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               SEVEN STUPID THINGS PEOPLE DO WHEN THEY ATTEMPT 
                          STRATEGIC THINKING AND PLANNING1

  

    Roger Kaufman2 
 
The following conventional and stupid (stupid because they are self-defeating 
and very avoidable) most people do when they choose and use strategic 
planning approaches that are advised in the literature and usual practice.  
 
The “stupid things” that deliver disappointing results are: 3 
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing #1 – Call All Levels of Planning “Strategic” 
(while not aligning societal value added, organizational contributions and 
value added, and individual performance contributions and value added 
value.) 
  
“Strategic planning” is popular, even with some critics around about the topic and 
methods employed. So to be in vogue, most people call any kind of planning 
“strategic;” that turns out to not be rational, realistic or functional. In reality (and 
sensible practice) there are actually three levels of planning: Strategic, Tactical, 
and Operational. These three levels account for and align what any organization 
uses, does, produces, and delivers that adds measurable value to external 
clients. 
 

LEVELS OF PLANNING TABLE 
 

Type of Planning 
(and its level of 
Planning)/Major 
Focus 

Identifies External 
Value Added –  
Can Add New 
Organizational 
Purposes and Delete 
Existing Ones 

Identifies Possible 
Ways and Means to 
Meet the Strategic 
Objectives In Order 
to Select the Most 
Effective and 
Efficient 

Make Sure the 
Selected Tactics and 
Tools Work Properly 

Strategic (Mega 
Level) 

           X   

Tactical (Macro Level)             X  

Operational (Micro 
Level) 

               X 

 
 
A subset of Strategic Planning Stupid Thing #1 is to use a “systems” 
approach. As commonly used (and abused), a systems perspective focuses on 
one area out of the whole , such as Human Performance Technology (HPT), 

                                                 
1
 The concepts and tools in this article concerning strategic planning and thinking can be found in 

Kaufman, 1988, 2000 and Kaufman, Oakley-Browne, Watkins, & Leigh, 2003 as well as an article: 

Kaufman, R. (2004: April). Seven Deadly Sins of Strategic Planning. ASTD Links. American Society for 

Training & Development, Arlington, VA. 
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workplace learning, marketing, selling, manufacturing, organizational culture, or  . 
. . Then it intends to look at all of the interactions among those immediate parts 
of the system they have targeted . . thus a systems perspective.  A systems 
approach looks only at pieces, parts, isolated elements and never looks at any 
organization as a whole that is nested in our shared society. 
 
The basic, ethical, practical and most useful system approach for any strategic 
thinking and planning perspective is society, now and in the future. I call this level 
of planning the Mega level, where the primary client and beneficiary is society. If 
you are not adding value to society, you are likely subtracting value.4 
  
 Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 2 – Confuse Ends and Means and Blur 
Strategy, Tactics, Operations, and Methods. 
 
Many people think “strategy” is about means, or “how-to-do-its.”  That isn’t 
helpful. Strategy is about ends, consequences, and results.  Strategic planning 
doesn’t talk about means, resources, methods, or techniques. It only defines and 
justifies what value we are to add to external clients and society. Tactical 
planning is based on Strategic planning results and identifies possible ways and 
means to meet strategic (Mega) objectives. Operations are about using what you 
selected (based on previous plans) using appropriate methods. Strategic, 
Tactical, and Operational Planning is about ends.  Confusing and blurring 
strategy, tactics, operations and methods is stupid. 
 
There is a subset of this Strategic Planning Stupid Thing #2: Prepare 
objectives that include the methods and resources in the statement. Objectives 
never should include how you are going to get the result accomplished.5 To do 
so is just plain destructive by selecting the solution before you have defined and 
justified the problem.  Doing so is stupid indeed. 
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 3 – Base Your Strategic Plan Only on 
Perceptions, Not On Performance-Results Data 
 
If the strategic plan is not based on delivering required results and payoffs, it 
won’t be useful. And just getting people’s perceptions will likely deliver a weak or 
useless strategic plan. How does one get the valid performance data on which to 
base a useful plan?  Not by just asking people. One gets it by doing a “needs 
assessment” (not a “wants assessment”) where gaps in results for external 
clients and society are identified and selected.6   
 
A subset Strategic Planning Stupid Thing #3 is to assume that there are just 
things that are not measurable. The truth is, contrary to conventional (and 
uninformed) wisdom--that if you can name it, you are measuring it. There are 

                                                 
4
 Insight provided by Professor Emeritus Dale Brethower. 

5
 Mager, 1997, is very clear about what an objective should and should not include. 

6
 More on this in the next Stupid Thing. 
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mathematical scales of measurement for purposes that are stated in nominal, 
ordinal, interval, and ratio scales.  
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 4 – Define “Needs” as Gaps in 
Resources or Methods (and thus confusing Ends and Means) 
 
Unfortunate for performance accomplishment professionals is the day that 
Maslow and his “Hierarchy of Needs” became the Holy Grail of performance 
improvement.  If you want to follow this fine gentleman’s advice and use “need” 
as a verb – a means or a resource – you will have good but failing company.  
 
If you want to avoid the sin of not basing your strategic plan on hard performance 
data, never use “need” as a verb; use it only to define a gap in results.  Any time 
you use “need” as a verb—such as “need to,” “need for,” “need to,” “needing” you 
are moving to select means and resources before defining and substantiating a 
problems as a gap in results that should be closed. 
 
A subset of Strategic Planning Stupid Thing #4 is to do a “training needs 
assessment” for this usually places focus on a means –training –and not ends-
performance. If you believe Deming and Juran, starting with “training” – a means, 
not an end—you will be wrong 80%-90% of the time. Why? They note that 80% 
or 90% of all performance breakdowns are not individual performance 
breakdowns by system (and I suggest also external) breakdowns. Why do one 
before doing a needs assessment at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels. No 
matter how well you fix a performance problem at the individual performance 
level, if the real problem is elsewhere all you do is spend money and frustrate 
people. Choosing an approach that is so often wrong might be considered stupid. 
Or ill-informed. 
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 5 – Let a Friendly Group Develop the 
Strategic Plan 
 
Any plan, any initiative, any change (and strategic plans, by their nature, usually 
call for change) will predictably fail if people who are charged with implementing 
it feel they were not part of its development.  So, even though it is a bit more 
challenging, get a representative group of stakeholders to develop the plan. To 
get what Peter Drucker terms “transfer of ownership” be sure that both internal 
and external clients and society are represented. 
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 6 – Target Your Organization as the 
Primary Beneficiary of the Strategic Plan 
 
If strategic planning stops at the organizations’ front door you might be on your 
way to becoming another Enron, WorldCom, Tyco, or Andersen.  They all took 
themselves on (and a few executives took themselves on as the most important 
beneficiaries) as the basic client of the strategic plan.  And if you really like failed 
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strategic plans, go and benchmark theirs. If you were to read their published 
missions and visions and believed them . . .  You are what you do and 
accomplish, not what you say alone. 
 
Strategic Planning Stupid Thing # 7 – Dismiss all of this as “Not Practical, 
Not Real World,” or “Because This is Not What the Big Players Do” 
 
You are right. What is suggested here is not the conventional wisdom. And it is 
not the way Enron, Tyco, Andersen, or the dot.coms did strategic planning. It is 
also not the way most people know think about and do what they call strategic 
planning. 
 
If you want to avoid disastrous mistakes following is a brief of the approach I use 
(and I don’t want to be accused of being stupid).  It is a view from higher altitude 
that common that will point you in the right direction.  Is it magic?  No.  But it 
combines practicality and ethics. It could well put an end to stupidity of doing 
strategic planning that fails. Here are six critical success factors for developing a 
useful strategic plan: 
 

SIX CRITICAL FACTORS OF STRATEGIC PLANNING7 
 

● Move out of your comfort zone –today’s paradigms—and use new and widest 
boundaries for thinking, planning, doing, evaluating, and continuously improving. 

● Differentiate between ends (what) and means (how). 

● Prepare all objectives (including those for Mega, Macro, and Micro levels) that 
rigorously state where you are headed and how to tell when you have arrived. 

● Define “need” as a gap between current and desired results, not as insufficient 
levels of means or resources. 

● Use and link all three levels of planning and results: Mega/Outcomes, 
Macro/Outputs, and Micro/Products. 

● Use an Ideal Vision (the kind of world we want to create for tomorrow’s child 
stated in measurable terms) as the basis for all thinking and planning: the Mega 
level. 

 
Strategic planning can and should be productive and useful. You can operate so 
you ask and answer useful and important questions. You can choose to avoid the 
seven things that can derail any strategic planning effort.  Here is a decision 
check-list for you to use

                                                 
7
 Based on Kaufman, 1998, 2000.  
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 AVOIDING DOING STUPID THINGS WHEN DOING STRATEGIC PLANNING 
 

Possible Stupid Thing to Do 
When Doing Strategic Planning 

Now Do Will Continue 
to Do 

Will Change 
What I Do 

1. Call All Levels of Planning 
“Strategic” (while not aligning 
societal value added, 
organizational contributions 
and value added, and individual 
performance contributions and 
value added value.) 

   

  1a. use a “systems” approach.    

2. Confuse Ends and Means 
and Blur Strategy, Tactics, 
Operations, and Methods 

   

3. Base Your Strategic Plan 
Only on Perceptions, Not On 
Performance-Results Data 

   

  3a. assume that there are just 
things that are not measurable 

   

4. Define “Needs” as Gaps in 
Resources or Methods (and 
thus confusing Ends and 
Means) 

   

  4a. Do a “training needs 
assessment” 

   

5. Let a Friendly Group Develop 
the Strategic Plan 

   

6. Target Your Organization as 
the Primary Beneficiary of the 
Strategic Plan 

   

7. Dismiss all of this as “Not 
Practical, Not Real World,” or 
“Because This is Not What The 
“Big Players Do” 
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For those who think this is bothersome, or irritating, I present a sign that my wife 
and I spotted on a construction site in Sydney, Australia:  
 

 All Pearls Start with an Irritant  

 
The purpose of this article is to suggest a strategic planning and thinking pearl or 
two. And let anyone taking the advice avoid making stupid choices and harvest 
destructive consequences. 
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Distinguished Contribution to Workplace Learning & Development.  He may be contacted at 850-386-6621 
or at rkaufman@nettally.com  The website is megaplanning.com 
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