The Goals Grid

A New Tool for Strategic Planning

By Fred Nickols and Ray Ledgerwood

SWOT analysis is a tried and proven strategic plan-
ning tool. It focuses strategic planners on internal fac-
tors (strengths and weaknesses) and external factors
(opportunities and threats). These then serve as a ba-
sis for thinking about and setting strategic goals and
objectives. But getting to strategic objectives doesn’t
have to begin with a SWOT analysis. There is at least
one alternative for getting the leadership of an organ-
ization to start thinking about strategic goals.

In this article, we’ll present and discuss an excit-
ing new strategic planning tool: the Goals Grid. It is
a simple, easily understood framework but one that
packs a wallop. Originally developed to help a group
of senior managers establish a set of strategic goals, it
has proven to have a multiplicity of uses and it offers
benefits to the strategic planning process as an alter-
native to a conventional SWOT analysis.

The first thing we’ll tell you about the Goals Grid
is that it’s so simple and easy you won’t have to at-
tend a training course or buy a book or other mate-
rials in order to use it. Better yet, it’s free; no licens-
ing fees, no royalties, no payments of any kind. Just
pick it up and start using it.

Our purpose in this article is to answer four basic
questions:

1. What is the Goals Grid?

2. How is it used in the strategic planning process?
3. What benefits does it offer?
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4. How do | make use of it.

What Is the Goals Grid?

The Goals Grid is a simple 2x2 matrix constructed by
examining the Yes and No answers to two very basic
questions: (1) Do you want something? (2) Do you
have it? The interplay of the Yes and No answers to
these questions defines four basic categories for goals
and objectives (see the blank Goals Grid in Figure 1
on page 3).

If you want something you don’t have, (Y/N) your
goal is to obtain it (ACHIEVE).
Action step: Develop a list of outcomes, condi-
tions or qualities the organization wants to
achieve.

If you want something you already have (Y/Y), your
goal or aim is to keep it (PRESERVE).
Action step: Develop a list of outcomes, condi-
tions or qualities the organization wants to pre-
serve.

If there’s something you don’t want and don’t have
(N/N), your goal is to avoid it (AvOID).
Action step: Develop a list of outcomes, condi-
tions or qualities the organization wants to avoid.



If there’s something you don’t want but have (N/Y),
your goal is to get rid of it (ELIMINATE).
Action step: Develop a list of outcomes, condi-
tions or qualities the organization wants to elimi-
nate.

ACHIEVE, PRESERVE, AVOID, and ELIMINATE — these
are the four basic categories of goals making up the
Goals Grid.

How Is the Goals Grid Used in the Strategic
Planning Process?

The Goals Grid is not only simple and easy to use,
it’s also flexible; it can be applied in several ways.
Here are some with which we’ve had very good luck.

e Jump-starting the strategic planning process and
dialogue

o Generating a set of “organizational reality check”
criteria against which strategic goals and objec-
tives can be gauged

e Providing a way of checking for and managing
conflicting goals and objectives

e Generating the goals and objectives themselves.

To show what the Goals Grid can look like once
it’s been used in the course of a strategic planning
session, we’ve included a “live” example that was
produced by the board of a conservation organization
working with one of the authors (see Figure 2 on
page 4). It served as the basis for developing a more
refined set of strategic objectives consistent with the
values and priorities of the organization. Therein lies
an important point and a caveat:

The Goals Grid does a first-rate job of helping
strategic planners think about goals and objectives in
terms of the categories making up the Grid, but it
does not, by itself, guarantee that those goals and ob-
jectives are consistent with the organization’s values
or priorities. However, once the initial set of goals
and objectives has been subjected to careful consid-
eration, settled on and even polished, the Goals Grid
can also serve as a convenient organizing framework
for presenting and explaining them to staff.

What Benefits Does the Goals Grid Offer?

As we’ve been stressing all along, it is simple, easy

to use, and flexible. But those are benefits from our

perspectives as practitioners. Here are some benefits

of using the Goals Grid instead of a SWOT exercise

that we’ve seen in action and that our clients have

communicated to us.

o An extremely effective overall organizational
analysis tool for participants of strategic and long-
range planning workshops
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A visible format that workshop participants can
continuously refer to when developing the strateg-
ic direction and goals for their organization

o An effective method for developing group consen-
sus on future achievements for the organization
(achieve)

o Follows a logical progression of thought for goal
development and decision making (achieve, pre-
serve, avoid, and eliminate)

e A great discussion generator for an analysis of
current services, products, programs, and direc-
tion of the organization (preserve and eliminate)

e Provides a quick check of the alignment of val-
ues—individual and organizational—among the
work-session participants (conflicts and consen-
sus)

o Offers advantages over conventional flip-chart
lists of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats because of the simplicity and usefulness of
the information generated

o Individual responses and the associated group dis-
cussion can lead to a consensual, agreed-to set of
responses to enter into the organization’s “strateg-
ic” Goals Grid

o Allows comparison of the “fit” between a com-
pleted Goals Grid for an organization and one pre-
pared for a single goal, project, program, or deci-
sion

e Most of all, the Goals Grid is a very effective,

practical, engaging, and efficient activity for an

organization’s board, committee, task force or
project team to use in the course of strategic plan-
ning.

How Do | Make Use of the Goals Grid?
That’s easy, just pick it up and start using it. It’s not
rocket science and, as a professional management
consultant (or manager), you are already an expe-
rienced and savvy tool user, if not tool maker.

The typical Goals Grid session involves having
participants write their responses on individual copies
of the Goals Grid (a 15-minute activity). The full
group next engages in an exercise in which individual
responses are shared, recorded on a computer, pro-
jected on a large screen, and then discussed and ana-
lyzed. Flip charts or overhead transparencies can be
used as well. Another option is to have small “family
groups” from functional or operational units develop
a starter set of goals and then share those.

You can be guided by the uses we’ve outlined
above, or you can experiment with it and find some
of your own.
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Figure 1. A BLANK GOALS GRID
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Figure 2. A “LIVE” GOALS GRID CREATED FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING

The Goals Grid
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