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In the increasingly fast paced and highly competitive business landscape systemic strategic 

planning provides small enterprises (SEs) with valuable opportunities to understand and 

thoroughly examine their enterprises’ internal and external environments, and identify 

ways to enhance the likelihood of steering the company towards a preferred future.

In this in situ research initiative, which focuses on enterprises in the Provinces of Ontario 

and Quebec, we seek primarily to gather a better understanding of small enterprise managers’ 

views on strategic planning. Secondly, we explore tools, techniques, and practices used. 

Thirdly, we explore the growing trend of business modeling and how it is welcomed by SEs.

Our research team has uncovered a limited use or absence of systemic strategic 

planning amongst SEs. As a result, many SE managers have a preconceived notion 

that strategic planning is not for them and thus, at a cost, turn their attention 

to what is inherently most intuitive to them: operational planning.

SE managers often focus on an isolated aspect of the process, such as sales or financial 

performance, rather than the integrated process, and thus fail to close the loop.

Our research findings have identified a combination of key factors that impact the adoption 

of strategic planning. To that affect, several recommendations are proposed to the 

stackeholders as means of increasing the systemic adoption of strategic planning in SEs.

Keywords
Strategy, Strategic Planning, Business strategy, Small enterprises, Small and medium-sized 
enterprises, SME, Business model, Managers, Management style, Decision making, Vision, 
Mission, Goals, Objectives, Ontario, Quebec, Canada.

Abstract

The journey takes us at the heart of 
strategic planning in small enterprises 
(SEs). We explore the role of strategy 
and business models in SEs and how 
the two are adopted by SE managers, 
the level of involvement of their 
employees, and the outcomes on the 
enterprise.
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Why focus this research on Small 

Enterprises (SEs)? On one hand, large 

enterprises are spread all over the globe and 

employ many people and make sizable profits. 

On the other hand, we found that SEs are a 

powerful engine for developing our economies. 

They are a great source of innovation and have 

a chance at being influential corporate citizens. 

After the economic crisis of 2008, the business 

community was further polarized at the expense 

of medium-size companies whose population 

decreased by 17% from 2006 to 2010. While 

14% of them stepped back to become small 

organizations,  1.4% of them made the leap to 

become large enterprises through acquisitions, 

and the balance of these companies closed their 

doors (BDC, 2013). These events increased the 

power and impact of small enterprises in North 

American economies providing more business 

opportunities and increasing their impact 

and significance in the Canadian economy. 

Awareness of SEs as an asset for the economy 

also increased. As of 2012, small businesses 

created 78% of all job positions in the private 

sector. Furthermore, small businesses 

account for 98% of employers across the 

nation (Industry Canada, 2013). Businesses 

composed of 1 to 99 employees accounted for 

25% to 41% of the GDP, compared to 12% for 

Medium Enterprises (MEs) ranging from 100-

499 employees (Industry Canada, 2013). These 

numbers may suggest that SEs with 1 to 99 

employees have a stronghold on the economy.

SEs’ impact on the Canadian economy is the 

leading factor for dedicating this project to 

exploring strategy development and implementation 

in small enterprises (SEs) of 10 to 99 paid employees 

within the provinces of Ontario and Quebec.

In the context of this research, our team trusts 

that the healthy combination of principles 

borrowed from various fields of study might 

help better understand the dynamics between 

business strategy theory in its current form, its 

Introduction

Strategy in the broad sense of the 
word has long been the pinnacle 
to succeeding at having events 
turn to one’s advantage in building 
civilizations, in warfare, or steering a 
business.



application within SEs, and how it might otherwise be used to increase 

overall SE performance. We hope to increase SEs awareness of the 

value of infusing systemic strategic planning to their management cycle 

by clarifying what strategic planning is, and defining the process. This 

also involves understanding their conception of business models and the 

latest business modeling skills and tools used by professionals to uncover 

unrealized potential.

We hope our findings will help business managers acknowledge the 

degree of separation between their strategic thinking and planning 

methods, business modeling thinking, and how the two may tango.

By analogy, in this report we chose to compare the management 

process to stones. Stones may rest eternally until they are unturned 

and revealed. SEs alike, with time learn to master skills and processes 

that allow it to improve the efficiency of its operations and the delivery 

of products and services. Once several stones are revealed and fashion 

colorful and shiny features, we like to group or categorize them. They 

are then aligned with other stones that complement their qualities. 

Business processes are also enhanced when paired with neighboring 

processes. They can increase quality, efficiency, delivery and timeliness 

of one another. Once logically aligned, these processes allow the 

enterprise to leverage unseen potential, which enacts the systemic 

prospective of the SEs capacity to grow and bloom.

Organizational alignment is what differentiates mature from less 

experienced organizations. Corporate maturity in this case refers to 

wisdom and capacity of an enterprise, which may or may not relate to the 

number of years it has been in business.

As we dug into the strategic planning process, we were naturally drawn 

to the structure or unrealized potential in human centered leadership. 

Human potential is more often than not the biggest expense, hence, 

legitimizes fully leveraging its potential. This involves engaging 

employees in the process of strategy development to improve efficiency, 

communication to understand the purpose of the enterprise, and overall 

yield of the SE.

Integrating systemic strategic planning and business modeling is a quest 

toward sustainability, here defined as the level of organizational alignment 

to seek continuity and relatedness through the enterprises’ vision, mission, 

and goals, all guided by organizational values. Values are more than just 

words in your business plan and reports, they are the foundation of your 

modus operandi. Enterprises should live their values and beguided by them 

in every action taken from hiring to planning, and down to the smallest 

details.

Introduction2 



Problem Statement
Many studies about strategy in small 
firms have confirmed the absence of 
strategic planning practices.



Hathaway Management Consulting, a British Columbia based 

consulting firm concurs; referring to an Australasia study from 

2003 in which researchers concluded that 58% of SMEs had a strategic 

plan, but the tools used were often limited to SWOT, PEST, and 

budgeting, which had an internal and limited scope. In a later review of 

this study in 2005, which broadened the sample of businesses to nearly 

3000 SMEs, of whom, only 16% of enterprises were found to commit 

to consistent planning practices and processes. Following the two 

phases of data gathering, the report concludes on SMEs’ inconsistent 

or incomplete approach to strategic planning (Hathway Management 

Consulting, 2013).

To remedy this disturbing situation, many scholars have recommended 

the use of strategic planning for small businesses to improve their 

performance (Balasundaram, 2009). In the Small Business Economics 

Journal, Leitner and Güldenberg demonstrate that small and medium 

firms have much more to gain from adopting strategic planning than 

larger corporations. This opportunity comes from the absence of or 

inconsistent use of strategic planning in SEs. 

The need to compensate for limited resources available to the 

enterprise emphasizes the importance of well aligned management 

mental models to plan diligently, deliver, and efficiently monitor benefits 

found in strategic planning. To be properly applied, strategy must first be 

well understood and valued by the user to be later adopted.

Business strategist and researchers praise strategic planning for its 

wholeness and high potential for impact it may have on SEs and 

the economy (Sosiawani, Ramli, Mustafa, & Yusoff, 2015)(Schwenk 

& Shrader, 1993)(Miller & Cardinal, 1994) (Zucco, 2015; Alexander, 

2015; Deshaies, 2016). For these reasons, we chose to dedicate this 

project to exploring strategic planning in small enterprises (SEs) of 10 

to 99 paid employees within the Canadian provinces of Ontario and 

Quebec.

Gap

Quarterly Performance
& barriers to strategic

planning

Employee
empowerment
↑ performance

Gradual shift
& acknowledgement
of outcomes

Systemic
strategic
planning

Back to
old habits

+

_

Figure–1 The system loop 
displays how quarterly 
performance, time, knowledge 
and understanding of systemic 
strategic planning often short-
circuit manager’s intentions 
to improve SE planning 
performance, leading them 
to return to old habits.
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Research Questions



In a fast growing and highly unpredictable world, how do SE leaders perceive 
and welcome strategic planning?

What are the key factors that impact the adoption of strategic planning in 
SEs?

How can we influence these factors to increase the use of strategic 
planning in SEs? 

To what extent are the current mainstream strategic planning practices 
responsive and convenient for SEs needs?

What set of best practices might facilitate the formulation of business 
decisions that stem from a strategic mindset?

How might the late business modeling tools and frameworks support SEs 
in strategic planning?

Introduction6 



Methodology

The research process was designed 
to collect and understand 
business manager’s perceptions 
and knowledge about strategic 
planning practises and underlying 
processes in SEs.



To evaluate and validate these practices: two mechanisms are utilised:

1. Expert interviews with strategy development professionals and 

consultants, who based on their day-to-day experiences have a 

reliable bearing of how small enterprises approach strategy in 

general.

2. SE management interviews that articulate strategy and shape the 

way SEs behave in the face of the changing business landscape.

The Johari window framework uses two axes to contextualize 

one’s knowledge in relation to their self awareness. The framework 

uses four quadrants also referred to as the four selves: the open-

self, hidden-self, blind-self, and unknown-self. The Johari window 

is a dynamic tool in which the subject and the observers move 

from one quadrant to another depending on the context or subject 

explored. It is a handy tool to remind us of the dynamics between 

our awareness of the environment that surrounds us, and our 

knowledge of what we know to be true, what we know to be false, 

and what we are unaware of (Mindtools, 2016) (Beck, 1994).

Our research team elected a deductive research method to 

establish the initial research hypothesis. This approach led us to 

link findings to pre-existing literature, and scaffold findings on 

existing knowledge about strategic planning in small businesses 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). A set of semi-structured 

interview questionnaires were designed to cater to both the 

strategy experts and SE managers. The questionnaires both 

relied on open-ended and closed-ended questions to elicit 

qualitative and quantitative responses (Lamont & White, 2008). 

OPEN BLIND

UNKOWNHIDDEN
AW

A
RE

N
ES

S

KNOWLEDGE

Figure–2 The Johari Window helps the SE manager visualize 
what we mean when we speak of latent opportunities. 
It involves tapping into the blind and unknown areas of 
the window, which is detailed later in the report. 
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List of prospects
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Consent
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Draft proposal
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Figure–3 Research Process and Timeline Map
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Overview of the Research Process

Figure–3 on the previous page depicts a linear view of our research 

process representing two timelines simultaneously taking place. 

Activities on both timelines overlap and support one another to 

ensure information-rich exchanges with participants. The diamond 

shapes in the background remind us of converging and diverging 

our focus as we ease through the timeline from left to right.

Literature Review

An extensive literature review was done for the research team to 

assimilate existing academic literature to facilitate the exploration 

of scholarly knowledge and thoughts about strategic planning in 

small enterprises. The research team started its research initiative 

by conducting an in-depth review of current literature on a broad 

scope of fields of study with direct and indirect relevance to the 

research topic. Reviewing the literature helped build a preliminary 

knowledge foundation toward refining and improving the project topic, 

scope, and position in the wider context (Saunders et al., 2009).

This research focuses on Canadian enterprises in the provinces 

of Ontario and Quebec, to better understand their perspective 

on strategic planning. However, the team also researched 

scholarly literature from around the globe on the subject of 

strategic planning in small businesses and related subjects

The main topic and conclusions from the readings have been 

organized to synthesize our understanding of the “conversations” 

taking place between authors. Finally, this approach has also 

facilitated to pinpoint gaps and potential future interventions.

Literature Review Limitations

Here are a few limitations to be considered:

• Provincial and national authorities categorize small, medium, and in 
some cases micro, enterprises under the same segment labeled as 
SME. These discrepancies have a significant incidence on researchers 
ability to isolate information from subsegments of this category of 
enterprises. In Canada, micro enterprises have 1 to 9 employees, 
small enterprises count anywhere between 10 to 99 employees, and 
medium size enterprises may have a 100 to 499 employees.

• There is a finite but large number of research papers on strategy in 
SMEs. Our team had to limit research efforts to a manageable load 
of papers taking into consideration the time allocated to the project. 
Although researchers were quite thorough, they may have overseen 
valuable papers on the immediate and related subjects.
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Expert Interviews

Expert interviews are key to the entire process as they help in 

steering our attention to key issues about strategic planning 

in SEs, and assist us to become more sensitive to key subjects and 

phenomenon. We used expert interviews to validate our initial 

findings from the literature review and to follow up on interesting 

patterns that may arise from the primary research findings.

Recruitment

Our team used numerous tactics to recruit experts. Some of the tactics 

originally used were connecting with larger networks to promote the 

project and gather leads. Unfortunately, these tactics were not fruitful. 

The tactics listed below in order of importance, allowed us to achieve our 

goals in connecting with experts: 

1. Identifying prospects through professional association websites and 

social network platform.

2. Cold-calling and emailing.

3. Referrals from friends and connections.

Experts were, for the most part, sourced through LinkedIn, a business 

networking platform, and contacted by email. The response rate was 

not high. However, the participation of the experts who chose 

to take part was valueable to the researchers and the outcomes. 

Their experience and knowledge helped us corroborate in-

field observations and knowledge gathered through our initial 

literature review. Furthermore, the research team found their 

knowledge to be profound and very experiential, thereby adding 

to the theoretical concepts gathered from scholarly writings.

Through teamwork and equal involvement in all tasks and 

activities, a clear protocol was developed to increase the 

chances of having identical, if not similar outcomes.

Table–2 lists the possible modes of interaction that we 

identified and for which we designed and developed 

tools and processes to develop this report.

Methodology 11 



Online self-administered 
questionnaire

Phone/Skype Interview

(Audio only)

In-person interview

Interview follow-up

The participant answers interview questions live/face-to-face 
with the researcher(s). There is an opportunity for more in-depth 
exploration, but above all, this method includes the intuitive and 
sensory aspect of data collection from non-verbal communication.

If the participant accepts to do so, researchers may contact 
the participant in-person, by phone, or email to validate 
information gathered from the questionnaire.

The participant answers interview questions through an online or 
telecommunications platform. There is no in-person interaction 
between the researcher(s) and the participant. However, such 
method still provides us with a great opportunity to debate and 
explore aspects of the questions, insights, and answers.

Participant does not interact with the researchers as he responds 
to an online version of the interview questionnaire.

Description

Description

Number of participantsTypes of Interventions

Table–2 The possible modes of interaction that we had identified and for which we designed  and developed tools and processes to work with:

Methodology12 



Data Analysis

Our research team interviewed experts with 10 to 30 years experience 

dealing mainly with strategic planning within the context of SMEs. 

We recognize that having some experience in Large Enterprises 

(LEs) is helpful in comparing and contrasting between both 

categories of companies in terms of strategic planning practices.

Laval-Montreal, QC

Toronto, ON

Mississauga, ON 21 Strategy & business development

28 Strategy & Innovation

13 Strategy & Acquisitions

Years of Experience Speciality Workload SMEs vs LEsPlace of Business

100%

50%

75%

Table–3 Summary of strategy 
expert interviews participants.
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Mississauga Toronto

Laval

QuebecOntario

Figure–4 Cities our experts 
have their headquarters

Methodology14 



Small Enterprise Interviews

Below, we describe the different points of view on the subject of 

enterprise segmentation and summarize most common practices. 

Finally, we construe steps taken, and the model used to identify 

appropriate parameters for the purpose of this research project.

Sampling was an elaborate task as we were not able to identify one 

reliable and standardized way to define SEs; rather we saw numerous 

ways to segment enterprises in various countries.  No clear international 

set of guidelines are used to define small, medium, large enterprises; in 

fact, parameters used from country to country differ. For instance, some 

countries use the number of employees while others group businesses 

by their total annual revenue, in which case standards are quite different 

(Mugabe, 2012). European Union countries, for example, agreed in 

2005 to go beyond a single parameter to determine what category 

a business belongs to by developing a set of conditions a business 

must answer. This amendment was made to provide SMEs improved 

access to governmental funding by raising the financial ceilings. For 

instance, a small enterprise according to the European Union has 10 to 

49 employees and does not exceed 10 million Euros in turnover, and 

its balance sheet should be below 10 million Euros (OCED, 2005).

Scholars in research projects have used a variety of parameters such 

us annual sales, assets value or net profit, individually or combined 

with other parameters (Balasundaram, 2009; Meyer, 1988).

This being said, to define the boundaries and sampling criteria to this 

major research project (MRP) on the adoption and use of strategy 

in small enterprises (SEs), our research team explored much of the 

scholarly, private, and government literature available on SEs and 

SMEs segmentation models. The findings were helpful in guiding 

us and providing us with a comprehensive list of considerations 

as we blazed our way into defining the category of SEs we intend 

to research. It is above all at the criteria definition stage where 

this information becomes necessary as we identify the research 

sample and profile subcategories of our sample population.

The following five dimensions portrayed in Figure–5, were 

chosen as our criteria to define the research sample.

Each dimension has a set of parameters such as the number of 

paid employees used by government agencies (Industry Canada, 

2013), management style (Atherton & Lyon, 2001), and industries 

widely used by Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, 2005).
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Defining participating enterprise’s size

Defining the enterprise size has been a challenge since the 

inception of the project. Laura Read and Ben McCammon, who 

explored a parallel universe to strategic planning in SEs and their 

leaders looking at management mindset in sustainable SMEs. 

Both authors have maintained a broad scope as they explored 

the SME managers’ mindsets. They chose not to restrict the 

project by company size by remaining open to enterprises of 1 

to 499 paid employees (Read, 2014) (McCammon, 2013).

To increase precision and efficiency, our team further 

researched the specific segments of SMEs based on the 

following criteria derived from the questions above:

1. The segment with the greatest impact on the economy.

2. The segment that is most likely to respond to findings and 

recommendations for change. In other words more adaptable.

3. To use sample data easily accessible through mainstream information 

databases.

Sampling
Rules

Size

Management 
Style

SME
Segment

Sector

Geography

Industry

Figure–5 Five dimensions of small medium enterprise sampling and profiling.
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Selecting Industries

The list of industries is from Statistics Canada’s industry grouping which 

is widely used (Statistics Canada, 2012). We excluded industries from the 

original list that are funded by the government, commodity industries 

that are often represented by large international companies, brokerage 

services in real estate, finance, and insurance, to focus primarily on the 

secondary industries and some tertiary businesses as listed in Table–4.

Industry Rational

Professional, scientific and technical services Highly active innovation of product & processes.

Wholesale / Retail trade Represented by many SMEs.

Manufacturing High value-added to the economy & innovation.

Transportation and warehousing High constant contribution to the national GDP.

Administrative and waste management High rate of labour productivity.

Information and cultural industries Source of general & business behaviors.

Other services May include flexibility for interesting candidates.

Table–4 Industries 
targeted by this research 
project based on Statistics 
Canada North American 
Industry Classification 
System (NAICS).
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Solving the geographic scope

Our research team is based out of Toronto where 37% of Canadian 

enterprises are found. In fact, 37% of ME in Canada have their 

headquarters in Toronto making this vicinity a natural playground for 

the research project. Nonetheless, as shown in Figure–6, our team 

members decided to expand into the business population within the 

province of Quebec to gather a more diversified pulse of strategy 

definition and implementation and business model integration. It is 

important to point out that time and cost were key constraints for us.

Recruitment

We had originally hypothesized that much of the participants could 

be sourced through economic development offices and professionals 

such as accountants, lawyers and fiscal specialists. We quickly realized 

that there was little collaboration to count on just these resources.

Therefore, we recruited enterprises through publicly accessible 

online databases and personal connections. Most of the prospects 

in Ontario, were recruited through the database of Innovation, 

Science and Economic Development Canada and through LinkedIn, 

a business networking platform. Other participants were found 

through referrals from our professional networks. Prospects 
Figure–6 Map of the Canadian Provinces targeted in the research project.
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were contacted through cold-calling and individual emailing.

One of the researchers in Quebec had worked in economic 

development in the past which facilitated the process. 

We attended a few business functions that allowed the 

researchers to get some more exposure in Quebec.

Table–5 on the following page, shows the possible 

modes of interaction that we had identified and for 

which tools and processes that were put in place.

Data Analysis

Our research team followed two key approaches while collecting 

the primary data for SE ultimate decision makers. Some of the 

data was gathered from a semi-structured interviews in which 

the questions and answers were recorded by the interviewer. The 

second was through observing the small business managers 

while conducting the interviews (Saunders et al., 2009).

The data was taken from interview transcripts to be categorized 

using business population characteristics and management profiles. 

To make sense of this large amount of mainly qualitative content, 

researchers read through the data searching for patterns from which 

we developed scales of qualitative information to isolate patterns. 

Once laid out in tables, the data provided a bird’s-eye-view on 

patterns and potential data comparisons and subgroupings. In the 

following column are examples of the type of data that was analysed.

Following many sessions of data analysis and discussions, the 

data was structured and tested against our research ques-

tions and grouped by insight categories from which the con-

clusions were developed (Saunders et al., 2009).

• Place of business (QC vs. ON)

• Company size

• Industry

• Environments (International vs. 
Domestic)

• Number of years in operation

•  Type of value produced 
(product or service)

• Management style

• Age and gender of manager

• Strategic planning approach

• Internal communications
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Online questionnaire

Phone/Skype Interview

(Audio only)

• In-person Interview
• Online questionnaire
• Online consent form

• Online questionnaire

• Paper questionnaire
• Online Consent Form
• Online signup form

• Verbal or digital 
communication.

In-person interview

Interview follow-up

The participant answers interview questions live/face-to-face 
with the researcher(s). There is an opportunity for more in-depth 
exploration, but above all, this method includes the intuitive and 
sensory aspect of data collection from non-verbal communication.

If the participant accepts to do so, researchers may 
contact the participant in-person, by phone, or email to 
validate information gathered from the questionnaire.

The participant answers interview questions through an online or 
telecommunications platform. There is no in-person interaction 
between the researcher(s) and the participant. However, such 
method still provides us with a great opportunity to debate 
and explore aspects of the questions, insights, and answers.

Participant does not interact with the researchers as he 
responds to an online version of the interview questionnaire.

Description Number of participantsToolsTypes of Interventions

Table–5 The identified modes of interaction with SE business managers along with tools and processes that were put in place for each.
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Literature Review: 

A Gap Analysis of Strategic Planning 
in Small Enterprises



Defining The Concept of Strategic Planning

Several studies have defined strategic planning throughout the 

past decades. However, there is no standard definition for it 

(Brews & Purohit, 2007) (Fossen, Rothstein, & Korn, 2006).

Olsen and Eadie have described strategic planning as future orientated 

efforts that help businesses making key business decisions to guide the 

business toward a preferred future scenario (Olsen & Eadie, 1982).

Balasundaram has indicated three main elements that 

define strategic planning from a practical perspective:

1. The business’ awareness of the external environment,

2. Documentation for a course of action toward a prefered future,

3. Knowledge of both short and long term implications of the strategies.

Awareness of the business environment is the result of gathering 

information from the external environment, to better achieve 

a sustainable competitive advantage (Balasundaram, 2009).

Rick James has adopted the ‘hedgehog concept’ to define 

strategic planning. He believes that the foundation of strategic 

planning should answer the following sets of questions to isolate 

its competitive advantage, strategic goals, and objectives:

• What goals is the enterprise striving to achieve? What is their 

passion?

• What are the distinctive strengths of the enterprise? How can they 

best be compared to other competitors?

• What are the main drivers of the enterprise human and financial 

resources?

Rick also proposed that the effective strategic plan should make 

informed choices based on; knowing who the enterprise is, 

knowing what would bring change to the enterprise, predicting 

how the enterprise environment is likely to change, and 

conducting a rigorous and honest self-appraisal (James, 1999).

In conclusion, as shown in Figure–7, business strategy is 

theoretically divided into three dimensions or phases that 

the strategist walks through in some way or another. Each 

dimension can be carried out using different approaches 

depending on the managers’ school of thought.

Figure–7 shows the three phases of strategic planning. Each 

dimension has a range of behaviors and thinking styles, also 

referred to by researchers as paradoxes since they are opposing 
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Figure–7 The three 
dimensions or phases 
of the strategic 
planning process
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styles. It is important to note that the process of strategic planning 

is highly sensitive to the manager’s thinking or mindset.

Defining The Concept of Planning Tools, Techniques and Practices

There is a wide range of tools, techniques, and practices that have 

been developed to help managers approach strategic planning 

that facilitates their decision making process (Ramanujam 

et al., 1986). However, there is no agreed definition of the 

concept of strategic tools, techniques,and practices.

Knott has used the term “strategy tool” to describe a wide spectrum 

of frameworks, tools, practices, ideas, and techniques that help 

SE managers in the strategic planning process. The main purpose 

of such tools and techniques is to generate and communicate 

findings into a more organized structure (Knott, 2006).  

Stenfors and Tanner have defined strategy tools as a diverse 

set of products that support the enterprises while analyzing 

the competitive market, and developing or maintaining 

strategic advantages (Stenfors & Tanner, 2007).

Gunn and Williams have proposed a broader definition of 

the strategic tools, which includes any systemic method 

or technique that has been used to inform the strategic 

decision-making process (Gunn & Williams, 2007).

Webster et al. have indicated that the effective usage of strategic tools 

and techniques can facilitate the integration of the strategic planning 

practices into the core management process (James L. Webster, William 

E. Reif, & Jeffrey S. Bracker, 1989).  Additionally, Hussey has observed 

that many strategic tools and techniques can be used for several 

purposes such as information generation, providing frameworks for 

the analysis, and simplifying and facilitating the communication of 

the findings. Furthermore, it may help gain valuable insights as the 

data can be presented using several techniques (Hussey, 1997). 

Planning Tools, Techniques, and Practices in Small Enterprises

Strategic tools and techniques help SE managers make more informed 

decisions when approaching key strategic issues, which would 

result in developing more successful strategies in today’s uncertain 

and highly competitive business environment (Frost, 2003). 

Robinson & Pearce have found that many small enterprise 

managers have a broad understanding of the concept of strategic 

planning. However, they lack the specific knowledge about 

tools, techniques, and practices that should be used to develop 

strategies (Robinson & Pearce, 1983). On the same footing, Frost 

has found that SMEs are using a limited range of strategic tools, and 

therefore, he called for a wider and more in-depth understanding 
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of the strategic tools and their application (Frost, 2003).

Alternatively, a comparative research study on business performance in 

SMEs and LEs found that “most of the solutions [for strategy-making] 

neither respond to SMEs needs nor does it account for their specific 

challenges as they are designed for large enterprises” (Taticchi, Tonelli, 

& Cagnazzo, 2010). All of the above may suggest that strategy tools 

do not fall within or touch upon day-to-day activities of SE managers.

In conclusion, several studies suggested that the SEs might gain 

valuable benefits out of the strategic tools and techniques. The 

benefits include planning more efficiently, facilitating communication, 

supporting the decision making process, evaluating and analyzing 

the enterprise external and internal environments, reducing the 

costs of the product, and minimizing the expenditures. However, 

such benefits are mainly conditioned by a clear understanding 

of the available tools and techniques, and its usefulness and 

limitations (Afonina & Chalupský, 2012) (Stenfors & Tanner, 2007).

The Formality of the Strategic Planning Process

A 2005 Canadian research paper on a large study made on nearly 

3000 Australian SMEs reported that only 16% of firms were regular 

planners. Other professionals declared that their “experience within 

SMEs shows an inconsistent or incomplete approach to strategy 

planning in the SME sector” (Hathway Management Consulting, 

2013). On the same note, Kraus pointed out that planning within the 

SME context is mostly spontaneous, unstructured and informal. 

Conversely, scholars such as Stacey supported the idea that strategy 

“emerges naturally through a process of adaptation, real-time learning 

and political negotiations rather than being articulated as a formal 

long-term plan” (Vrontis & Thrassou, 2013). However, Kraus warns 

that excessive use of “informal” strategic planning may affect business 

performance (Kraus, Reiche, & Reschke, 2007). Symptoms such as 

these are typical in organizations with faulty vision, mission statements, 

and commitment. Mission and vision statements, and company values 

deserve more attention as they help all components of a company align 

toward a common goal other than simply increasing sales and profits. 

Therefore, SMEs should leverage their mission and vision statements in 

establishing a common purpose and to inspire and motivate personnel 

(Forbes & Seena, 2006) (Mazzarol et al., 2009) (Sandada, 2014).

The self-determination theory (SDT) reminds us that the human 

propensity is to fulfill fundamental psychological needs; namely 

the need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. They are 

innate cornerstones to growth and well being, and if unfulfilled may 

facilitate self-protection, isolation, and resistance. When fulfilled, 

these needs are a powerhouse to intrinsic motivation, which is 

required to integrate extrinsic motivation, salary and bonuses, and 
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leads to clear life goals and aspirations (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Research findings on high performance SMEs found that they 

seek “multiple-strategy approach, innovative differentiation, and 

product or service-customisation strategy.” However, to achieve 

such strategic complexity, one requires good alignment between 

organizational and management mindsets, and a solid strategic toolset. 

Attributes found in mature organisations (Bamiatzi & Kirchmaier, 

2014). In other words, this means being disciplined, to have a clear 

preferred long-term scenario, and to recognize that not all actions 

are designed to contribute to future growth (McGrath, 2013).

The Relationship between Strategic Planning and The Decision 
Making Process

Several studies have investigated the relationship between systemic 

adoption of strategic planning and the decision making process. The key 

finding from many of these studies is that there is a direct relationship 

between systemic planning and the components of the decision process 

(Ramanujam, Venkatraman, & Camillus, 1986) (Lyles et al., 1993).

Camillus found that systemic strategic planning enhances the 

decision making process by enabling creativity to brainstorm on 

new scenarios about possible preferred futures (Camillus, 1975). 

Furthermore, Camillus along with others found that the adoption 

of strategic planning improves the quality of the decision making 

process, as it places a greater emphasis on goal formulation and 

developing distinctive competencies. (Ramanujam, Venkatraman, 

& Camillus, 1986; Lyles et al., 1993 Nikandrou et al., 2008).

Understanding Characteristics of Small Business Managers

Hogarth-Scott et al. believe that the small business manager has to 

balance between the strategic and the operational aspects of the 

business to be successful (Hogarth?Scott, Watson, & Wilson, 1996). 

However, doing so is not an easy task as other scholars such as 

Thompson et al. have pointed out. They have indicated that managers 

of SMEs, who have technical expertise, tend to focus on business 

operations rather than the development of higher level strategic 

planning (Thompson, Bounds, & Goldman, 2012). On the same 

footing, Lancaster and Waddelow found that business managers with 

professional qualifications such as accountants, architects and lawyers 

are more interested in the technical aspect of their business rather than 

the planning aspect (Lancaster & Waddelow, 1998)(Mcelherron, 2013).

On the other hand, Robinson and Pearce indicated that SE managers 

who have more strategic planning knowledge are more likely to define 

clear measures for the strategic objectives progress, and monitor the 

progress of these plans more regularly. Furthermore, they tend to 
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meet or exceed their goals and objectives (Robinson & Pearce, 1983).

Another research study found that parameters such as manager 

age, professional and educational backgrounds, previous 

experience in entrepreneurialism, and experience in the relevant 

industry influence their strategic mindset (Richbell, 2006).

Gibb and Scott have indicated that the majority of small enterprise 

managers respond to emerging opportunities and threats through 

ideas that are formulated mainly by their personal judgment. However, 

these ideas are often vague, not associated with a timeframe, 

based on a limited knowledge of the external environment, and 

implemented without sufficient knowledge of the long-term 

consequences (Gibb & Scott, 1985)(Balasundaram, 2009).

The Relationship between Strategic and Operational Planning

According to Mulford et al., strategic planning have three major 

steps: (1) information processing, which involves assessing the 

organization on its environment, (2) the decision making process 

which seeks to identify the business mission and goals, and (3) the 

change phase oversees the execution of the strategy. However, 

operational planning is tactical; it deals with a shorter time horizon 

and processes that are of a more functional such as human 

resources, marketing, sales, and inventory (Mulford et al., 1988).

Other definitions indicate that strategic planning includes an 

assessment of the threats and opportunities of the external 

environment, and the strength and weaknesses of the internal 

environment of the organization, and the development of the 

strategic plan, which normally contains the organization’s mission, 

goals, and objectives, and organizational changes. On the flipside, 

operational planning is about the organization’s immediate 

future and in control of functional operations of a firm 

such as sales and marketing (Loucks, Martens, & Cho, 2010).

Other scholars such as Sherman, et al. have integrated strategic 

and operational planning in one process. In their view, strategic 

planning rigorously analyzes the business internal and external 

environment, which yield operational and tactical plans that 

clarify business strength, weaknesses, threats, and opportunities, 

and develop the appropriate measures to monitor the overall 

progress towards the desired future (Sherman et al., 2006).

To Rudani, both strategic and operational planning seek to 

clarify the who, when, what, and how. However, each focus 

on different aspects of the business as clarified in Table–6.

The successful implementation of strategic plans is highly dependent 

on the short-term operational and tactical planning. Strategic 

planning addresses the strategic challenges that the enterprise 
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Strategic Operational

Meaning
The planning for achieving the 
preferred future of the business

The planning for achieving short-term 
tactical objectives for the business

Focus
Business preferred future Tasks, functions, and routine activities

Vision
Big picture (wide) Immediate requirements

Level of Detail
Points out directions through 
general guidelines – Wide

Highly detailed plan – Narrow

Evaluation
Progress toward the preferred futurew Completion of specific tasks, 

functions, and action plan.

Table–6 Comparison 
between Strategic 
and Operational 
Planning, Adapted 
from: (Ramesh 
Rudani, 2013)

needs to achieve the desired future. While short-term and 

operational planning provides solutions that can be implemented 

systematically in the immediate future, which contributes towards 

overcoming the strategic challenges (Whitacre et al., 2008).

The Benefits and Return on Investment (ROI) of Strategic Planning in 
Small Enterprises

Sosiawani et al. found that strategic planning is a major contributor to 

better performance for the enterprise (Sosiawani, Ramli, Mustafa, & 

Yusoff, 2015). Schwenk and Shrader have conducted a meta-analysis 

where they reviewed twenty-six studies about strategic planning in 

small enterprises and found a positive relationship between strategic 

planning and performance (Schwenk & Shrader, 1993). Similarly, 

Miller and Cardinal have studied and reported on twenty-six other 

published studies and found that strategic planning has a positive 

influence on the enterprise performance (Miller & Cardinal, 1994).

Other studies have concluded that the majority of SE failure 

relate to the lack of systemic planning (Malone, 1989; Robinson & 

Pearce, 1984; Richbell, 2006). A properly developed strategic plan 

is essential for SE to create and maintain a competitive advantage 

in the market. Having a clearly defined strategic plan is the optimal 

recipe for sustainability and success (Ogbor & Ogbor, 2009). 
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Dimensions of Strategic Planning in Small Enterprises

Since the mid-eighties, several studies have explored strategic planning 

in small enterprises (Balasundaram, 2009). Krause et al. have analyzed 

strategic planning using multiple dimensions such as the formality of 

strategic planning, the specific strategic planning tools and processes, 

and the length of the planning horizon (Kraus, Harms, & Schwarz, 2006).

Suklev & Debarliev have broadened the range of dimensions of strategic 

planning analysis to include: the formality of strategic planning, the 

use of strategic planning techniques, the management participation 

in strategic planning, the employee participation in strategic planning 

and the barriers to the strategic planning process (Suklev & Debarliev, 

2012). While Hodges and Kent considered other dimensions such 

as knowledge of the strategic planning, external and internal 

environment considerations, and the developed measures to monitor 

and control the strategic goals and objectives (Hodges & Kent, 2006).

The Relationship Between Strategic Planning and Business Model

There are limited number of studies that have tackled 

the relationship between strategy and business model. 

However, some of the conducted studies have provided 

some valuable insights that clarify such relationship.

Joan Magretta has indicated that business model is different than 

strategy despite being used by enterprises interchangeably. He 

further clarifies how in a business model, the different components fit 

together as a system.  However the business model does not factor 

in other critical dimensions such as performance and competition, as 

they are part of the strategy development phase (Magretta, 2002).

Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart have found that the business model 

is a reflection of the enterprise realized strategy. They argued 

that business modeling deals with the enterprise logic, the way 

it operates, and how it creates value for its stakeholders. On the 

other hand, strategy evaluates the business model’s viability to 

compete in the marketplace. (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010).   

Teece has concluded that business model should define how the 

enterprise creates and delivers value to customers, and then converts 

payments received into profits. On the other hand, strategy is the 

essential step to determine the viability of the selected business model. 
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Summary of The Literature Review 

The research team has conducted an extensive literature search 

for articles to facilitate the exploration of scholarly knowledge and 

thoughts in the field of strategic planning in small enterprises. The 

conducted literature review on strategic planning has shown us 

the way to major gaps in strategy planning in SEs. Furthermore, 

it has opened our research mindset to new perspectives.

Much of the studied research on strategic planning shows a 

positive relationship between the extent of planning activities 

and the performance of SE. Furthermore, this relationship 

remains positive regardless of the formality of the planning and 

the performance measures to evaluate the outcomes of the 

planning (Lyles, Baird, Orris, & Kuratko, 1993) (Sandada, 2014).

The development of a successful organization-wide strategy 

requires addressing key aspects such as: goal setting, company 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, financial 

projections, performance measurement, and monitoring and control 

procedures (Bracker & Pearson, 1986). On the other hand, the 

success of the strategic planning process is highly reliant on having 

a viable business model. Furthermore, some scholars argued that 

having a decent business model combined with a highly informed 

strategy could be the key to business success (Teece, 2010).
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Primary Research Findings



Myth: “Strategic 
Planning is not meant 
for Small Enterprises.”

- Princess Alexander

‘‘ ‘‘
Primary research findings are highlighted in the following pages. They 

have been organized in one of the two categories : leadership and 

process.

Leadership is lacking in most cases. Managers often focus on micro 

aspects of the business that are identified in the their financial 

statements. Not many SEs have achieved a high level of capability 

maturity, which hinders their development and overall performance.

Strategic planning is far from being systematic and systemic. Planning is 

treated as a operational tool and is therefore not integrated across the 

organization.

Business modeling, although a growing trend in the world of business, 

is not popular with our research population. We also found that any 

business modeling decisions are strongly tied to operational, tactical, 

and strategic decision-making. As a result, strategic planning and 

business modeling have been merged under what we have called the 

“process”.
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Small Enterprises Management Profile

Figure–9 16 small enterprises were interviewed, one 
was a female manager amongst 15 males.

Figure–11 88% of the managers interviewed were 40 years and older.

High School

College Diploma

Postgraduate
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19%

19%

25%

37%

20
Manager’s Age

14%12%

50%

30 40 50 60 70

6%6%

151
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Y2

Y3

38% 50%

12%

Figure–8 Very few businesses 
interviewed plan beyond one 
year. According to our research 
assessment 88% rely on a 12 
months or less planning time frame.

Figure–10 56% of the managers interviewed have 
attended and graduated with a university degree.
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Small Enterprises Population Profile
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Figure–12 More than 60% of the population interviewed 
were businesses with 10 to 29 employees.

Figure–13 A majority of the population of SEs interviewed 
were in manufacturing or a services provider.

Figure–14 68% of the interviewed SEs had more 
than 20 years of experience in business.   
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• Computer Software
• Security System Manufacturer 
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Findings from the Leadership Perspective

There is a general lack of understanding of the concept of strategic 
planning by SEs

The interviews conducted with strategy experts showed that there 

seemed to be a lack of understanding of strategic planning. According 

to Mr. Zucco, Senior Vice President at Optimus SBR, a Toronto-based 

management consulting firm, recently named as Canada’s fastest 

growing professional services firm (Profit Guide, 2015), indicated that 

small businesses have very little understanding of strategic and business 

planning. Small companies often tend to know what is going on in the 

company, but when the time comes to talk about their competitive 

landscape, the conversations are cut short. Having a circumscribed 

understanding of the external environment becomes an important 

handicap to building a strategy toward a finite goal (Our expert interview 

with Mr. Zucco, 2015). 

SE managers think that strategic planning is not meant for them

The conducted interviews revealed that some SE managers believe that 

strategic planning is an expensive, complicated, time and resources 

consuming process that is not designed for small enterprises . 

For example, a digital media enterprise manager argues that businesses 

need to be careful about where and how they allocate their limited 

resources. He believes enterprises who choose to dedicate resources 

to the strategic planning process may, in the process, waste valuable 

resources for value creation and steer the attention away from the 

day-to-day needs. Strategy consultant, Princess Alexander indicated to 

us that it is highly unlikely that SEs will dedicate resources to work on 

strategic planning, in their view at the expense of day-to-day operations 

(Our expert interview with Ms. Alexander, 2015). Similarly, Normand 

Zucco indicated that many small businesses are intimidated by strategic 

planning and think it’s for large enterprises only. However, Mr. Zucco 

believes that strategic planning is more critical for small businesses as 

they are more flexible and adaptable in nature, unlike their counterparts 

the large enterprises that do not engage in as much change. Many small 

enterprises adopt this mindset with regards to strategic planning because 

they see it as an expensive choice. Strategic planning is fundamentally a 
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deep interrogation process to scan for facts and wants by first answering 

key questions, which lead to sub questions. Asking the right questions is 

an art, and it may lead to priceless insights 

allowing management to expand their point of view and start connecting 

the dots and assessing existing gaps that need to be addressed. 

Removing the intimidation factor out of the strategic planning process 

for SEs would be a breakthrough; one that could boost the level of 

adoption of strategic planning (Our expert interview with Mr. Zucco, 

2015).  

 

SE Managers have different Interpretations of Strategic Planning

Our interview with SEs revealed different interpretations of strategic 

planning terminology. Some SEs believe that strategic planning is 

just a matter of establishing financial targets and projections. As a 

result, strategic planning for them becomes only a matter of defining 

financial targets and projections. They fail to fathom the benefits of 

an organization-wide strategic plan that integrates all of the various 

aspects that could affect the organization’s future and growth.

During an interview with an information technology enterprise manager, 

the leader shared his views about strategic planning claiming that it is 

solely about establishing financial targets and projections. In business 

terms, the SEs formal plan is strictly financial and, therefore, aims at 

increasing sales and reducing costs annually. According to this view of 

strategic planning, the manager has no or very little understanding of 

where his business stands in the constellation of IT firms. The company 

is, therefore, vulnerable to any emerging force that could downplay the 

sales growth plan. Threats such as amendments to government policy 

or industry standards, new entrants in the market, emerging technology 

that could replace the company’s function, and many more scenarios 

(Our interview with SE managers, 2016).
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According to Normand Zucco, SEs often do have some financial and 

analytical skills. However, they tend not to have a broad enough 

perspective to understand the broader marketplace that they are 

operating within. The internal analysis phase of the strategic planning 

process extends beyond simply analysing and understanding financial 

data. Strategic planning is about understanding the internal environment 

of a business aside from financial data, and grasping the external 

components of the company’s environment, and creating fruitful 

interactions between the different parts of the system to generate value 

(Our expert interview with Mr. Zucco, 2015). Strategy consultant Robert 

Deshaies indicated that many SEs rely primarily on financial indicators 

to make key business decisions while they often fail to include other 

internal and external factors gathered in the strategic planning process 

(Our expert interview with Mr. Deshaies, 2016). 

Examples of internal factors to be observed are forces that influence 

enterprise resources, capabilities, and core competencies. Internal 

factors rest on the company vision, mission and values to evaluate 

organizational objectives. It is designed to assess the enterprise’s 

strengths and weaknesses, such as the value chain which analyses the 

process the company follows to produce value. 

External factors are the opportunities and threats the enterprise is 

exposed to. They are typically grouped by the acronyme PEST or PESTLE 

for political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental. 

They are often forces that are not readily noticeable, one needs to 

commit to an exercise that will help unearth such forces that are in 

motion.

Some SE managers believe that strategic planning is all about developing 

a clear product strategy that effectively addresses and captures 

customer needs and translates them into product specification. For 

example, a manufacturing SE manager described product strategy as the 

only foundation of the strategic planning as it provides the enterprise 

with the ability to determine the advantages of the product over similar 

products and as a result, focus on specific customer segment (Our 

interview with SE managers, 2016).

Other SEs managers saw strategic planning as tactical activities based 

around improving sales and marketing effectiveness and efficiency. 

For example, one of the interviewed SEs used strategic planning 

tools (SWOT analysis) for tactical purposes, they developed a set of 

challenging questions to help them uncover potential gaps in their 

pre-existing action plans for sales and marketing. Other managers use 

strategic planning tools such as stakeholder analyses to validate new 

business ideas (Our interview with SE managers, 2016). However, in 

both of the previous cases, there were no strategic guidelines or an 

overall strategic plan that drove their action plans.
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 There is confusion between Strategic and Operational Planning

Figure–16 below, shows that over 80% of the interviewed SE managers 

confuse strategic planning with operational planning and often used 

both terms interchangeably. On the other hand, we found that all SEs 

managers, who have a clear understanding of the difference between 

strategic and operational planning are achieving a positive growth rate.

The majority of SEs tend to develop operational plans rather than 

strategic plans, therefore overseeing many components usually found 

in a strategic plan. For example, a manager of a telecommunication 

SE claimed to have extensive strategic planning knowledge. However, 

the answers to our interview questions revealed, much confusion 

between operational and strategic planning as demonstrated in 

Figure–15 (Our interview with SE managers, 2016). The company is 

not driven by strategic planning, but rather operational planning as 

the enterprise manager’s mindset focuses on product development. 

French et al. indicated similar confusion in the survey responses 

received while researching a different and targeted sector of 

business. They found that the majority of the participants confuse 

strategic with operational planning (French et al., 2004).

Figure–16 Over 60% of SE managers gave more importance 
to Operational Planning than Strategic Planning

Emphasize operational planning

Emphasize strategic planning

Managers Preferred Planning Style

62%

38%

Figure–15 Having a clear understanding of the difference between Strategic 
and Operational Planning may positively influence the SE growth
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Failing to realize the potential value of strategic planning

The conducted interviews with SEs’ managers have revealed a 

low level of training in strategic planning, as well as a low level 

of understanding of the value that strategic planning plays in the 

growth of SEs. As a result, the SE focuses most of its energy on the 

operational aspects and neglects the strategic needs of the business. 

According to Princess Alexander, a growth strategist and venture 

coach expert we interviewed, failing to realize the importance and 

potential Return On Investment (ROI) of strategic planning is one 

of the major barriers to strategic planning in SEs. Furthermore, she 

believes that understanding and appreciating the benefits of strategic 

planning would be a critical enabler to SE managers to adopt 

strategic planning (Our expert interview with Ms. Alexander, 2015).

Figure–17 contrasts the range of possible outcomes between 

an operational planning and a strategic planning methodologies. 

The smaller cone displays a narrow view of the possibilities in 

comparison to the larger cone yielding a larger set of potential 

options and outcomes for the enterprise to explore.

Figure–17 The absence or limited use of 
strategic planning generates a limited view on 
the spectrum of possibilities and outcomes 
for the enterprises future and growth.
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SEs attach more importance to operational planning

We found that over 60% of the interviewed SE managers attach 

more importance to operational planning than strategic planning.

Another interview with a CEO of a Quebec based SE revealed that 

the enterprise is not undertaking an overall strategic plan. Like 

the case mentioned previously, the manager has a strong focus on 

product development, improving the production process, and quality 

control. He also has an operations-oriented mindset.  This insight was 

corroborated by our three experts. According to Normand Zucco, SEs 

tend to lean towards an operational mindset rather than the strategic 

one. As a result, they don’t dedicate to strategy development, as they 

are very busy with the operational aspect of the business (Our expert 

interview with Mr. Zucco, 2015). On the same note, Princess Alexander 

noted that SEs are inward-focused, they spend much of their time 

on operational performance at the expense of external scans (e.g. 

demographic, behavioural, consumer trends, industry, competitors, 

concepts, new technologies, pricing trends, and labour practices). 

Furthermore, Princess Alexander argues that strategic planning is 

not treated as a top priority or something that should regularly be 

addressed by SEs (Our expert interview with Ms. Alexander, 2015). 

Similarly, French et al. found that the vast majority of managers of small 

professional service firms give greater importance to operational 

planning than strategic planning. Furthermore, French et al. found that 

85% of the professional service firms participating in their study did 

not undertake strategic planning. Instead, their strategic decisions were 

taken opportunistically or reactively (French, Kelly, & Harrison, 2004)

Clear understanding of 
both modalities

Mixing of planning modalities

Confusion between Strategic
& Operational Planning

81%

19%

Figure–18 Over 80% of Small Enterprises confuse Strategic and Operational Planning
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SE management’s style and mindset make an enormous difference

Our research findings have emphasized the influence of management 

style and mindset on the strategic planning process. Figure–19 

shows that 100% of the interviewed SEs with a negative growth 

rate were following a classic top-down management style.

While, SE managers who formally involve company employees in 

their strategic planning process had a stable or positive growth rate.

 

Strategy development is a skill and art. During an interview, senior 

strategist Normand Zucco highlighted that strategy development 

is a skill that can be learned. Although he stressed the fact that 

there are the ‘naturals’ or ‘gifted’ people who seem to have an 

innate ability for strategic thinking. Some people seem to have 

the right lens for strategic work allowing them to conceptualize 

easily macro information on a business’ context. They can easily 

synthesize large amounts of information and weigh potential 

actions swiftly (Our expert interview with Mr. Zucco, 2015).

On the other hand, many SEs suffer from leadership deficit, 

which extends beyond decision making and migrates to internal 

communications between management and employees. In fact, 

50% of the SEs interviewed had a centralized decision making 

process, not involving employees across the organization. 

For example, one of the participants admitted to having a formal 

strategic planning process in place, which yields a comprehensive 

strategic plan. However, the interview revealed that although the SE 

had a manager in place, the true ownership of the strategic goals and 

objectives remains in the hands of the owner of the company. In this 

particular case, executive management decisions such as strategic 

objectives, strategic priorities setting, and sequencing are bypassed 

by company ownership (Our interview with SE managers, 2016). 

In the research process, we found that one of the barriers to strategic 

planning in SEs is due to limited resources, which was also corroborated 

by our strategy experts. We also made a direct connection to managerial 

Figure–19 Only 12% of SEs driven by CEO are experiencing growth, whereas 
50% of SEs with more inclusive management styles experience growth. 
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and leadership related problems, cultural 

challenges, and limited knowledge of 

strategic planning, all of which stem from 

human behavior within the organization.

Figure–20 looks at the proportion of 

managers in the population researched 

that apply a top-down, cross-functional, 

and bottom-up management styles. Paired 

with Figure–21, the two shed light on the 

importance of attending to the management 

style. Unlike top-down management 

styles, for which one-third of the SEs saw a 

declining growth pattern, cross-functional 

and bottom-up management style are 

more likely to witness positive growth. 

Figure–20 More than 50% of  the 
managers interviewed have adopted a 
top-down management model.

Figure–21 All SEs who declared a negative growth 
rate chose to rely on a top-down management style.
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Findings from the Process Perspective

Formality in strategic planning process has a positive impact on SE 
growth

Our interview findings have shown that all the businesses with 

a formally integrated strategic plan have benefited from a stable 

to a positive growth rate. The opposite scenario is also true; 

findings in Figure–22 show that only the enterprises that do 

not commit to formal planning have a negative growth rate.

Normand Zucco affirmed noticing that according to his experience, 

most SEs do not have formal planning mechanisms. Instead, they 

react to their environment making them fragile and vulnerable (Our 

expert interview with Mr.Zucco, 2015). They are agile with day-

to-day events, but can rather easily lose their business bearing.

 Many scholars recognize the formality of strategic planning as 

a dominating factor in predicting business performance (Bart 

and Hupfer, 2004) (Forbes and Seena, 2006) (Sandada, 2014).

O’Regan and Ghobadian have indicated that formal strategies are 

more efficient at eradicating barriers than informal reactive behavioral 

patterns (O’Regan and Ghobadian, 2002; Leitner & Güldenberg, 2010). 

Similarly, in a study conducted on planning in small businesses, 

Krause et al. found that formal planners were able to grow twice 

as much as non-planners (Kraus et al., 2006) (Sandada, 2014).

Figure–22 Having a formal planning process may 
positively influence the SE growth.
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Communication is Key to Strategic Planning in SEs

Our research findings have found communication and organizational 

culture to be one of the major barriers for over 80% of the 

interviewed SEs. Furthermore, Figure–23 shows that 100% of the 

SEs that declared having a stable or positive growth rate, fully or 

somewhat inform their employees of their strategic objectives.

Regarding communication modalities in SEs, Robert Deshaies 

indicated that SEs often struggle with formulating efficient 

messages and communicating them to internal and external 

stakeholders (Our expert interview with Mr. Deshaies, 2016). 

The failing communication hinders the collective coordination 

of the human resources toward a common goal.

According to Sherry Ferguson, communication should play a major 

role in supporting an organization’s efforts towards achieving its 

strategic goals and fulfilling its mission. Furthermore, she emphasized 

the importance of integrating communication planning in the 

strategic planning process (Ferguson, 1999). Other scholars such as 

Laura Wild argue that communication plans should be a core factor 

in the organizations’ strategic plan as it includes the organization’s 

vision and mission statements, strategic objectives, and priorities, 

external and internal environment analysis, and performance 

indicators (Wild, 2010). Properly communicating messages and goals 

provides clarity for the workers and rallies toward a common goal.

Figure–23 Informing employees about SE strategic goals and 
objectives may positively influence the SE growth.
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Strategic planning tools, techniques, and practices in SEs. The more 
systemic, the better.

Our interview findings in Figure–24 have shown that over 55% 

of the interviewed SEs are using on-demand strategic tools and 

techniques to solve specific challenges. However, we found that 

only 25% of the interviewed SEs are adopting a systemic use of 

strategic tools and techniques or hiring an external consultant. 

The low percentage of adoption for systemic use of strategic tools 

and techniques was confirmed by Mr. Zucco as he indicated that 

Small businesses don’t adopt strategic planning practices because 

they lack the tools and frameworks that make strategic planning 

easier for them (Our expert interview with Mr. Zucco, 2015). On the 

other hand, Ms. Alexander has noted that having reliable strategic 

tools for SEs require a healthy combination of conventional tools 

and frameworks mixed with some creativity to make them efficient 

and actionable (Our expert interview with Ms. Alexander, 2015).

Robert Deshaies, expert strategist, reminded us that there is more to 

scanning and gathering data on internal and external environments. One 

needs to make the data actionable. He recalls on multiple occasions 

witnessing data collected by companies about their environments, 

data that remained latent and, therefore, was not converted to 

decision-making insights by the management team. Modeling ways 

to remedy such situations is an inexpensive and accessible tweak to 

unlock dormant opportunities and enhance existing assets to leverage 

strategic decisions (Our expert interview with Mr. Deshaies, 2016).

Systemic use of tools and/or
hires external firm
On-demand use of tools to
solve specific challenges

No use of strategic planning
tools and techniques

25%

56%
19%

Figure–24 The majority of the interviewed SEs are using strategic 
tools and techniques to solve specific challenges

Figure–25 A continuous monitoring and tracking of the SE 
written goals may positively influence the SE growth
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Having clear goals with clear performance measures is crucial to SEs 
growth

Our research has shown that having strategic goals along 

with proper monitoring and tracking has a positive influence 

on SE growth rate. Among the SEs interviewed, enterprises 

with clear and written strategic goals that are continuously 

monitored for performance witness positive growth.

 Furthermore, we found that having clear goals combined with a 

systemic adoption of planning tools, techniques, and practices 

increases the likelihood for high growth rate. For example, one of the 

SEs interviewed, who has the highest growth rate in the population 

of SEs we interviewed, is establishing goals that cover a wide range of 

areas. Goals that are highly influenced by the enterprise mission and 

vision statements. The management team engages in strategic planning 

discussions and activities which result in a one year strategic plan that 

covers several overall enterprise goals and objectives, marketing plan, 

financial and sales performance indicators, product quality control, 

customer service, human resource, and innovation management. 

After that, they seek their employee’s feedback and revise their plans 

accordingly. Later, the owner, the management team, and the staff with 

high level of experience develop and drive the smaller goals for each of 

the departments. As a result, the company has clear short-term and long-

term plans, goals, and objectives (Our interview with SE managers, 2016).

Mission and Vision statements give clear directions for strategic 
planning in SEs

The research findings have emphasized the importance of 

having documented vision and mission statements. According 

to our conducted interviews as shown in Figure–26, close 

to 40% of the interviewed SEs have clear written vision and 

mission statements, and unlike businesses, who declared 

not having mission and vision statements, they typically seem to perform 

better, achieving either stable or positive growth patterns. One of the 

enterprises interviewed, a specialty food producer and wholesaler, was 

very explicit about the importance of building on business values to 

power your company mission and vision. Values to them are criteria for 

their decision-making. One of their values has to do with community, 

customers, and suppliers in a small village; they made sure to design 

their decisions around their commitment to these key stakeholders.

Figure–26 Having a clearly written and communicated vision and 
mission statements may positively influence the SE growth
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The manager of the SE has pointed out that although they provide 

a high-priced product, they have been in business for more than 

20 years and have had good business because they do not target 

maximum profits at the expense of the community’s harmony. He 

also indicated that it is their responsibility as a corporate citizen and 

that people do not forget those who have increased their profits at 

the expense of others (Our interview with SE managers, 2016).

 The topic of company values was brought to our attention during our 

expert interview with Robert Deshaies. He argued that SEs are not 

accustomed to developing organisational values to build upon, a vision to 

work toward, and a mission to answer to (Our expert interview with Mr. 

Deshaies, 2016). Normand Zucco has also emphasized the importance 

of having a clear vision and mission. He finds that SEs easily lose sight of 

their strategic orientation as they react to business opportunities without 

testing them with the strategic direction (Our expert interview with Mr. 

Zucco, 2015). Forbes and Seena have indicated that company’s mission 

statement plays a major role in motivating the employees and guiding the 

decision making process. Similarly, Mazzarol et al. concluded that SMEs 

need to use their mission and vision statements in establishing a common 

purpose, to inspire and motivate personnel (Forbes & Seena, 2006; 

Mazzarol, Reboud, & Soutar, 2009; Sandada, Pooe, & Dhurup, 2014).

Vectors of Corporate Maturity: SEs tend to have a short planning time-
horizon

Our investigation revealed close to 90% of the SEs interviewed 

plan on a 12 months and less timeframe. On the other hand, only 

12% of the SEs that were interviewed, which have been founded 

more than 20 years ago, had clear and formal strategic planning 

processes and documentation over a three year period (Figure–27).

Although findings regarding strategic planning and time horizon seem 

inconclusive, we found that businesses with a longer planning time 

horizon of three years or more share a commonality; they all have 

been in business for more than 20 years. These businesses are known 

to commit to systemic strategic planning, which includes internal 

and external analysis, and later flows into operational planning. We 

deduct that as strategic planning and strategic thinking are complex 

processes that take time to be learned and integrated, more mature 

organizations are more likely to have formalized processes.

 

Figure–27 All SEs who are adopting a three years strategic plan are over 20 years of age
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The incidence of strategic planning in SEs increases as the internal 
capabilities increase

The number of employees is an example of increasing internal 

capabilities.

Many studies have suggested a significant relationship between the 

size of the business, measured by the number of employees, and 

business planning. Frederickson and Mitchell emphasized such 

relationship by indicating that the increased number of resources 

(e.g. human or financial resources) and internal distinction would 

lead to increased planning (Fredrickson & Mitchell, 1984). Similarly, 

Debarliev et al. have identified the business’s number of employees 

as one of the main factors that have a substantial correlation with the 

strategic planning incidence (Debarliev, Trpkova, & others, 2011).

 In accordance with the above findings, we found that all SEs with 

30+ employees have either individually documented business 

unit plans (e.g. sales, marketing .etc.) or a fully formal integrated 

written plan. Similarly, Ms. Alexander has identified the lack of 

human resources that possess the strategic skills and the know-

how, as one of the major barriers to strategic planning in small 

businesses (Our expert interview with Ms. Alexander, 2015).

Majority of SEs are adopting some strategic planning practices for 
tactical or operational purposes

Our research findings show that 75% of the participating SEs adopted 

some strategic planning tools and practices such as stakeholder 

analyses and financial analysis for tactical or operational purposes 

(e.g., to drive sales, allocate resources, or manage inventory). 

However, adapting such strategic tools and practices was not 

a conclusive factor in influencing the SE growth positively.

On the other hand, as was mentioned earlier, all the interviewed 

SEs that were adopting an overall enterprise strategy, as shown 

in Figure–28 on the following page, have reported a stable or a 

positive growth rate. Normand Zucco indicated that business 

strategy depends on how good the businesses comprehensively 

address all components required to achieve growth, not just a 

few of them (Our expert interview with Mr. Zucco, 2015).
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Figure–28 The business 
management process 

integrating strategic planning 
and business modeling.



Reflection on the Strategic Planning Process and the Business Model

In the business process design shown on the previous page we 

insist on clear and articulated connection between the strategic 

planning process and business modeling. The design proposed is 

based on our our observations and assessment following expert 

and SE interviews. It’s worth drawing the attention to the wheel on 

the far upper left representing operational planning processes. We 

deliberatly added this part to the system as most SEs interviewed 

commit mainly to this aspect of the process. While walking through 

the model one can easily notice that operational planning is meant to 

be articulated by overarching planning processes such as the strategic 

planning, and business or SBU planning in conventional strategic 

frameworks. This suggests that the ‘tail is wagging the dog’, evidence 

of a faulty sequence of events, and an opportunity to improve SE 

performance by linking functional actions to the strategic focus.

We also found that there does not seem to be a sacred succession 

of events when it comes to articulating the business model and 

strategic planning processes. Although it is not the goal of this research 

project to find an answer to this particular question, we suggest 

based on our observations that one process may precede the other 

depending on the type of measures being taken by the business.

Some environmental forces such as the threat of new entrants may 

require the business to redefine its business model if it is unable to 

strategically navigate around the problem with the appropriate strategy 

and associated resources. On the other hand, the bargaining power of 

suppliers might be more easily mitigated with the appropriate strategy.

Another example would be at the start-up phase when a new business 

needs to define the set of conditions that allows it to generate sales for 

a profit, or its business model. It might choose, later when it has more 

resources available, to define a strategic plan on a set time horizon.

These are simple examples of how the strategic planning 

frameworks may interact with business modeling frameworks. 

Primary Research Findings50 



Recommendations

Leaving no stones unturned and 
aligning the parts toward an 
integrated system for performance.



Each enterprise has a set of characteristics that define its 

distinctiveness, yet all businesses need to wage a variety of 

management challenges. To do so, many frameworks and systems are 

available to SE managers and their team. As managers seek to shape an 

enterprise they often perpetuate past behaviors waiving their right to 

access latent opportunities waiting to be grasped.

This research project provided researchers with a unique opportunity to 

touch upon key factors specific to small enterprise management, which 

led us to isolate three key dimensions of strategic planning in SEs:

1. Management represented by the owner or manager 

of the enteprise.

2. Leadership describes the management style 

toward human resources.

3. The strategic planning process.

SE managers, consultants, economic 

development professionals and educational 

institutions will hopefully find inspiration in the 

Journey Maps to SE performance on the following 

two pages. To aid stakeholders to best understand and 

use the journey map, an index based on the maturity of the 

development of management processes, inspired by Matthew 

DeGeorge’s Business Capability Maturity Model (DeGeorge, 2013), was 

developed to help identify at what stage a SE seeking to achieve new 

synergies would want to start.

The maturity level index spans from one to five, one being a relatively 

simple SE without complex systems and integrated capabilities, and five 

is a highly developed enterprise with complex and linking processes 

yielding advenced capabilities. 
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SE managers have a 
unique opportunity to 
enhance the enterprise’s 
performance, which 
starts with them.

Coordinating human 
resources is challenging, 
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Figure–29 The business 
management process integrating 
strategic planning and business 
modeling emphasizes the role 
of the business manager.



STAGES

ACTIVITY

MATURITY 
LEVEL

FOCUS

GOAL

Journey to Improving SE Performance : A Process for SE Managers 
Relate to Employees

Build a trusting relation-
ship with your employees 
through developing and 
maintaining clear and 
efficient communication 
channels.

Acknowledge the need for 
less management and more 
leadership.

Adopt collaborative mindset

1

Conduct Manager 
Self-Assessment

Assess your management 
style and mindset know your 
strengths and limitations, and 
set realistic expectations.

Better understand the 
manager’s skills as a man-
ager and a leader, and see 
where he can leverage his 
abilities and improve others.

Identify your strengths and 
limitations

1

Familiarize with 
strategy process

Seek to better understand 
the strategic planning pro-
cess, its potential benefits 
and ROI, and strategic 
planning tools, techniques, 
and practices.

Develop intrinsic motivation 
to adopt strategic planning, 
and acquire knowledge 
that facilitates the adoption 
of the strategic planning 
process

Develop new capacities

2
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Familiarize with 
business modeling

Train on business model-
ing, and familiarize with its 
relationship with strategy 
development.

- Review current business 
model
- Acknowledge the systemic 
impact of decisions on BM
- Optimize time and re-
sources.

Develop new capacities

2
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1

Activate Employee 
Potential

Activate the latent poten-
tials of your team through 
enabling them to sharpen 
their strategic skills and 
involving them actively in 
key decisions.

Solicit employees’ involve-
ment and participation 
in the strategic planning 
process.

Quick wins & employee 
engagement
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Define the 
enterprise purpose

Develop a shared un-
derstanding on why the 
enterprise exists, whom it 
serves, and where you want 
the enterprise to be in the 
future.

Identify a common goal for 
members of the organi-
zation to identify with a 
shared sense of purpose to 
collectively empower.

Clarify your purpose

3

Scan the Enterprise’ 
Environment

Identify and assess oppor-
tunities and threats in the 
external environment and 
strengths and weaknesses in 
the internal environment.

Gather a better understand-
ing of how the enterprise 
relates to its environment.

Know your environment

3

Define strategic 
goals and objectives

Translate enterprise mis-
sion, vision, and values into 
a series of strategic goals 
and objectives to address 
key issues identified in the 
environmental scanning 
process.

Segment the path toward 
achieving the vision in 
manageable and measurable 
strategic goals and objec-
tives.

Develop overall goals and 
objectives

4

Develop Action Plan 
& Schedule Strategic 
planning sessions

Develop action plans and 
key tactics over the course 
of your planning horizon 
that specify who, what, and 
by when to achieve the 
planned goals and objec-
tives.

Feasible action plans with 
clear responsibilities and 
milestones. 

Break it down and make it 
actionable

4
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Monitor and control 
your progress

Develop performance 
indicators for monitoring the 
progress towards achiev-
ing the strategic goals and 
objectives.

Identify clear performance 
indicators that goes beyond 
relying solely on financial 
indicators.

Keep track of the progress

5
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Reassess goals 
and objectives

Regularly reassess your stra-
tegic goals and objectives 
according to the achieved 
progress and the changing 
environment.

Maintain goals that are high-
ly meaningful, relevant, and 
responsive to the emergent 
needs and challenges.

Adapt

5
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STAGES

ACTIVITY

MATURITY 
LEVEL

FOCUS

GOAL

Journey to Improving SE Performance : Tips for SE Managers, Consultants, 
Be attentive to 
the SEs needs 
and challenges

Partner with SE managers to 
co-design and tailor better 
learning material that are 
workplace embedded and 
respond to SE needs.

Practical knowledge stemmed 
from SEs specific nature, 
needs, and challenges

Identify your strengths and 
limitations

2

Boost the level of 
leadership in SEs

Promote strong leadership 
by conducting leadership 
development workshops to 
optimize the performance of 
HR and focus their abilities 
for SE strategy.

Better motivated, more 
engaged, and empowered 
human resources

Leadership is the key factor 
to success

1

Guide SEs and help 
them to avoid pitfalls

Monitor the adoption of the 
strategic planning process 
and advise SEs on the 
best tools, techniques, and 
practices that facilitate their 
adoption process.

 Facilitate a smooth 
adoption of the strategic 
planning process

Mentor the process

54321
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Help SEs think more 
critically about their 
business model

Inform SEs about business 
model and its components, 
its relationship with strategy, 
and the tools & practices 
to analyse and implement 
business models.

SEs having a clearly defined 
and articulated BM

Have a solid foundation
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Promote and share 
emergent knowledge 
with other SEs

 Build a knowledge base 
of practical observations 
and solutions that emerge 
while adopting the strategic 
planning process, and share 
challenges and success 
stories.

Provide a learning and shar-
ing environment for SEs.

Benefit from the collective 
experience
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Economic Development professionals, and Educational Institutions
Leverage innovation 
and design thinking

Follow discovery-driven 
innovation methods and 
design thinking principles 
to identify and develop 
planning tools, techniques 
adapted to SEs. 

Innovative and appealing to 
use tools, techniques, and 
practices for SEs

Think out of the box
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Recommendations for SE Managers Detailled

Invest in educating yourself and your employees on the benefits 

return on investment (ROI) of strategic planning, and strategic 

planning frameworks, tools, techniques, and practices as they are 

critical to increasing the systemic adoption of strategic planning. 

We found that the most highly successful businesses interviewed 

were managed by professionals with a postgraduate education. 

Here are key vectors to support enterprise leaders to get 

informed and train to develop strategic planning skills:

• Colleges and universities play a vital role to gear up and train SEs 

toward a systemic adoption of strategic planning.

• Business owners groups and associations are wonderful catalysts as 

they are often run by business managers and owners which facilitates 

the connection, bonding, and expedites trust.

• Business incubators and accelerators help catalyze a systemic 

adoption of strategic planning in SEs at a point when they need it the 

most. 

Benefit from the collaborative experience. A company is a 

full circle organism and it is all of the components that make it 

strong not just the head. The manager alone cannot do it all. If 

you do not feel comfortable with strategic planning and 

business modeling you can look for help internally or externally. 

It is important that a manager focuses on his strengths.

For instance, a manager may excel and love planning 

operational activities, and it makes business-sense that 

they concentrate on their core strengths. Nonetheless, it 

is important that they unequivocally take part in planning 

processes, and that they seek input from their employees.

Activate the latent potentials of your team through developing 

and maintaining clear and efficient communication channels 

in order to solicit the employees’ involvement and participation 

in not just the work, but also the thinking. Activating your 

team’s potentials, and seeking frequent feedback is the 

cornerstone to effective systemic strategic planning.
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Motivate and enable your subordinates to sharpen their strategic 

skills in order to enhance their contribution to the company’s strategic 

goals and objectives, and to apply them in their day-to-day work.

Build a trusting relationship with your subordinates and involve 

them actively in key decisions. A great leader knows not to 

underestimate what his team knows because they understand that 

the collective processing power of many minds will outweigh the 

minds of a few, a notion known as the ‘superadditivity’ effect in 

organizational psychology (Page, 2007). Increasing the diversity of 

points of views will invariably increase the probability that the SE 

makes well informed decisions, avoid costly errors, and increase 

opportunities. It will also help people be more committed. 

The enterprises, much like individuals, can have a collective sense of 

identity and fundamental purpose. Most people like to know what 

direction they are going and why they are heading that way. It improves 

their efficiency at making decisions related to their work (Senge, 1993).

 Consider different angles and possibilities. A manager’s mental model 

may point to opportunities and neglect others, or discount threats to 

the business. A healthy combination of systemic strategic planning and 

entrepreneurial intuition can broaden the management’s perspective 

and dissuade them from relying solely on experience, intuition, or 

financial performance indicators to make strategic decisions.

Start by asking the right questions. The strategic planning exercise, as 

Normand Zucco reminded us, does not have to be a costly process 

to start out. It is about taking the time to ask questions, but to ask 

the right set of questions. This allows the business and its people to 

gather the right information toward building a solid foundation.

Schedule and commit to dedicated sessions of strategic 

planning. Be sure to integrate these activities into your business 

processes. The content that is generated in these sessions must 

somehow be tied to activities, events and goals already occurring 

in the company. Nesting objectives into short-term, and then into 

medium and long-term goals is a great way to blaze the path to 

respond to company vision and mission with a purpose. Purpose 

supersedes financial and material fulfillment, it is an icon or ideal.

Experts acknowledged the need to build standard practices 

in business planning and strategy development for SEs. As 

businesses gain experience, it gets easier.

Segment the strategic planning process into smaller steps spread 

over the course of your planning horizon and link them to operational 

signposts. This makes it more accessible and more motivating by 
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leading to tangible outcomes. Do not try to turn the company on a 

dime. Effective, reliable, and integrated processes take time to develop. 

Processes mature with time as the business gains experience, and the 

people in the company develop a good understanding of what they are 

here to do and how they can do it more efficiently. Company maturity 

is something to work on continuously with a long-term outlook.

Go beyond, strictly financial data. Adopt other quantitative and 

qualitative measures of performance in your business. Have the 

wisdom to draw lessons from your company’s experiences. Adopting 

systemic planning processes, tools, and related practices, can facilitate 

access to new opportunities, growth, and improve resilience.

Clarify the SE core values, write and live your vision and mission 

statements. A strategic plan is best implemented when it rests on a 

solid foundation made up of vision and mission the business could 

achieve taking into account its assets and know-how. Purpose, is 

the product of a tactile and experienced vision, mission, and set 

of values. They are the foundational components of business as 

they support management and employees by providing a heading 

and criteria to filter distractions. Modern management literature 

also refers to a greater goal or a Big Hairy Audacious Goal (BHAG), 

which speaks to “where do I want to go?” (Blatstein, 2012). 

Inventory the business. The way your business is configured 

and the way you sample the industry and the market are unique 

to you. Observe your management style, account for the mix of 

personalities and knowledge sets in your team. Adapt processes 

and tools to fit the reality of your business. Do not wait to be in 

a situation where your choices are limited because your business 

is declining. Be proactive and remain ahead of the pack.

Familiarise yourself with the company’s external environment. 

Technologies such as Internet and databases could be employed 

for environmental scanning. Human resources in the company are 

a sensor for external activity, whether they stumbled upon useful 

information while searching the web or some other medium, or 

heard comments from suppliers, partners or customers that might 

serve your planning purposes. Some economic development 

and other business development offices offer services to update 

a business on the latest in their external environment.

Recommendations for Colleges, Universities, Business incubators, and 
Business development centers

Train SEs about business model and its constituent elements, the 

relationship with strategy and practices, tools, and techniques 

for business models analysis and implementation. Managers 

would highly benefit from business modeling techniques as it 

provides them with a much clearer perspective of their business. 

It can expose them to scenarios that could not be accounted 
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for before expanding their outlook to fully understand the 

dynamics between the components of the company. 

SEs interviewed were not aware of business modeling analysis 

and tools. Experts found that ignoring business modeling 

may explain why some businesses do not mature well.

Be attentive to the SEs needs and challenges. Partner with 

SE managers from different sizes and industries in order to 

co-create and tailor a set of tools, techniques, and practices 

that respond the SEs specific needs and challenges. 

Experts argue that we need to look at the limited use of strategic 

planning tools from another angle. In other words, we need 

to understand what they do, how they do it, and adapt tools 

to their behaviors and systems rather than push tools and 

systems onto their business processes and structures.

The findings have shown that the systemic use of strategic tools and 

techniques have a positive impact on the SE performance. However, the 

existing tools and frameworks, which are mainly developed for large 

enterprises. The tools require creative minds for innovation to adapt 

them to SEs specific needs and challenges. This involves understanding 

what SEs do, how they do it, and adapt tools to their behaviors and 

systems. Doing so would make the existing tools and frameworks 

more efficient, actionable, and easier to understand and use by SEs.

Guide SEs throughout the process of adopting strategic planning and 

help them to avoid pitfalls. Monitor the process of adoption, inform 

and train and SEs on the best available tools, techniques, and practices 

that enhance their adoption of the strategic planning process. 

Most highly successful businesses interviewed were managed by 

professionals with a postgraduate education. Considering formal 

education may facilitate and improve the integration and application 

of strategic planning, perhaps increasing the involvement of 

postgraduate institutions, colleges, and incubators/accelerators to 

increase the prevalence of strategic mindsets in SEs, as suggested by 

our experts, may be an idea to explore. On the other hand, business 

development and support initiatives such as business incubators or 

business development centers should strengthening the adoption 

of systemic strategic planning by the incubated businesses.

Limitations

While this study looked at small enterprises in the Provinces of Ontario 

and Quebec, we believe that similar conclusions could be drawn 

for SEs across Canada. Our team did not study specific services or 

industries. Instead, our findings are drawn from various markets and 

industries. Therefore, further research might indicate that the obtained 

results might be more applicable to specific industries than to others. 

Conversely, the data collected might be subject to research bias.
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Conclusion

Blocks to an integrated system to 
generate value and achieve flow.



AT a time when management sciences appear to be in flux, 

especially the branch of strategic planning and business 

modeling, are interesting moments to explore heuristics available 

to us, to think and to perhaps dream of what might be the 

next generation of SE managers. Might they be process task-

focused, or rather lean towards a human-centered approach?

This research has unearthed valuable insights about strategic planning 

in small enterprises. The most significant of all is the researchers’ 

shift since we had set out to explore tools and processes, and 

unexpectedly veered our focus swing from process to leadership and 

people. We found that no matter how efficient or poor processes 

are, the outcomes are intimately dependant on the leader’s mindset 

and how well he can align human resources in the enterprise. 

Every SE owes its existence to a craft, whether product, service, 

or a combination of the two, a craft the enterprise most likely 

masters relatively well. The expansion phase is always when 

things get complicated. It requires a set of new skills to manage 

an everincreasing amount of material resources. New processes 

are also needed to empower the SE to do its craft faster and 

with the similar quality standards, and learn to coordinate with 

the human factor. This substantiates why the research started 

out with the tools that SEs use to plan strategically, and later 

shifted to the complex subject of leadership and purpose.

Matthew DeGeorge’s maturity model, referred to in the 

recommendations section of this report, describes clearly the 

characteristics of the sole worker producing with limited or no 

Lack of clear goals
and clear

performance measures.

Condition
Increase sales,
capacities &
overhead

Reactive
to market
forces

+ _

Incomplete/missing
analysis of the
external environment

Limited
human-centered
leadershipLack of open

and dynamic
communication
channels

Misuse of the
missions, vision,
and values

Lack of clear goals
and clear
performance measures.
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Figure–30 System loop displaying how the five factors 
put the enterprise in a reactive state, a dynamic that is 
enhanced due to constantly increasing sales, that trigger 
the need for more capacities, and in effect increas-
es the SEs overhead to support the extra activity.



capabilities, to suddenly increasing capabilities, and then to an 

organized and interconnected web of capabilities. The challenge lies 

in coordinating human resources that activate these new capabilities. 

We found that SEs who have yet to find a balance between their 

processes and how they lead their people are more prone to a stable 

or decreasing growth rate than the ones who have well coordinated 

human resources with a clear purpose. Leading goes far beyond tasking 

people to do activties x and y, the leader needs to develop the skills 

to communicate and coordinate these activities always referring back 

to the purpose. SE managers often subjectively and single handedly 

manage a business and make decisions based upon limited evidence. 

Their limited understanding of the problem space is often the product 

of oversimplifing and it yields suboptimal solutions. They need to 

learn to trust their resources and put their employees in a comfortable 

conjuncture, away from state of affairs, to contribute to defining the 

SEs competitive context. Employees are in greater number, and are 

the eyes and ears of the enterprise. Their collective knowledge is 

key to rendering an accurate assessment of the SEs environment.

The ultimate competitive advantage SEs can count on is their ability 

to pivot swiftly. We believe the best support system for them to 

capitalize on this ability is to master the coordination between 

the leadership and human resources. This phenomenon can also 

be observed in professional sports. The stronger teams know 

better than to rely on one or two star players to pull the weight of 

the team. Games are faster and more complex than ever before, 

teams need complexity if they want to realize their potential.

One of the enterprises from the population surveyed mentioned 

how difficult it is to have employees participate in key strategic 

meetings. Is this due to company politics? Are employees concerned 

with being reprimended or having their job threatened for sharing 

their thoughts? Perhaps they do not trust their instincts nor the value 

of what they have to offer to the enterprise? Are strategy sessions 

best performed in a different context outside enterprise walls?

Our findings have indicated several factors that impact the adoption 

of the systemic strategic planning, all of whom were repeatedly 

referred to in our interviews with SEs. These factors include: 

1.  Quasi-absence of a human centered leadership waiving benefits 

of employee engagement, commitment, and knowledge sharing. 

Evidence from the research suggests human-centered leadership 

is healthy and should be prioritized over the process of systemic 

strategic planning.
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2. Incomplete or missing analysis of the external aspects of the 

company. The majority of SEs have a strong focus on internal financial 

information which informs them on how they are doing with respect 

to themselves. Accounting for the external environment helps identify 

key information that can help them know which way the winds are 

blowing.

3. Lack of open and dynamic communication channels between 

management and employees. Such channels would help solicit the 

employees’ involvement and participation in the strategic planning 

process. 

4. Absence or misuse of the missions, vision, and values to guide the 

enterprise in its decision-making. Having clear and experiential 

mission, vision, and values, help SEs lay a solid foundation for their 

strategic planning process toward sustainability, here defined as the 

level of organizational alignment to seek continuity and relatedness 

with the enterprises’ vision, mission, goals, and organizational values.    

5. Lack of clear goals along with clear performance measures. Having 

short, medium, and long term goals that are nested into each other 

is a great way to blaze the path to fulfilling the company’s’ vision and 

mission with purpose. Clear performance measures the progress of 

the enterprise, and the level of focus to align with its strategic goals.

We found that to counter the five behaviors mentioned above, low 

performing SEs tend to adopt a reactive behavior and a shorter 

planning horizon. These taxing behaviors make SEs vulnerable 

as they increase the level of improvisation when faced with 

unexpected events, which later leads them to steer to suboptimal 

fixes; a negative self-reinforcing systemic loop as demonstrated in 

Figure–30. On the other hand, high performing SEs tend to adopt 

formal, dynamic, and integrated strategies empowering them to 

proactively anticipate and manage risk, and harness opportunities.

We mentioned earlier the power of superadditivity, which requires a 

focal point for team members to target. Some people find satisfaction in 

only generating sales, but on the longer term many personality profiles 

need more than sales or money to reach a level of satisfaction; they 

need a sense of belonging and purpose. This extends beyond the realm 

of business into the fundamentals of the human psychology of needs.

To achieve organizational excellence and reach new heights, enterprise 

leaders need to make a significant choice, the cornerstone to 

initiating an ascent to expansion. The manager, and most of the 

time instigator of the enterprise, needs to  shift from working 

within the enterprise to working on the business (E-Myth, 2005).
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Migrating From Theory to Action

As we analyzed the insights and investigated to make sense 

of them, we found they were most insightful when grouped 

by process and leadership perspectives. The process point of 

view explores what SEs do, while leadership seeks to explain 

the mindset and the management style of SE managers.

We believe that SEs have more to gain in fine-tuning their leadership 

style and its application rather than allocating resources to drilling 

deep into the process perspective. Large enteprises have a logical 

and structured way to manage their organization. Although they 

probably have much to gain from digging into human potential, the 

magnitude and complexity of the system they are leading requires 

well grounded processes. As for SEs, the system is swift due to 

its limited size and needs to be harmonized more frequently.

The management process is mechanistic by nature, and therefore, 

was designed to serve management sciences, not specifically human 

nature in the realm of management. Industrial relations and human 

resources management work hard at “humanizing” the process, yet 

they are of the same DNA as management which induces friction.

We believe that incorporating design thinking roots and principles in a 

workshop style with both management and employees (e.g. empathy, 

purpose, and adaptability) into the SEs strategic planning process 

would provide innovative means to better listen to stakeholders 

and identify the needs they seek to fulfill. Such excercises could 

help define a common language to simplify and visualize the 

tools and techniques that facilitate the management of SEs.

Once people are atuned, standard strategic planning practices, 

tools, and techniques must be customized to accommodate 

SEs specific needs and challenges. For the customization 

process to be successful, it is best if it is co-created with small 

enterprises and their team to define the jargon that specifically 

applies to their industry and the organizational culture.

Leadership toward an Articulated Strategy

Our research findings indicated that leadership skills and management 

style are key factors that impact the adoption of strategic planning 

and the SE performance at large. Many SE managers fail to benefit 

from involving their human resources in the planning process as 

they often approach their planning from a financial perspective 

only. They believe that the sole purpose of their subordinates 

is to perform certain operational or functional tasks.

We believe that actively involved human resources in strategic planning 
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is the essence to successful strategic planning which yield better overall 

performance as well as improved financial gains. Benefits of strategic 

planning can only be actualized if the SE’s manager chooses to commit 

to exploring the benefits of adopting systemic strategic planning 

practices. This involves change. Change to stimulate engagement 

in people-innovation to help the human capital flourish and unlock 

its potential. Strategy, as explained in this report, is more impactful 

as a collective process. SE employees are more than a set of hands 

to make something, they also can lend their hearing and sight to 

improve the enterprise’s conception of its environments. SE managers 

should invest in their human capital and involve them actively in key 

business decisions rather than only commanding orders to them.

The good news is that it is easier to steer a small organization to 

engage in change than it is for large organizations. Politics are 

simplified and people love to feel that they are part of a team and 

that they have a clear direction other than objectives specific to their 

position. We have heard of stories of sailors committing to mutiny 

in tales of the high seas. Humans have not changed that much. They 

like to commit to a leader that directs them toward a purpose.

Process to Activate Strategy

A full adoption of systemic strategic planning is comprehensive and 

requires much time and effort. Small enterprises may benefit from 

segmenting and extending the adoption of the process throughout 

their planning time horizon. The journey map suggested in the 

recommendations section proposes practical steps to facilitate 

the adoption of the process. SE managers should seek to:

1. Familiarize with the components and steps of the process. 

2. Own the process and acknowledge the yield and ROI.

 The strategy process is not repeated but iterated. In other words, if a 

business repeats what it did in the past, it could repeat acknowledged 

successes and failures and emulate unrealized or non-accounted 

for successes and failures. As a result, the enterprise can endlessly 

and viciously cycle through veiled and defective patterns.
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Supercharging Strategic Planning Through Business Modeling

The study of how strategic planning and business modeling interact is 

a relatively new endeavor amongst researchers and business experts. 

Unlike classic management principles, the emergence of new techniques 

and ontologies specific to business modeling look at the enterprise 

through a different lens and define its components in a whole new way. 

We found that SE managers were not familiar, at the least not 

explicitly, with business modeling. It is safe to assume that being in 

business and managing to break even or be profitable is evidence of 

the existence of a business model, however complex and detailed. 

To the SE managers interviewed, defining the business model 

seems to be inherent to the strategy development process. 

Practitioners, seasoned managers in the art of business modeling 

and business experts alike, find that the study of both strategic 

planning and business modeling processes appear to be beneficial 

to developing a holistic view of the business context, and perhaps 

identifying other avenues filled with new opportunities that 

could not easily be identified in a linear analytical process.

Areas for Further Research

Further study is advised on the implementation and effectiveness of 

strategic planning activities for small businesses. Another recommended 

area of research might be to observe and report the results before and 

after the adaptation of a systemic strategic planning practices by SEs. 

Furthermore, the research should study the SE ultimate decision maker’s 

openness and willingness to adopt such practices. This will help better 

understand the tangible outcomes of strategic planning and the most 

successful and suitable practices and techniques to be adopted by SEs.

We believe that observing and documenting management journeys 

over a day and a year would facilitate highlighting behaviors that 

subscribe to a strategic agenda. We could then find ways to enhance 

these behaviors that are more impactful and meaningful to the strategic 

process and leverage them. It could facilitate a co-creation process 

by helping researchers understand the managers’ current practices 

to move toward actualized strategy development best practices.
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Figure–31 Comparing the manager cen-
tered planning model to an organizationally 
integrated process design. The yield in the 
first instance is limited to the managers 
point of view, while the improved version 
leverages the power of diversity in mindsets 
and points of view opening to a wider set 
of possibilities and potential outcomes.
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Acronym Term

SME Small and medium enterprise

SE
Small enterprise

ME
Medium enterprise

LE
Large enterprise

MRP
Major research project

NAICS North American Industry Classification System

SBU Strategic Business Unit
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Experts Questionnaire

Small Enterprises Questionnaire
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Leave no stones unturned. Integrate the parts to create a system.
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