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Master’s Thesis Proposal – Master of Science in Natural Resources 
 

Introduction 
 
 Natural resources administration is a complex field primarily administered via the 

public-sector (local, state, and federal agencies).  Managers in this field are regularly 

tasked with complicated issues such as reducing conflict between opposing interests on 

public lands (i.e. passive recreation versus extractive industries), providing quality 

educational and recreational experiences to the citizens they serve, promoting interagency 

collaboration and cooperation, constructing and maintaining safe and appropriate 

infrastructure, and increasing the level of professionalism among the employees of their 

respective agency, among others.  The increasing competition for expanding programs at 

all levels of government has placed even greater priority on locating and securing 

sustainable funding necessary to serve the public in an effective manner.  Budget 

resource scarcity, severe staff reductions, and service demands have placed public 

organizations under great pressure to apply better planning techniques (Eadie, 1983).  

This dilemma has driven public-sector natural resource managers to innovate and utilize 

creative strategies in an overall effort to sustain staff satisfaction, enhance service quality, 

and place their agencies in position to garner increased budget allocations.   

Due to these and other factors, strategic planning has emerged as a tool that may 

be used by natural resource managers to identify critical issues and develop 

comprehensive strategies to address those issues in an effort to accomplish goals and 

create positive organizational change.  Although the practice of strategic planning was 

once prevalent only in the private sector business world, government leaders have 

become increasingly interested in strategic planning since the early 1970’s as a result of 
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the major changes that have befallen the public sector (Eadie, 1983).  A recent study of 

the public management literature found strategic planning to be the most frequently 

discussed topic in at least one major public administration journal (Streib, et al., 2001).  

As natural resource agencies throughout the nation strive to “do more with less”, the 

process of strategic planning becomes even more salient as a topic relevant to the future 

livelihood of public-sector natural resources management. 

Research conducted on planning, as a calculated process performed by an agency 

or organization, has produced conclusions supporting the assertion that planning is 

useful.  For example, comparisons between organizations that used formal planning 

versus those using informal planning found performance among the formal planners to be 

superior in ten cases and poorer in only two cases, with three ties (Armstrong, 1982).  

Miller and Cardinal (1994) concluded that strategic planning does positively affect firm 

performance.  Similarly, Ansoff (1991) argued that planning commonly produces better 

organizational alignment and financial results than does trial-and-error learning.  Finally, 

Miesing and Andersen (1991) hold that strategic planning efforts conducted via self-

contained planning departments within an agency often receive significantly more 

resources, result in a more formal planning process, and lead to greater consensus on 

strategies and objectives.    

However, the literature is also quick to point out that strategic planning is 

certainly not an organizational panacea, particularly when utilized in the unpredictable 

world of the public sector, when attempted only in a cursory manner, and/or when 

adequate consideration is not given to the implementation of the plan.  Although private 

sector organizations that adopt formal planning tend to perform superiorly to those that 
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do not in terms of economic performance and organizational growth, it must be 

recognized that public sector planning is subject to a greater degree of variability than 

similar planning efforts conducted in the private sector.  Public sector strategic planning 

efforts are often subject to involvements by numerous actors (i.e. boards, committees, 

task forces, and teams), variability in information, extensive negotiations, and frequent 

delays (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  In addition, many public organizations exist within a 

political economy markedly different from, and more constraining than, their corporate 

counterparts (Miesing and Andersen, 1991).     

Many unknowns exist in terms of the explicit effectiveness of strategic planning 

in the public sector, particularly when dealing with organizations responsible for the 

administration of park, recreation, and tourism programs.  Research has tended to focus 

upon the direct relationship between strategic planning adoption and tangible measures of 

organizational performance such as economic status, growth, and stakeholder 

involvement.  Unfortunately, the inherent variability of the public sector strategic 

planning process combined with the elusive nature of the aforementioned variables has 

made the process of conducting conclusive, empirical studies on the link between 

strategic planning and organizational performance much more of an unknown.   

Given the number of studies that have attempted to quantify (often 

inconclusively) the link between strategic planning and organizational performance, one 

may conclude that a different line of research must be pursued to contribute new 

information to the topic of public sector strategic planning.  Strategic planning, as a 

process, typically consists of a series of stages including, but not limited to, strategy 

development, plan formulation, plan implementation, and plan evaluation.  Previous 
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research has focused heavily upon both the development and formulation stages, 

marginally upon the implementation stage, and minimally upon the evaluation stage.  The 

predominant focus of previous research upon the development and formulation stages is a 

cause for considerable concern as the implementation and evaluation stages are equally 

critical in the effective utilization of strategic planning.   

One method an organization may utilize to address both the implementation and 

evaluation stages of the strategic planning process is to conduct an evaluation study of the 

level of implementation of a strategic plan.  Unfortunately, many public sector officials 

have yet to develop the standardized instrument and application strategy necessary to 

conduct this type of assessment.  For strategic planning to produce the maximum 

organizational benefits, this standardized instrument must first be developed to allow 

park and recreation professionals to determine the level of implementation of strategic 

planning efforts within their organization.  A standardized evaluative instrument will 

provide managers with the ability to assign numerical values to individual objectives 

within a strategic plan (based upon the level of implementation of each objective).  Thus, 

the use of this evaluative instrument has the ability to bring a greater degree of clarity to 

the link between strategic planning and organizational performance by providing a basis 

upon which to “score” the level of implementation of individual objectives within a 

strategic plan.  This study has the potential to benefit future public-sector strategic 

planning efforts by addressing the two critical strategic planning stages of 

implementation and evaluation.  

A great deal more study is necessary before it will be possible to say exactly what 

does and does not work, under what circumstances, and why, when it comes to strategic 
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planning by governments (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  While strategic plan development 

and formulation has received a great deal of focus in the literature, the effective 

implementation and evaluation of a strategic plan has often been overlooked as the 

critical link in the creation of positive organizational change attributable to strategic 

planning.  Thus, the development of a standardized instrument to assess the level of 

implementation of an individual strategic plan will provide managers with a much needed 

framework for conducting meaningful evaluations of the critical implementation stage of 

the strategic planning process. 

Beginning in the year 2000, Ohio State Parks began the process of developing a 

five-year strategic plan (addressing the years 2001-2005) that they described as “an active 

implementation plan designed as a roadmap for the future of Ohio State Parks” (Ohio 

State Parks, 2001).  Now, in 2007, the first five-year timeframe has passed and a second 

plan has been developed for 2006-2010.  This provides a unique opportunity to (1) 

develop a standardized instrument to assess and score the level of implementation of an 

individual strategic plan, and (2) utilize the instrument ex post facto on the Ohio State 

Parks’ strategic plan 2001-2005.   

Literature Review 
 
Definition of Strategic Planning 

 Increasing numbers of government agencies are reported as having adopted some 

form of strategic planning (Wechsler, 1989).  However, what exactly is strategic 

planning?  The initiation of strategic planning primarily involves a series of three 

activities for many governmental units, including (1) gathering key actors (preferably key 

decision makers) (2) working through a “strategic thinking and acting” process, and (3) 
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focusing on what is truly important for the unit, setting priorities for action, and 

generating those actions (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  More specifically, Eadie (1983) 

states that the strategic planning process consists of the following basic activities: 

• The organization must have a firm grasp of those aspects of its environment 
identified as pertinent to its mission and goals.  Often called environmental 
scanning, this activity involves identifying the scope of the scan (international, 
national, regional, state, and local), the demographic, economic, technological, 
cultural, political, and other factors to be scanned, and their implications for the 
organization.  A variety of other activities are involved, including the 
determination of how much time and other resources to invest in this ongoing 
intelligence gathering and what techniques to employ. 

• The organization must also have a good sense of itself, financially, operationally, 
and in the human resource dimension.  The point of this internal resource audit 
or analysis is to assess the organization’s strengths and weaknesses vis-à-vis 
particular potential courses of actions (strategies). 

• The environmental scanning activity will surface opportunities for new services 
or new approaches to service delivery within a given service area.  Potential 
strategic targets are compared to the organization’s resource base in order to 
determine as fully as feasible the costs of implementing a particular strategic 
target.  Strategic objectives are selected on the basis of rough cost/benefit 
analysis. 

• Strategies are formulated to achieve the selected targets.  In practice, they may 
be thought of as implementation plans, setting forth the major steps, 
accountabilities, deadlines, and resource requirements involved in achieving the 
target. 

• No matter how well-conceived a particular strategy, implementation depends on 
the allocation of resources to cover the essential costs.  What this basically 
means is that the chief executive officer, and perhaps the legislative body, 
specifically budget the first year costs (of new or expanded provision of a 
targeted strategy) in the current or upcoming budget of the organization. 

 

Expanding upon this theoretical process, the literature provides many examples, 

from simple to complex, of definitions describing strategic planning.  Strategic planning 

has been called a method for aligning an organization with its environment (Summer, 

1980).  Formal strategic planning has been described as an explicit process for 

determining the firm’s long-range objectives, procedures for generating and evaluating 
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alternative strategies, and a system for monitoring the results of the plan when 

implemented (Armstrong, 1982).  It has been described as a disciplined effort to produce 

fundamental decisions and actions that define what an organization (or other entity) is, 

what it does, and why it does it (Bryson, 1988).  Berry (1994) defines strategic planning 

as a management process that combines four basic features: (1) a clear statement of the 

organization’s mission; (2) the identification of the agency’s external constituencies or 

stakeholders, and the determination of their assessment of the agency’s purposes and 

operations; (3) the delineation of the agency’s strategic goals and objectives, typically in 

a 3-5 year plan; and (4) the development of strategies to achieve them.  Perhaps the most 

definitive description of the strategic planning process consists of eight widely 

recognized steps: (1) an initial agreement or “plan for planning”, (2) identification and 

clarification of mandates, (3) mission formulation, (4) external environmental 

assessment, (5) internal resource assessment, (6) strategic issue identification, (7) strategy 

development, and (8) development of a description of the organization in the future – its 

“vision of success” (Bryson, Freeman, and Roering, 1986; Bryson and Roering, 1987; 

Bryson, et al., 1987; Bryson, 1988).     

The overall process can be summarized as a conscious effort to produce 

prescribed measurable performance within an organization consistent with that 

organization’s mission, vision, and various constituent desires.   However, even the 

widely recognized framework above overlooks the two critical features of the strategic 

planning process that are addressed by this proposed study: implementation and 

evaluation.  One goal of this research will be to develop a standardized instrument that 
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will allow public sector organizations to evaluate the implementation success of 

individual objectives contained within a strategic plan.     

Arguments Supporting the Implementation of Formal Strategic Planning  

The extensive published literature addressing the link between formal planning 

activities and organizational performance began in 1970 with Thune and House’s study 

of the changes in economic performance associated with formal long-range planning in 

U.S. firms with annual sales of $75 million or more (Thune and House, 1970).  The study 

overwhelmingly supported the assertion that organizations using formal long-range 

planning techniques outperformed similar organizations that lacked comparable planning 

techniques.  Formal planners, from the time they initiated long-range planning through 

1965, significantly outperformed informal planners with respect to earnings per share, 

earnings on common equity, and earnings on total capital employed.  Informal planners 

did not surpass formal planners on any of the measures of economic performance after 

long-range planning was implemented.  In terms of company performance before and 

after the implementation of formal planning, planners experienced a notable increase on 

all three available measures of economic performance after planning implementation.  

The increases were as follows: 38 percent in sales, 56 percent in stock price appreciation, 

and 64 percent in earnings per share (Thune and House, 1970).  Herold (1972) verified 

these findings by subjecting the research conducted by Thune and House to a cross-

valuation study, demonstrating once again that formal planners outperformed informal 

planners. 

Karger and Malik (1975) and Malik and Karger (1975) compared the financial 

performance of firms practicing formal, integrated long-range planning to nonplanners.  
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They found that the formal planners outperformed the nonplanners on 9 out of 13 

financial performance variables.  Similarly, in their study of U.K. companies, Al-Bazzaz 

and Grinyer (1980) demonstrated that 48 percent of the companies studied reported 

improved profits and growth following implementation of formal planning.  The 

methodology of these studies was rather basic, and generally included the group to be 

studied (organizations adopting strategic planning) and a control group (organizations not 

adopting strategic planning).  The study group and the control group were then compared 

over a period of time using a variety of organizational performance measures to reach 

their conclusions.  Clearly, strategic planning is a significant contributor to enhanced 

organizational performance.  

 Setting objectives is an integral component of the strategic planning process, and 

evidence shows that objective setting has strong organizational value (Armstrong, 1982).  

For example, Kim and Hamner (1976) demonstrated that explicit objectives improved 

performance for service jobs at Bell Telephone, and Ivancevich (1977) found that 

specific objectives for skilled technicians in an equipment and parts manufacturing 

company proved to be superior to instructions to “do your best”.  Thus, the propensity of 

strategic planning to develop and implement explicit organizational objectives would 

appear to support the adoption of strategic planning practices. 

 Organizational change, both in terms of the external and internal environment, is a 

constant concern for managers in both the public and private sector.  Thune and House 

(1970) found that planning was more helpful in markets characterized by a high rate of 

technological innovation and new product introductions.  Armstrong (1982) also found 

that formal planning was more important in organizations where emerging changes were 
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large.  Therefore, an argument exists that the implementation of formal strategic planning 

may help organizations cope with periods of substantial change typical to that which is 

occurring in many state government agencies. 

 Miesing and Andersen (1991) concluded that 81% of New York state agencies 

have an explicit strategic planning effort.  In a 1992 survey of the directors of all state 

agencies in 20 programmatic and regulatory areas, Berry and Wechsler (1995) showed 

that 60 percent of respondents reported that they currently used strategic planning in their 

agency, while 9 percent of the agencies planned to start strategic planning in the near 

future.  In the survey, only 5 percent of respondents reported that their agency had used 

strategic planning in the past but had discontinued the practice.  Of the five percent that 

had discontinued the practice, only two respondents said that planning was discontinued 

because it was perceived as a failure in the agency.  Therefore, although strategic 

planning was once lax in public agencies due to tradition, legislative mandates, and a 

sense of budgetary entitlement, it would appear as though strategic planning has taken 

hold in the public sector and is not perceived as a failure, at least by agency directors.   

Factors Leading to the Adoption of Strategic Planning by State Agencies 

Berry (1994) has identified several factors as particularly influential in explaining 

an agency’s likelihood to adopt strategic planning practices.  These factors are: (1) 

agency resource explanation, (2) agency leadership cycle explanation, (3) agency 

orientation explanation, and (4) regional diffusion explanation. 

Strategic planning is an innovative practice that requires significant commitments 

of time, money, and human resources.  Therefore, an agency’s fiscal well-being and 

overall staffing level has a logical bearing on that agency’s likelihood to adopt strategic 
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planning practices.  Two conclusions exist regarding this assertion, both grounded in 

theory of organizational innovation.  The first conclusion is that an agency amid fiscal 

stress will be more likely to innovate and adopt some aspects of strategic planning in an 

effort to delineate strategies related to effective management with limited resources.  The 

second, opposed conclusion is that an agency with plentiful monetary resources will be 

more likely to adopt strategic planning due to the extra or “slack” resources that are 

available to develop and implement the strategic plan. 

 Given the recent trend of declining resources available to the public sector natural 

resources manager, many scholars have attempted to outline a variety of processes that 

may be adopted in periods of scarce resources.  “Cutback management” (Levine, 1978; 

Behn, 1980) is a term describing policy and management strategies that agency managers 

are likely to use in times of fiscal stress and is often cited in support of the argument that 

organizations are more likely to adopt strategic planning during times of poor economic 

health.  However, it has also been shown that organizations with abundant resources are 

more likely to be innovators than agencies with scarce resources (Cyert and March, 1963; 

Baldridge and Burnham, 1975; Bingham, 1976; Rogers, 1983).  This is a direct result of 

the fact that innovations (such as strategic planning) typically take extra staff and 

resources to develop and implement, which requires abundant or “slack” resources (Cyert 

and March, 1963).  Thus, if slack resources are a requirement to adopt strategic planning, 

we may conclude that strategic planning is less likely to be adopted by the organizations 

arguably needing it the most, those lacking abundant or slack resources.   

 A second, well-established characteristic of innovative organizations is their size; 

large organizations are more likely to be innovative than small organizations (Cyert and 
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March, 1963; Hage and Aiken, 1970; Baldridge and Burnham, 1975; Rogers, 1983).  

Large organizations tend to have a wider variety of specialists and a subsequently higher 

ability to adopt innovative strategies.  This finding supports the argument that large 

public organizations are more likely to adopt strategic planning practices than small 

public organizations.  It should be noted that while the above information pertains to the 

public sector, more recent research in the private sector has identified size as more of an 

inhibiting factor, thus reducing flexibility and therefore innovation. 

 In her 1994 study addressing the adoption of strategic planning by state agencies, 

Frances Stokes Berry examined data for nine types of state agencies from 1970 to 1991 

drawn primarily from the National Survey on Strategic Planning in State Government 

Agencies.  Her results showed a strong positive association (statistically significant with 

a t ratio of 5.08) existing between a state’s fiscal health and the likelihood of its agencies 

to adopt strategic planning.  The predicted probability coefficient of a state agency 

adopting strategic planning was .03 in a year when the state was in very weak fiscal 

health, but the coefficient more than doubled to .08 in a year when the state experienced 

very strong fiscal health (Berry, 1994).  Due to the fiscal fluctuations inherent in state 

government, it may be easier for state agencies to adopt strategic planning in years of 

strong fiscal health, anticipating the periods of weak fiscal health that may arise in the 

future.   

Although the effect of agency size on the adoption of strategic planning was 

tested, size appeared to have little impact on the agency’s likelihood of adopting strategic 

planning.  Therefore, one might conclude that fiscal health is a much stronger indicator 

than size of an agency’s propensity to adopt strategic planning. 
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 State agencies and their respective agendas are subject to regular disruption and 

alteration in terms of leadership turnover at the upper levels.  As expected, new leaders 

regularly implement changes within an organization as they strive to earn the respect of 

their new employees and promote their various priorities.  According to the National 

Survey on Strategic Planning in State Government Agencies, sixty-five percent of 

respondents said that they believed initiating strategic planning was an important 

“symbol of their personal leadership” (Berry, 1994).  Given this statistic, it should not be 

surprising that of all the years of the gubernatorial administration cycle, a state agency 

that had not yet adopted strategic planning had the highest predicted probability 

coefficient of adopting strategic planning (.140) in the first year of a new governor’s 

term; the second highest probability (.083) in a reelected governor’s first year in office; 

and a much lower probability (.051) in an election year (Berry, 1994).  This supports the 

conclusion that strategic planning is a strategy that is perceived by leaders as a 

demonstration of commitment and innovation to the public.  This finding may also be a 

result of the increasingly high degree of accountability demanded by stakeholders that is 

present in the public sector and may represent a new leader’s desire to demonstrate 

innovate business practices to the various constituents of the state.  Regardless, during 

periods of transition, the review and revision of existing strategic plans should be an 

important feature of organizational culture.   

 An agency’s orientation and more importantly, alignment, to its environment has 

also been shown to influence its probability of adopting strategic planning (Berry, 1994).  

Like many strategic management techniques, strategic planning originated in the private 

sector (Bryson and Roering, 1987), and seventy-seven percent of the respondents to the 
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National Survey on Strategic Planning in State Government Agencies indicated that 

“emulating good business practice” was an important objective when their agencies 

adopted strategic planning (Berry, 1994).  Research has shown that agencies who work 

regularly with private sector businesses are more likely to adopt strategic planning than 

are agencies that do not.  An agency working closely with businesses had a probability 

coefficient of .092 of adopting strategic planning, while the probability decreased to less 

than half that size (at .049) when the agency did not work closely with business (Berry, 

1994).  This may be due to the desire of the agency to emulate the strategies of those with 

which it works most closely.   

 Although unique in many ways, state governments tend to adopt strategies that 

have been adopted in neighboring states.  In many cases, policy innovations diffuse on a 

regional basis in which leader states initiate the process for other states to follow 

(Sharkansky, 1970; Grupp and Richards, 1975; Light, 1978; Freeman, 1985).  Agency 

directors, regardless of their state of residence, experience common problems and thus 

look to neighboring state agencies for guidance and recommendation.  More specifically, 

“sister” agencies of the same type in neighboring states are emulated.  For instance, the 

Ohio Department of Natural Resources, or an integral division such as Ohio State Parks, 

may look to the Indiana Department of Natural Resources or Indiana State Parks, 

respectively, for potential solutions to a similar problem.  As the number of sister 

agencies in neighboring states using strategic planning increases, the probability that a 

state agency will itself adopt strategic planning also increases (Berry, 1994).  In her 1994 

study addressing the adoption of strategic planning by state agencies, Frances Stokes 

Berry showed that if an agency not currently using strategic planning (Agency #1) goes 
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from having no neighboring sister agencies that have adopted strategic planning to having 

one neighboring sister agency that has adopted strategic planning, the probability 

coefficient of Agency #1 adopting strategic planning increased from .027 to .049.  An 

agency with four neighboring sister agencies that had adopted strategic planning had a 

much higher probability of adoption, at .197 (Berry, 1994).  This is an interesting statistic 

because it demonstrates the regional implications of successful innovation.  Regional 

diffusion operates in much the same manner as the communication and sharing of 

information that occurs via conferences and through national or professional associations.  

Assuming this research produces usable findings applicable to Ohio State Parks, the sister 

agencies of neighboring states may also benefit from the research as they emulate the 

strategies adopted by Ohio State Parks.           

Factors Supporting the Successful Development and Implementation of Strategic 
Planning in Public Agencies 
  

The mere nature of the public sector severely limits the exact duplication of many 

private sector business practices (Ring and Perry, 1985).  This is attributable to the simple 

fact that no two organizational entities are exactly the same.  However, the basic strategic 

planning process is universally applicable and has been shown to produce positive results 

in both sectors.  Several key factors, characteristics, and attributes have been identified 

that, when present, lead to a higher probability of the successful development and 

implementation of strategic planning in both public and private situations.   

Halachmi (1986) argues that strategic planning is likely to be more successful 

among organizations such as police, fire, public works, transportation, corrections, and 

sanitation.  This is because (1) these types of agencies are more narrowly focused and 
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therefore exhibit a higher likelihood of consensus on the basic mission of the 

organization, and (2) the work of such agencies involves predominantly technical 

considerations.  This finding emphasizes the importance of establishing a strong, 

coherent mission of the organization during the initial steps of the strategic planning 

process.  The mission must then be constantly considered as a driving force in the 

development of strategies and action plans.  Multiple objectives and measures of 

performance for organizations with a broader scope will be necessary for successful 

strategic planning in those cases.      

Eadie (1983) also provides insight and advice into the various factors contributing 

to the successful development and implementation of strategic plans for the public 

executive considering the application of strategic planning.  First, one must view 

application as a multi-year process, starting on a limited basis and gradually widening 

application as the organization gains experience and expands its capability to use the 

techniques.  Second, it is essential to incorporate the strategic planning initiative into a 

broader framework of planning improvements, creating an overall planning strategy for 

the organization.  Finally, an organization must ensure that the strategic planning 

application is very carefully researched, that there is, in essence, a strategic game plan 

clearly setting forth the desired outcomes, methodology, schedule, and responsibilities. 

If a government unit wants to initiate strategic planning, Bryson and Roering 

(1988) suggest that the following factors, at a minimum, should be present: (1) a 

powerful process sponsor, (2) an effective process champion, (3) a strategic planning 

team, (4) an expectation of disruptions and delays, (5) a willingness to be flexible 

concerning what constitutes a strategic plan, (6) an ability to think of junctures as a key 
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temporal metric, and (7) a willingness to construct and consider arguments geared to 

many different evaluative criteria.   

It should be noted that factor (3), mentioned above, should be modified to include 

“comprehensive staff representation” due to strategic planning practices that have 

evolved since 1988.  By involving a wide variety of employees in the planning process, 

managers garner employee buy-in, increase the level of accountability for the finished 

product, and create an internal environment in which the final strategic plan is more 

likely to be embraced by employees throughout the organization.  This appears to be a 

much more desirable scenario than that which occurs when the strategic plan is 

developed solely by planning staff, harbored by top-level management, arbitrarily 

implemented, and mandated as necessary to all other employees. 

A process sponsor comes in the form of respected employees who may be key 

decision makers within the organization and are willing to make important decisions 

concerning the strategic planning process to involve more actors and to facilitate decision 

making.  Sponsors are important because of their ability to legitimatize the strategic 

planning effort and contribute to major decisions (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  In 

addition, the support of key decision makers as sponsors may act as a motivating force 

upon the strategic planning team members. 

A powerful process champion also plays a vital role in the successful 

development and implementation of strategic planning.  Process champions are typically 

critical team members, often the leader or co-leader, who sincerely believe that the 

strategic planning process will produce desirable outcomes (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  

This finding lends credence to the assertion that the eventual outcome of strategic 
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planning efforts may rely heavily on the individual perceptions of the strategic planning 

process that are held by key players within the process.  Therefore, a proactive 

administrator may intentionally appoint a powerful process champion as the strategic 

planning leader prior to initiation of the planning process.     

For planning purposes, it is important to note that a process champion is not 

simply a team facilitator.  While a process facilitator will usually not contribute their 

personal opinions, process champions eagerly contribute their favored issues and 

solutions to discussion, solicit, encourage, and facilitate others to do the same, and bring 

leadership and positive energy to the group dynamic.  In addition, an effective process 

champion will anticipate the need to periodically re-energize the strategic planning team 

with new information, topics and progressive summary reports.    

Although not terribly surprising, the team component is also a critical aspect of a 

successful strategic planning process.  The use of a team is expected in many public 

agencies given the uncertain, complex, and political situations in which a variety of 

sources of information are needed and in which decisions have cross-unit implications 

(Galbraith, 1973; Hickson et al., 1986).  Managers initiating strategic planning should 

anticipate the team dynamic and attempt to assemble the most appropriate group of 

players prior to beginning the planning process.     

The public sector strategic decision-making process has a tendency to be 

interrupted and lengthy (Hickson et al., 1986).  Therefore, strategic planning teams must 

prepare for this fact, devote adequate time to the process, and resist feeling discouraged 

when the planning process requires more time than expected.  A legitimate expectation of 
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disruptions and delays is necessary to prepare for the reality of the public sector strategic 

planning process. 

Public agencies embark upon strategic planning efforts for a variety of reasons.  

Likewise, depending upon the needs of each specific agency, an equally large number of 

characteristics may constitute their version of a strategic plan.  Thus, agencies must be 

somewhat flexible concerning the various elements that constitute a strategic plan.  An 

agency that initiates a planning process committed to developing a strategic plan 

containing ultra-specific elements may experience less adaptability throughout the 

process, thereby reducing the potential applicability of the final product.  It should be 

emphasized that in many cases, strategic thought and action are the true benefits of the 

strategic planning process, not the formal plan that results.  Therefore, agencies should 

allow themselves a limited degree of flexibility in terms of what they believe constitutes a 

strategic plan.  With this in mind, it should be noted that too much flexibility may lead to 

a diluted plan that fails to adequately address the substantive issues affecting the 

organization.  Thus, an effective strategy will seek to find a balance between the degree 

of flexibility permitted and may involve the identification of “core components” that 

must be included in the strategic plan (little flexibility) as well as a list of “extra 

considerations” that may or may not be included (greater flexibility).   

As mentioned earlier, strategic planning in the public sector is an often lengthy 

process.  To prepare for this certainty and to improve the probability of implementing a 

successful strategic plan, teams should be encouraged to evaluate time not only by the 

calendar, but by key “juncture” points in the process.  Doing so removes the focus from 

the amount of calendar time required to complete the plan and focuses it on a series of 
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key juncture points (or deadlines) in which important items must come together to ensure 

sequential output and implementation.  This is a much more action-oriented approach that 

may reduce the discouragement associated with a lengthy process requiring substantial 

calendar time.  In addition, assembling a positive planning team complete with a 

powerful process sponsor should reduce the level of discouragement associated with the 

lengthy process often required of strategic planning. 

Because of the team approach inherent to the strategic planning process, the team 

leader is required to recognize a variety of internal viewpoints (internal environment) 

related to agency missions, strategic issues, and action plans.  In addition, the various 

agency stakeholders (external environment) will also hold vastly differing external 

opinions related to aspects of the strategic plan. Therefore, agencies must understand that 

both the strategic planning process and the formal plan will be evaluated by numerous 

criteria, often influenced by employee bias and constituent preference.  Thus, agencies 

must accept the fact that although the strategic planning process helps foster strategic 

thoughts and actions, it is no panacea, particularly without effective leadership, complete 

implementation, and overall accountability.  Strategic planners must be prepared to 

construct and consider arguments geared to many different evaluative criteria if they are 

to enhance their likelihood of experiencing success with the implementation of a strategic 

plan.  They must also recognize that individual strategies must be developed via 

compromise and will typically not include the ideal desires of everyone involved. 

Finally, Oliver and Garber (1983) identify several factors that they consider to be 

among the most common reasons that organizations fail to implement a successfully-

developed plan.  These factors include (1) inadequate line management involvement, (2) 
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inadequate top management involvement, (3) inexperience in strategic planning, (4) level 

of planning resources, and (5) near-term thinking.  Although the proposed project is 

focused upon strategic planning implementation, the aforementioned theories regarding 

the topic will not be tested within Ohio State Parks and will instead be classified as 

recommended areas of future research.  

Arguments Against the Adoption of Formal Strategic Planning  

Organizations prefer to program, routinize, and systematize as much as they can 

(Van de Ven, 1976).  Changes in organizations, when they occur, typically proceed 

through a slow, disjointed process best described as “muddling through” (Lindbolm, 

1959).  However, the strategic planning process is a procedure inherently designed to 

produce calculated change within an organization.  It is this deliberately disruptive nature 

of the strategic planning process that defies organizational theory and contributes to the 

difficulty of implementing strategic plans (Bryson and Roering, 1988).  Thus, an agency 

that is very opposed to organizational change may experience increased difficulty 

throughout the strategic planning process and a lesser likelihood of implementing the 

strategies and action plans suggested by the plan.      

A fundamental difference between the private sector and the public sector is that 

public organizations are much more open to the external environment.  Constituents of 

the public sector, unlike their private sector counterparts, have direct, constitutionally or 

legislatively based avenues of access to strategy makers (Ring and Perry, 1985).  Due to 

pressures for public accountability that occur in the public sector, strategic planning 

decisions are likely to be made at the highest levels (Hickson et al,. 1986), although 

political rationality would argue that top decision makers not make critical decisions until 
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they absolutely have to (Benveniste, 1972, 1977; Quinn, 1980).  Therefore, strategic 

planning requires top decision makers to make important decisions and may create a 

situation in which their political credibility is jeopardized if the strategic plan does not 

produce positive results.   

A central argument against the implementation of strategic planning focuses on 

the large amount of time commonly required to conduct a meaningful strategic planning 

process.  The public sector strategic decision-making process has a tendency to be 

interrupted and lengthy (Hickson et al., 1986).  A study conducted by Bryson and 

Roering (1988) supported this conclusion, finding that the calendar time devoted to the 

strategic planning process among eight governmental units varied from 5 to 30 months 

and included a variety of stoppages, delays, and difficulties.     

In some cases, strategic planning systems have been shown to actually diminish 

strategic thinking when an organization becomes so narrowly focused on pre-determined 

strategies that they lose the flexibility required to adapt to changing, real-time situations. 

(Bryson, et al., 1987).   

Although the studies conducted in the early 1970’s were convincing in their 

assertion that formal planners outperformed informal planners, the studies conceded the 

likelihood that formal  planning is most likely a characteristic of a well-managed firm 

rather than the single cause of improved organizational performance (Thune and House, 

1970).  Therefore, a primary argument against strategic planning is that it is not a stand-

alone solution, and may be accomplished only when integrated with a variety of other 

strategic management initiatives.    
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Formal plans developed by planning departments are often criticized by line 

managers as lacking realism and ignoring the consequences associated with the 

implementation of the plan.  A strong argument could be built against formal strategic 

planning in cases where there is little interaction between the planning department 

(developers of the plan) and the line management (implementers of the plan) throughout 

the planning process.  Line managers hold the planning department accountable for the 

development of the plan and, conversely, the planning department holds the line 

managers accountable for the implementation of the plan, thus preventing equal 

accountability across the organization.  Lack of accountability may be perceived as 

leading to greater costs, lesser effort and poorer planning performance than could 

otherwise be obtained (King, 1983).  Thus, formal planning processes must stress the 

involvement of line managers in the development of the plan as well as the involvement 

of the planning department in the implementation of the plan, thereby placing equal 

accountability on both parties. 

Schrader, Taylor, and Dalton (1984) point out the difficulty in singling out 

strategic planning as the primary contributor to improved organizational performance.  

They summarize the arguments posited against the link between formal strategic planning 

and organizational performance:  

“Formal planning’s impact on organizational performance could possibly be 
decoupled or mitigated by environment or externalities (Ford and Schellenberg, 1982; 
Lindsay and Rue, 1980), by stage of organization life cycle (Aplin and Cosier, 1980; Van 
de Ven, 1980), by managerial skill and ability to assess the environment and make 
decisions (Bobbitt and Ford, 1980; Fulmer and Rue, 1974; Khandwalla, 1977), by time 
horizon and time spent on planning (Lenz, 1981; Leontiades and Tezel, 1980), by quality 
of planning and quality of strategy (Burt, 1978), by quality of implementation effort 
(Rogers, 1983), by the organization’s ability to monitor activities and foster commitment 
for the strategy (Van de Ven, 1980), by organization structure (Ford and Schellenberg, 
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1982), and by type of organization technology (Mahoney and Frost, 1974; Woodward, 
1965). 
 
Conclusion 

 

Empirical support for the normative suggestions by strategic planning advocates 

that all firms should engage in formal strategic planning has been inconsistent and often 

contradictory (Pearce II, et al., 1987).  Much of this inconsistency may be attributable to 

the fact that strategic planning is an ill-structured phenomenon that is not amenable to 

experimental design and empirical techniques suited to well-structured problems (Mitroff 

and Mason, 1981).  Thus, the research has conflicting data and subsequently conflicting 

opinions on the overall value of strategic planning. 

Although researchers have been unable to achieve a solid consensus on the degree 

to which strategic planning produces organizational benefits, it is painfully clear that a 

strategic plan that is not implemented will certainly fail to produce meaningful 

organizational results.  The literature review has uncovered a void within this critical area 

of strategic planning research; specifically, no study has assessed a strategic plan based 

upon the level of implementation of individual objectives within the plan, thus providing 

a fertile area for this study.  By first developing a standardized instrument, this research 

will assess the degree to which Ohio State Parks has implemented the individual “action 

steps” contained within “Service & Stewardship”, Ohio State Parks’ strategic plan 

addressing 2001-2005.   
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Research Goals 

 
1. Develop a standardized instrument to assess and score the level of implementation 

of an individual strategic plan. 
2. Utilize the above instrument ex post facto to assess the degree to which Ohio State 

Parks has implemented the action steps contained within “Service & Stewardship” 
the Ohio State Parks strategic plan addressing 2001-2005.  

 

Research Questions 

1. What is the overall level of implementation of “Service & Stewardship”, the Ohio 
State Parks strategic plan addressing 2001-2005? 

2. What differences exist in the level of action step implementation among the goals, 
issues, and strategies within the strategic plan? 

3. What factors can be identified as inhibiting the level of action step 
implementation? 

 
Methodology 
 
 The main focus of the project is (1) to develop a clear, simple, and usable Likert-

type instrument and (2) to utilize the instrument ex post fact to assess and “score” the 

degree to which Ohio State Parks has implemented the various “action steps” set forth 

within their 2001-2005 strategic plan.  A single-unit exploratory case study will be 

utilized to explore the level of implementation of the action steps within the strategic 

plan.  The single-unit case study was selected for this project over the multiple-unit case 

study for several reasons.  First, the Ohio State Parks’ strategic plan is rather 

representative or typical of strategic plans within state-level natural resource management 

agencies.  Thus, the lessons learned from the level of implementation of Ohio State 

Parks’ strategic plan are assumed to be informative about strategic planning 

implementation within the average state-level natural resource management agency (Yin, 

2003).  Second, a strong rationale for utilization of the single-unit case study is the 
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longitudinal case: studying the case at two or more different points in time (Yin, 2003).  

Although I will not personally be measuring the case at a second point in time, the 

instrumentation and research design developed by this study will be available to use in 

the future measurement of the level of implementation of the Ohio State Parks strategic 

plan for 2006-2010.  Thus, by using a single-unit design to study the 2001-2005 strategic 

plan, it becomes possible to utilize the same methods to study the 2006-2010 strategic 

plan, thereby creating a form of longitudinal study.   

To produce the data necessary to score the level of implementation of the various 

action steps, the following types of evidence will be obtained: documentation, archival 

records, interviews, and physical artifacts.  The various strengths and weaknesses of each 

evidence type are listed in the table below. 

Source of Evidence Strengths Weaknesses 

Documentation • stable – can be reviewed repeatedly 
• unobtrusive – not created as a result 

of the case study 
• exact – contains exact names, 

references, and details of an event 
• broad coverage – long span of time, 

many events, and many settings 

• retrievability – can be low 
• biased selectivity, if 

collection is incomplete 
• reporting bias – reflects 

(unknown) bias of author 
• access – may be deliberately 

blocked 
Archival Records • [Same as above for documentation] 

• precise and quantitative 
• [Same as above for 

documentation] 
• accessibility due to privacy 

reasons 
Interviews • targeted – focuses directly on case 

study topic 
insightful – p• rovides perceived causal 
inferences 

• bias due to poorly 
constructed questions 
response bias • 

• inaccuracies due to poor 
recall 
reflexi• 
gives what interviewer wants 
to hear 

vity – interviewee 

Physical Artifacts • insightful into cultural features • 
 • insightful into technical operations 

selectivity 
• availability

 
Table 1.1 – Four Sources of Evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses (Adapted from Yin, 
2003) 

 26



James B. Bennett 
04.05.2007 

 
 

For the purposes of this study, “documentation” will be defined as relatively 

contemporary documents including memoranda, meeting agendas, progress reports, site 

studies, etc.  By contrast, “archival records” will include documents from the significant 

past including organizational charts, budgets, service records, etc. 

Utilization of the multiple evidence types stated above will allow for data 

triangulation, which occurs when the events or facts of the case study have been 

supported by more than a single source of evidence (Sieber, 1973).  Thus, the more 

objective data contained within documentation, archival records, and/or physical artifacts 

will be used to verify perceptions/opinions stated by interviewees.  After generating a 

consensus among the data, the instrument will be used to prescribe a standardized score 

to each individual action step based upon the action step’s level of implementation.  The 

instrument will be a 6-point Likert-type scale in which 0 = not at all implemented and 6 = 

thoroughly and completely implemented.    

Performing a case study of this nature requires the definition of what will function 

as the “case”, also referred to as the unit of analysis.  For the purpose of this study, the 

unit of analysis will consist of the total two-hundred and eight (208) individual action 

steps contained within the Ohio State Parks strategic plan 2001-2005.  If the decision 

were made by Ohio State Parks to conduct a longitudinal study by applying the same 

research design to the 2006-2010 strategic plan after the close of the five-year planning 

horizon, the unit of analysis would consist of the total two-hundred and thirty-nine (239) 

individual action steps contained within the Ohio State Parks strategic plan 2006-2010.   

The decision was made to assess implementation at the action step level partially 

because the action step is the most definitive, specific level within the strategic plan.  In a 
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hierarchical fashion moving from most broad to least broad, the Ohio State Parks 

strategic plan contains goals (most broad), issues, strategies, and action steps (least 

broad).  Performing the assessment at the action step level, as opposed to the issue or 

strategy level, allows for a more meaningful and definitive measure of the level of 

implementation.  Figure 1.1, below, provides a visual representation of the gradual level 

of increasing specificity, measurability, and achievability that occurs within Ohio State 

Parks’ strategic plan as one moves from the goal level to the action step level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Action Step - level at 
which the proposed 
evaluation will be 

conducted 

GOALS 

ISSUES

 STRATEGIES 

ACTION STEPS 

Increasing: 
 
• specificity 
• measurability 
• achievability 

Figure 1.1 – Increasing levels of specificity, measurability, and achievability within Ohio 
State Parks’ strategic plan 2001-2005. 
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Building upon Figure 1.1, Table 1.2, below, provides a summary of the number of 

issues, strategies, and action steps contained within each of the five goals present in Ohio 

State Parks strategic plan 2001-2005.   

Goals Issues Strategies Action Steps 

Customer Service 5 16 79 

Professional Development 3 10 44 

Stable Funding 2 11 32 

Resource Management 2 8 27 

Infrastructure Improvement 2 9 26 

Total 14 54 208 

 
Table 1.2 – Summary data of Ohio State Parks strategic plan 2001-2005. 

 

The data generated regarding the action steps will first be analyzed in a holistic 

manner, meaning that analysis of level of implementation will first be evaluated against 

the total two-hundred and eight (208) individual action steps contained within the 

strategic plan.  In addition, data analysis of action step implementation will be conducted 

at an embedded level within the goals, issues, and strategies of the strategic plan 2001-

2005.  Therefore, it will be possible to determine (1) the overall implementation score of 

the strategic plan according to the total two-hundred and eight (208) individual action 

steps, (2) the total implementation score of each of the five goals, (3) the total 

implementation score of each of the fourteen issues, and (4) the total implementation 

score of each of the fifty-four strategies.  This type of analysis will make it possible to 

determine not only areas that have experienced high levels of implementation, but also, 
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and perhaps more importantly, areas in which implementation has not occurred.  This 

will allow Ohio State Parks to better manage and/or prioritize the implementation of the 

current strategic plan addressing the years 2006-2010.   

A panel of experts will be assembled from which to choose the most appropriate 

individual(s) to interview regarding the implementation of specific actions steps within 

the strategic plan.  A preliminary listing of those experts, along with their working title 

and place of employment (when known), is provided in table 1.3 below.    

 

Expert Name Working Title Place of Employment 

Glenn Alexander  Ohio State Parks (retired) 

Sandy Chiaramonte  Ohio State Parks 

Glenn Cobb   

Brent Culver   

John Dobney   

Bob Durinsky   

Pat Enright  Ohio State Parks 

Scott Fletcher   

John Hunter  Ohio State Parks 

Dianne King Strategic Planning Manager Ohio State Parks 

Dan Lambert  American Electric Power 

Larry Peck Deputy Director Columbus Metro Parks 

Sam Speck  Ohio State Parks (retired) 
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Expert Name Working Title Place of Employment 

Steve Studenmund Strategic Planning Manager Columbus Metro Parks 

Dan West Division Chief Ohio State Parks 

 
Table 1.3 – Expert interview panel with working title and place of employment. 
 
Expected Results 

  This research will involve a great deal of assessment related to strategic planning 

implementation within Ohio State Parks.  I would expect to observe some degree of 

variability in terms of the overall implementation score of individual action steps.  In 

addition, I would expect a degree of variability to be present in terms of the level of 

implementation within the broader goals, issues, and strategies from which the action 

steps are borne.   

Time Schedule 

February – coordinate with Ohio State Parks’ personnel to define project 
 
March – submit signed thesis proposal to School of Environment and Natural Resources; 
complete all required Graduate coursework contained in the dual degree program plan 
(Ag. Ed. 888) 
 
April – Data collection; apply for graduation by the second Friday of spring quarter 
(April 6, 2007) 
 
May – Begin revision process with graduate advisory committee; Conduct graduate 
defense; Present research in ENR 897; submit finalized thesis to the Graduate School by 
written deadline; take PPM comprehensive exam on May 18th  
 
June – Graduate with M.A. Public Policy and Management and, if possible, M.S. Natural 
Resources 
 
July – August – contingency period to complete thesis if graduation does not occur in 
June 
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Publication – Dissemination 
 
 This research will be of particular value to Ohio State Parks personnel.  

Therefore, I would anticipate a presentation to Ohio State Parks to discuss the findings of 

the research and subsequent implications.  The findings may be used by Ohio State Parks 

in various publications, including the annual report.  Additionally, an exit seminar will be 

given prior to graduation to present the findings of the research.  Various journals may be 

interested in the research, including the Strategic Management Journal, Public 

Administration Review, Academy of Management Review, Academy of Management 

Journal, and the Journal of Management.     
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