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A well-developed strategic plan can be a won-
derful business tool to educate management on
emerging issues, to seek resource support and to
deliver a key message to executive management.
Few take full advantage of this potential. All too
often, the “strategic plan” is little more than a
punch list of programs and projects for the next
five years. Here are some suggestions on how to
add some strategy to your plan.

n the February 2002 issue of “Manager’s
Notebook,”1 I explained the reasons why
a strategy-focused environmental health

and safety (EHS) plan is essential. This
month, I outline the steps required to pro-
duce an effective strategic plan. EHS plans
rarely achieve this level of sophistication,
and as a result, EHS strategic plans rarely see
the light of day at the top echelons. In fact, if
any “Manager’s Notebook” readers are aware
of a board of directors presentation within
their company devoted to a detailed review
of the company EHS strategic plan (i.e., not
just a specific issue or project review), call
me and I’ll buy you dinner. 

I have already done enough plan bashing
in the preceding paragraph to get the point
across: current EHS planning is inadequate.
The time is now to move forward and
examine the positive actions you can take.
What follows is a step-by-step outline of the
essential elements.

Future Focus
If you have a copy of your last strategic
plan, set it aside. Start with a clean slate.
This action promotes fresh ideas and helps
you block the temptation to just update
what already exists. When you have fin-
ished your new plan, then and only then
should you compare the two and look for
additional insights.

Most business strategic plans are struc-
tured into a five-year, forward-looking peri-
od since even two years is an eternity in the
business world. At a minimum, you should
also start from a point that is five years in
the future and work backwards to the pre-
sent. A plan that uses a twenty-year horizon
is even better, and is probably essential in
order to define emerging trends. It is unlike-
ly that anything earth shaking will happen
environmentally in the next five years
(excuse the pun), but you can expect some
major revelations in the next 20 years.

You might ask, “What practical applica-
tion can this extraordinarily long horizon
have if the business plan only concerns
itself with the next five years?” A key point
to make in any strategic plan presentation is
that EHS issues evolve very slowly, but
when they finally blossom, their overall
business impact can be very significant. The
cost-effective way to deal with very long-
term issues or opportunities is to set a grad-
ual course of action that can be slowly
implemented, but implemented immediate-
ly, nonetheless.

Ford Motor Company’s position on sport
utility vehicles (SUVs) is a classic example
of this strategy. At the annual shareholders
meeting on May 11, 2000, William Ford Jr.
publicly acknowledged that SUVs have
environmental and safety problems not
associated with smaller vehicles and vowed
to develop additional technological solu-
tions that identify and implement alterna-
tives. This simple pronouncement shocked
many and pleased others, even though he
admitted they would continue to produce
their popular models. It also set the concep-
tual marching orders that Ford employees
would follow (in small incremental steps)
with each new model year.

The “future vision” sets the overall strate-
gic direction (i.e., where the company
should head and why). Defining this strate-
gic direction requires input from a number
of different sources including benchmarking
surveys, stakeholder surveys, literature
reviews, outside thought leaders and execu-
tive management interviews. In the past,
EHS strategic plans focused on emerging
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regulatory trends. Today, long-term global
environmental and societal impacts may be
the dominant issues for your company. 

In many respects, this fuzzy global future
is much more challenging, especially if this
future presents radically different opportu-
nities or challenges that require significant
resource and product development shifts
today. This is tough stuff. Outside interven-
tion from subject matter experts and opin-
ion leaders can be especially valuable when
attempting to get EHS staff members think-
ing along unconventional lines. This input
should come from individuals who have
their finger on the pulse of the “fringe” ele-
ments of emerging issues; the more uncon-
ventional the better. If they shake you up
and get you out of your traditional way of
thinking, they have served you well. 

Business Management Input
Management interviews, a crucial component
of a well-developed plan, are not a one-time
event; they are an iterative process. If the
background research indicates that a hereto-
fore unknown “brave new world” of chal-
lenges and opportunities is on the horizon, it
will be necessary to first educate manage-
ment on future trends before you begin to
ask their opinion of where they want the
company to head. As Michel Porter, the
renowned Harvard professor of business
strategy, states, “One of the major reasons
that companies are not very innovative about
environmental problems is ignorance.”2

The use of scenarios is a wonderful tech-
nique for elevating management’s awareness
of emerging EHS dynamics. There is a
wealth of literature available on this tech-
nique.3 Because the future seems less pre-
dictable than ever before, there appears to
be a renaissance in this methodology that
Shell perfected several decades ago.

Interviewing management is both an art
and a science. It is essential to know how to
cut through politically correct rhetoric and
learn what your leaders are really thinking.
This will align your plan with management
and identify critical disconnects and dis-

agreements between the officer and direc-
tors that need resolution. For those fortu-
nate individuals who interact with the CEO
and other top executives daily, this chal-
lenge is not great. But for most EHS man-
agers, their contacts with the top staff are
very limited. You will need a well-organized
approach and I recommend that you re-visit
an earlier Manager’s Notebook that
describes some of these techniques.4

Early executive management education and
interviews will also reduce the temptation to
prematurely launch into a self-limiting exer-
cise of assumptions about what management
will or will not support. I will not further
belabor the point, but in major corporations,

management interaction — both education
and honest dialogue — are the most essential
ingredients of an effective plan.

Business Alignment
An EHS plan should not be done in isolation.
You should develop an in-depth understand-
ing of the business vision and core compe-
tencies. This effort extends beyond just read-
ing the statements that may be literally post-
ed on the wall. The “really good stuff” is
always hard to get, since it may involve key
strategies that management may not want
publicly broadcast outside the company.

This alignment effort might involve
including probing questions that are part of

A p r i l  2 0 0 2 1 3

Set a gradual course 
of action that can be 
slowly implemented, 

but implemented
immediately, nonetheless.

ADVERTISING SPACE



the management interviews, in addition to
discussions with the individuals responsible
for developing the business plan. Now for
the important point: Map this information
to the EHS function’s core competencies and
strategic values to gain a clear picture of
how EHS supports the company and why
certain EHS strategic actions are needed. 

This step also keeps the plan at a strategic
level, instead of a tactical level. If manage-
ment can see a one-to-one relationship
between its agenda and the EHS plan, suc-
cess is assured. Piling on reams of data does
not always accomplish this objective. For
example, Jack Welch, the former CEO of
General Electric, stated that answers to a
series of five strategic questions “were much
more useful to me over the years that all the
data crunching in strategic plans.”5 Consider
focusing on providing answers to:
• What are the global threats and opportuni-

ties to your business and your competitors?
• What actions can you take vis-à-vis 

EHS strategies to change the competitive
landscape?

• What have you actually done to accom-
plish this in the past two years?

• What strategies could your competitors
take to alter the competitive landscape?

• What are you going to do to not only
counter these threats, but leapfrog over 
the competition?

The above points are not related to the
usual array of information presented to
management on regulations, incident rates
and emission. Making this shift is difficult
for many EHS professionals because it is so
foreign to their day-to-day activities, but it
is essential if you want to shift the discus-
sion away from regulatory program mainte-
nance to strategic positioning.

Select a Proven Process
The strategic plan is a cognitive process used
to implement change. Change does not hap-
pen in a meeting or two — it is a deliberate
process. Generally, it is best to use the same
process as the one used by the business. If
the terminology and the steps taken are
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Define the Future State
1.  Develop Vision
2.  Determine Values
3.  Generate Mission 
4.  Define Key Performance Indicators
5.  Define Cultural Components

Define the Current Reality
6.  Perform Cultural Audit Analysis
7.  Determine Potential Strategic Programs
8.  Establish Overall Organizational Posi-

tioning

Perform a Gap Analysis
9.  Establish Critical Gaps Analysis

Develop an Action Plan
10.  Determine Strategy
11.  Develop Integrated Functional Plan
12.  Develop Contingency Plan

Implement the Plan
13.  Review Strategic Program Business

Case 
14.  Integrate the Elements for Success

Continuously Improve
15.  Develop Change Anchoring 

Strategy
16.  Measure, Track and Improve 

Performance
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both education and 

honest dialogue — is the
most essential ingredient 

in an effective plan.

Table 1. Example Planning Process
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familiar to management, it just eases the
amount of education required to get every-
one comfortable with what you are doing. 

The depth at which you undertake
each element will determine the robust-
ness of your plan. If your business does
not have a formal process, you might con-
sider something similar to the sixteen-step
process I use with clients in Table 1. A
crucial step is the last: Measure, Track and
Improve Performance. Be sure to include
one or two metrics that track the actual
implementation of the strategic plan —
and then track them.

Conclusions
As Dirty Harry would say in the Clint East-
wood movies, “I know what you are think-
ing.” Well, about now you are probably
thinking, “I do not have the time, the staff,
the money and the management air-time to
do what MacLean is suggesting.” The scores
of EHS professional that I talk to feel like

they are on treadmills just keeping their
heads above water with the day to day fire
fighting. If anything slips, they are out, (or
so they think).

To this I respond, if you do not put some
concerted effort into developing a plan to
get out of the current state in which you
find yourself, how will your group move
forward? And if you do not move forward,
isn’t it inevitable that something will eventu-
ally slip? It is a question of priorities.

Richard MacLean is president of Competitive
Environment Inc., a management consulting
firm established in 1995 in Scottsdale, Ariz.,

and the director 
of the Center for
Environmental
Innovation (CEI), 
a university-based
nonprofit research
organization. He
can be reached via
e-mail at maclean@
competitive-e.com. 
For Adobe Acrobat® electronic files of this 
and his other writings, visit his Web site at
www.Competitive-E.com.

For more information, circle 53 on card.
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