your attempts at prevention, problems can and do occur anyway.  Our methodology addresses this reality by requiring us to also design Contingent Actions to minimize the impact of problems if they occur.  To do this it is helpful to visualize yourself carrying out your plan and in your mind’s eye “see” the problem happen.  Then ask, “What will I do to mitigate the effects of this problem?”  A Contingent Action should be planned for each Potential Problem identified previously as serious enough to warrant further analysis.

For Potential Opportunities that you have identified, it is important that you take action to facilitate, or take advantage of, the situation.  A Facilitative Action is designed to increase the probability of that opportunity happening.

Build in Contingency Alarms

Careful planning and Action Step analysis will only benefit you if you identify when to take which actions.  Having been thorough enough to design backup measures (Contingent Actions), it is also important to predetermine the point at which, given the occurrence or non-occurrence of certain things (tasks, events, circumstances, etc.) a Contingent Action will be triggered.  Every effective Plan requires monitoring and management.  The Contingency Alarm acts as a red flag to the manager: “Trouble has occurred, implement the backup measure!”
The Contingency Alarm must be predetermined; if left to chance the Contingent Action might be ineffective—that is, the opportunity has been missed or the problem is too far advanced to stop.  The alarm is not simply a milestone or a point in time.  It has to be linked to the occurrence or non-occurrence of certain events at a prescribed time.  For example, a production manager might indicate that “If key raw materials have not arrived by [a specified date], workers on that line will be reallocated to other production lines.”

Implement the Plan (or Are you in the MOOD to achieve your Goal?)
We are now ready to tip the first domino (Action Step) of our plan, to begin the step-by-step movement along the path we have so carefully built that leads to the desired end.  But as the well-known US Army General George S. Patton once said, “No battle plan survives the first contact with the enemy.”  In other words, no matter how carefully you have laid out your plan, Murphy’s Law has not yet been repealed—if something can go wrong, it will.
Your plan is a series of steps that provide the means for you to go from “here” to “there.”  It is helpful, though, to keep in mind that “here” comprises one set of operating circumstances or conditions.  “There” comprises another, necessarily different, set of operating circumstances and conditions.  Implementation of the plan is largely under your management control.  The shorter the control cycle, the more measurable the performance, and the more objective and impersonal the control points, the greater the degree to which meaningful management control is possible.  Effective management control depends on being able to compare actual performance with the performance objectives set for each Action Step.  Therefore, some form of actual-to-plan measurement system must be anticipated and put into place before launching the plan.  Since your Action Steps each have a time deadline, the first measurement should be time to completion.  As of this date, have you reached the milestones you set?  Some Action Steps will be quantified in other ways, such as monetary value or the occurrence (or non-occurrence) of some event or circumstance.  This monitoring and management approach can be summarized with the guideline “MOOD.”
The “MOOD” steps are as follows:

· Measurement of actual performance achieved at meaningful intervals or milestones.

· Has the Objective been achieved? If the objective was achieved, the plan is complete and you’re done.  However, you might want to ask yourself if the “real” end result has been achieved, or if you actually only planned an intermediate goal. It may be time to set a more challenging goal.  If the objective has not been achieved, you should ask:
· Is the plan On-track or better?  Even if the plan is not yet complete, are you progressing according to plan?  Are all of the milestones or Action Steps complete that should be completed by this point in time?  If so, you should continue with plan implementation.  If not, you should ask:
· Is there a major unfavorable Deviation from the plan?  If the plan is not on-track, but the deviation is minor, you should continue with implementation, but monitor the performance more closely for further slippage or failure.  If there is a major unfavorable deviation, you must immediately implement some corrective action to get the plan back on-track.
This process is illustrated by the flowchart in Diagram 1 on the next page.

Conclusion

“He who every morning plans the transaction of the day and follows out that plan, carries a thread that will guide him through the maze of the most busy life. But where no plan is laid, where the disposal of time is surrendered merely to the chance of incidence, chaos will soon reign.” 

Victor Hugo (1802 - 1885)

In nutrition it is often said that “you are what you eat.”  In business it is not often said enough that “you are what you plan.”  Plans are self-fulfilling prophecies.  If you decide not to plan, you have just stated your plan—namely that all situations will be dealt with in an ad hoc, “shoot-from-the-hip” manner.  The prophecy will be fulfilled.  Decisions will be made.  They will certainly be inconsistent, probably counterproductive.  Most will probably be bad, and you (and your company) will soon be facing a terminal case of chaos.

Putting an effective plan together requires a great deal of thought, effort and concen​tration.  It really takes premium time, a personal investment of that most precious of an entrepreneur’s resources—time.  Because time can never be recaptured, it must be used carefully.  In planning, that means investing in high priority, impact activities.  The Action Planning methodology described here gives you a specific, repeatable process to prepare excellent plans that yield excellent results.
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