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Strategic planning is one of those terms that is often 
heard but rarely seen. Nearly all governments now 
have vision and mission statements, and these iconic 

phrases are plastered prominently on office walls, letterhead, 
and on the inside cover of budget documents and audit 
reports. These statements generally reflect good governance 
through good employees who provide good programs to good  
people. The vision and mission statements of Hanover County,  
Virginia, are no different (see Exhibit 1). 

Many governments leave these macro-statements to admin-
istrators and department heads to apply micro-operating 
strategies that will, it is hoped, correlate with the vision and 
mission statements. There may also be some terms in these 
statements for which little or no further direct involvement 
may be needed from local administration — for example, the 
education of children in areas that have local school boards. 
Many local school boards have the autonomy to provide 100 
percent of the service (and levy a tax to pay for it), and those 
school boards that rely on an appropriation from the local 
governing body are not held to any strategic program or out-
come correlated to any funding. 

One might think that if education is important enough for 
a mission statement, then it should be important enough for 
an engaged relationship with school officials, including pro-
active strategies and outcome goals. If the local government 
officials do not have a vested interest in the education of chil-
dren, then they need to consider removing the reference to 
education, as well as references to other non-vital concerns, 
from their mission statements. That exercise in itself could be 
a defining strategic point in local government.

PROVIDING FOCUS

The challenge jurisdictions face is translating good vision 

and mission statements into strategic pathways that can focus 

the entire organization on what is important to the com-

munity, allowing departments to effectively collaborate and 

share information and resources. These strategic pathways 

can also define results based on outcomes and comparisons 

with peers. The first step is asking senior leaders to define the 

process that will allow this transformation to occur — and the 

finance official needs to be a key senior leader throughout all 

steps of this journey.

Finance officials have a number of skills and attributes 

that make them uniquely positioned for this role. They pos-

sess the technical skills needed to develop and monitor a 

compliance-based framework, and they know the entire 

entity’s operations, resources, and systems. Finance officials 

also have great potential for developing strong working rela-

tionships with senior leaders from every department in the 

organization. While the chief administrative officer might 

also have the same or even better skills and attributes, this 

task works best with teams, not just one central leader. The 

teams should comprise senior leaders and other key employ-

ees who can best define where the organization has been, 

where it is going, and what framework needs to be applied 

to ensure success. 

Collaboration among departments is the foundation for 

financial stewardship and strategic planning. The finance 

official can see the entire field and thus has the ability to 

improve the use of financial resources throughout an organi-

zation. The Hanover County Finance Department has recur-

ring relationship meetings with key internal customers to 

outline financial strategies and tools that will help the county 

achieve its operational and strategic objectives. As a result, 

financial results and strategic objectives are integrated suc-

cessfully in areas such as: 

n �Information Technology (IT) Governance. Depart-

ments that make budget requests for technology 

enhancements must get their technology requests 

approved. 

n �Operational Action Plans. Departments develop action 

plans to define tasks for board initiatives and operational 

projects. 

Exhibit 1: Hanover County’s  
Vision and Mission Statements

Vision: Where a family of communities, inspired by its people, 
tradition, spirit, and history, is the foundation for its future. 

Mission: Provide a superior quality of life that is defined, 
encouraged, and supported by the community itself, where 
government focuses efficiently and effectively on the general 
well-being, education, and safety of the people, where ser-
vice delivery is based on sound financial practices, and where 
growth is managed in creative and innovative ways. 
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n �Integrated Dashboards. The finance department sum-

marizes and interprets performance measures that are 

reported on department-level dashboards, helping senior 

leaders assess the affects of strategic decisions. 

n �SharePoint. SharePoint software allows the county to 

communicate and share results and services that result 

from the financial and strategic planning process. Exhibit 

2 shows the SharePoint team site that department heads 

use to share dashboards and weekly briefs with other 

county leaders. Similar sites have been established as 

team sites and workspaces for departments, financial 

contacts, projects, and meetings. The county also has 

sites in development for strategic plans and financial 

products (e.g., budget, comprehensive annual financial 

report, and debt). 

FORMALIZING A STRATEGIC  
PLANNING PROCESS

Hanover County had a tradition spanning more than 20 

years of success in key areas: great schools, low crime, low 

taxes, and an array of independent verification of such suc-

cess (e.g., triple-A bond ratings, accreditations, high custom-

er survey satisfaction, and high bond referendum approval 

margins). However, there was also a sense that many of these 

accolades were not the result of any formal strategic planning 

process, but rather through the great efforts of employees, 

elected officials, and citizen engagement. 

What also resulted was an organizational culture that 

worked well in a decentralized manner with empowered 

department heads, many of whom had been leaders for more 

than 20 years. Over their careers, these senior leaders con-

tinually improved the service delivery methods their depart-

ments used, through their talented employees, and each of 

these departments represented islands of excellence.

However, while this operating model yielded success, 

succession planning led to a realization that the county 

faced a potential void in senior leadership, with one genera-

tion retiring over a five- to ten-year period. County officials 

therefore initiated strategic discussions to define how future 

senior leaders would be developed. The finance officer was 

Exhibit 2: SharePoint Team Web Site
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part of a team that discussed ways 

the islands of excellence could still 

thrive in a decentralized structure, 

with the finance perspective provid-

ing a common thread that allowed 

departments to work together, taking 

strategic and systematic approaches. 

This was the foundation for establish-

ing core competencies for Hanover 

County. 

The first step was developing stra-

tegic senior leadership skills for all 

department directors, assistant direc-

tors, and other key department lead-

ers. The Senior Executive Institute (SEI) program, offered by 

the Weldon Cooper Center at the University of Virginia, has 

one- and two-week programs that focus on high performing 

organizational theories and leadership traits. In addition to 

these SEI programs, the county also sends senior leaders 

to other leadership development programs in the state and 

region, including annual management retreats focused on 

leadership; Leadership Metro Richmond, a community-based 

program for public- and private-sector leaders in the region; 

and Baldrige-based training programs.

The second step was to begin developing formal strategic 

plans for two key functional areas: human services and pub-

lic safety. These departments already had strategic plans, but 

they had not yet taken a strategic approach to translating 

those strategic plans into functional pathways. In addition, 

other previously approved strategic plans — for economic 

development, education, and environment (which includes 

the county’s land use plan, rural and historical preservation, 

and public infrastructure and facility plans) — were updated 

with wider participation from senior leaders. The county 

adopted a five-year financial plan to address financial plan-

ning strategies for all departments, but additional enhance-

ments are forthcoming to evolve the financial plan into a 

separate strategic plan. 

The third step was finding a program that could provide 

a generic framework of questions, educational tools, and 

discussion points to help entities achieve success and sus-

tainability. The county selected the State of Virginia’s qual-

ity program, the U.S. Senate Productivity Quality and Award 

(SPQA). The program’s extensive 

application program helped foster 

strategic discussions and team-

building traits, with the county put-

ting together eight five-person teams 

of senior leaders, one for each pro-

gram category (see the “Baldrige 

National Quality Award” sidebar for 

more information about the catego-

ries that make up the framework for 

both the Baldrige and the SPQA pro-

grams). In essence, the application 

and ensuing award were merely 

byproducts of the process — the 

process itself was the rewarding 

experience. SPQA also requires a site visit and a feedback 

report that is provided by SPQA-trained volunteers (indi-

viduals who are technically proficient in strategic plan-

ning, similar to the technically proficient volunteers for the 

GFOA’s Distinguished Budget Presentation Awards program 

and Certificate of Achievement for Excellence in Financial 

Reporting program).

The SPQA application asks more than 100 questions, with 

many components for any one question. For example, the 

first question in the first category, Leadership, is: “How do 

SENIOR LEADERS set organizational VISION and VALUES? 

The challenge jurisdictions face is  

translating good vision and mission 

statements into strategic pathways that 

can focus the entire organization on 

what is important to the community, 

allowing departments to effectively  

collaborate and share information  

and resources.



	 32	 Government Finance Review | December 2010

How do SENIOR LEADERS DEPLOY your organization’s 

VISION and VALUES through your LEADERSHIP SYSTEM, 

to the WORKFORCE, to KEY suppliers and PARTNERS, and 

to CUSTOMERS and other STAKEHOLDERS, as appropriate? 

How do SENIOR LEADERS’ personal actions reflect a commit-

ment to the organization’s VALUES?” The capitalized words 

reflect terms used over and over throughout the application 

(about 30 terms in total), and one of the first strategic discus-

sions the county had was to define 

these terms from a Hanover perspec-

tive. Strategic planning exercises are 

likely to present challenges until con-

sistent interpretations and definitions 

for each of these terms are agreed on, 

so localities need to develop a glos-

sary of common terms from the outset 

to ensure mutual understanding.

Finance officials had a role in each of the three steps — 
developing strategic senior leadership skills, developing formal 
strategic plans, and using the SPQA program. The director of the 
finance department and two division directors went through 
the leadership training program. In addition, these finance offi-
cials were able to help frame strategic plan goals, review drafts, 
and provide feedback to help improve newly developed or 
updated strategic plans. Finally, the finance director co-chaired 

one of the SPQA category teams 
(Category 4: Measurement, Analysis, 
and Knowledge Management), and 
two other finance employees were on 
other teams.

MISSION FOCUS THEMES  
AND FOCUS AREAS

During the SPQA process and team 

meetings, it became apparent that 

Exhibit 3: Making the Connection

Hanover County created a connecting path between departments’ vision and mission statements and their operations.

Vision

Mission Statement

Strategic Areas
(Mission Themes — Focus Areas)

Strategic Plans
(Results — Trends, Comparative Peers)

Performance Measures
(Departmental Dashboards and SharePoint Tools)

Through strategic areas comprising 
mission themes and focus areas, the 
county developed strategic plans 
that could then be monitored using 
performance management tools.
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while vision and mission statements appeared to still be 

strong and relevant, there was a lack of connection between 

these statements and departmental operations. This situation 

needed to be corrected, and the connecting path between 

the vision and mission statements and the departments’ 

operations is illustrated in Exhibit 3. Through strategic areas 

comprising mission themes and focus areas, the county 

developed strategic plans that could then be monitored using 

performance management tools. 

 The county chose three mission themes — quality of life, 

well-being, and sustainability — that can best be achieved 

through three mission attributes — community, steward-

ship, and key services (see Exhibit 4). Each of the mission 

attributes has three mission focus areas. Hanover officials 

determined that these collective nine mission focus areas 

can best position the county to succeed, using strategic plans 

developed for every focus area. As noted previously, five stra-

tegic plans had already been developed with targeted senior 

leader input, and these were easily aligned with five of the 

focus areas. 

The remaining four focus areas (civic engagement, leader-

ship, workforce, financial) are all in the initial stages of strate-

gic plan development. The relationships among the existing 

strategic plans were evaluated during the SPQA process, and 

Exhibit 4: Mission Themes

Quality of Life,
Well-being and 
Sustainability

Community

Environment
Economic Development

Civic Engagement

Stewardship

Leadership
Workforce
Financial

Key Services

Education
Safety

Human Services

Exhibit 5: Defining Roles of Key Groups

	 n Citizens	

    Citizens	 n Businesses

	 n Students/Parents

	 n Political	

    Leaders	 n Appointed

	 n Senior Management

	

Employees
	 n County

	 n School
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One framework that allows organizations to develop, imple-

ment, analyze, and report their efforts is the Baldrige Criteria for 

Performance Excellence, a national quality award. There are also 

more than 40 state award programs that use the same criteria 

as the Baldrige Award, including the State of Virginia’s program, 

the U.S. Senate Productivity Quality and Award (SPQA). SPQA 

is the oldest state program, actually predating the national pro-

gram. Collectively, the national and state awards programs have 

received more than 11,000 applications from private, public, and 

non-profit organizations. The national program has awarded only 

84 awards, and the City of Coral Springs, Florida, is the only local 

government recipient. However, many local governments, which 

may not have won the award or even applied, have demonstrat-

ed the value of the Baldrige criteria by using this framework to 

help transform their organizations into strategic operations. The 

framework is made up of seven categories (see chart). 

 

As the overview in the awards application (available at http://

www.nist.gov/baldrige/) explains: 

Your organizational profile [shown at the top of the chart] 

sets the context for the way your organization operates. Your 

environment, key working relationships, and strategic chal-

lenges and advantages serve as an overarching guide for your 

organizational performance management system. 

The system operations are composed of the six Baldrige cat-

egories in the center of the figure that define your operations 

and the results you achieve. Leadership (Category 1), Strategic 

Planning (Category 2), and Customer Focus (Category 3) repre-

sent the leadership triad. These categories are placed together 

to emphasize the importance of a leadership focus on strategy 

and customers. Senior leaders set your organizational direction 

and seek future opportunities for your organization. Workforce 

Focus (Category 5), Process Management (Category 6), and 

Results (Category 7) represent the results triad. Your organiza-

tion’s workforce and key processes accomplish the work of the 

organization that yields your overall performance results. 

All actions point toward Results — a composite of product, 

customer, market and financial, and internal operational perfor-

mance results, including workforce, leadership, governance, and 

societal responsibility results. The horizontal arrow in the center 

of the framework links the leadership triad to the results triad, a 

linkage critical to organizational success. Furthermore, the arrow 

indicates the central relationship between Leadership (Category 

1) and Results (Category 7). The two-headed arrows indicate 

the importance of feedback in an effective performance manage-

ment system.

The system foundation of Measurement, Analysis, and 

Knowledge Management (Category 4) is critical to the effective 

management of your organization and to a fact-based, knowl-

edge-driven system for improving performance and competitive-

ness. Measurement, analysis, and knowledge management serve 

as a foundation for the performance management system.

As the director of the Baldrige National Quality Program says 

in the introductory application invitation: “Is addressing all the 

Baldrige criteria easy? No! But neither is achieving sustainable 

results in today’s challenging environment. Will the criteria help 

you think and act strategically? Yes. Will they help you align your 

processes and your resources? Yes. Will they help you engage 

your workforce and your customers? Yes. Are these worthwhile 

goals? You decide.”

The Baldrige National Quality Award

Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence Framework 
A Systems Perspective

Organizational Profile:
Environment, Relationships, and Challenges

2
Strategic  
Planning

5 
Workforce  

Focus

1
Leadership

7
Results

3
Customer  

Focus

6
Process  

Management

4
Measurement, Analysis, and Knowledge Management

Source: �The National Institute of Standards and Technology, an agency of the U.S. 
Commerce Department.
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gaps were identified. Further team collaboration, including 

both county and school senior leaders, will create better 

connections between an overall vision statement all the way 

through individual departmental operations.

The workforce strategic plan is an example of how impor-
tant it is for all the strategic plans to work together. Nearly all 
local governments have a personnel policy, but it tends not 
to be used as a strategic tool in determining the best ways 
to recruit, retain, and reward employees. The importance of  
a trained, productive, and collaborative-minded workforce  
is integral to success in implementing the other eight  
strategic plans.

The connections among each of the mission focus areas 
and their strategic plans made it possible to create an over-
arching strategic plan, which served as the framework and 
model for the structure and format of 
all strategic plans. This plan also pro-
vided a better connection between 
the mission focus areas and themes. 
This strategic plan is intended to cap-
ture the proper summary attributes, 
much like the summary section of  
a GFOA budget award-winning  
budget document.

 The entire organization can be 
improved by having senior leaders 

create strategic plans and help the entire workforce evolve 
into thinking strategically. However, there are two additional 
key groups — elected officials and customers. As Exhibit 5 
shows, these groups have vital roles, and any strategic exer-
cise should define how they should be engaged. For custom-
ers, civic engagement techniques (e.g., citizen committees, 
surveys, community meetings, and volunteerism) can be 
used to present information, solicit feedback, and make 
appropriate modifications to any government service. Elected 
officials (and any of their political appointees) need to be  
included as senior leaders in collaborative-based exercises. 
Some organizations include elected officials in their defini-
tion of senior leaders, while others work with elected officials 
in a uniquely defined manner. Hanover County works with 
elected officials in a uniquely defined manner regarding their 
ultimate responsibility, always keeping in mind their integral 
and close relationship with the customer.

 Because elected officials can take formal action through 
ordinances, polices, and appropriations, any strategic plan-
ning must have their support. As the input, interest, and col-
laboration of elected officials vary from locality to locality, 
and even from election to election, senior leaders need to 
determine the strategic approach that works best in their 
organizations. Hanover County provides all candidates with 
any resources that can help orient them about existing stra-
tegic plans, traditions, and perspectives. And once elected, 
new officials participate in an extensive orientation program 
before their terms start. The program emphasizes the impor-
tance of strategic plans that are producing desired commu-
nity outcomes.

Hanover County officials also discuss all new strategic 
plans with elected officials in public meetings to best meet 
the goals of the elected officials and community. Thereafter, 
the strategic plans are presented to the public annually, keep-

ing all parties engaged. The county’s 
goal is to formally update each stra-
tegic plan every five years through a 
collaborative among senior county 
leaders, elected officials, and custom-
ers. Again, all these exercises require 
the participation of senior leaders 
from the finance department, both on 
direct teams associated with specific 
strategic plans and to provide feed-
back on the other strategic plans. 

The entire organization can be 

improved by having senior leaders 

create strategic plans and help  

the entire workforce evolve into 

thinking strategically.
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CONCLUSIONS

Finance officials provide the exper-
tise to best quantify the funding and 
related resources that are required 
to accomplish strategic plan goals. 
If costs are too high to undertake 
in any one budget cycle, Hanover 
County develops phased approach-
es, usually within the adopted five-
year financial plan. Finance officials can offer their high-level 
understanding to align the strategic plans for the greatest 
potential success. For example, the finance official can best 
structure bond referendum questions that can yield the great-
est community support and accomplishment of strategic 
plans. 

While all of these efforts might appear to just take more time 
(and more meetings) in a workplace already filled with time 
constraints, they ultimately create efficiency gains that will 
improve the organization and focus its attention on the issues 
that are important to it. In Hanover County, the finance offi-
cial is active in initiating action plans to provide opportunities 
for improvement, as well as reviewing the SPQA feedback. 
Often citizens, elected officials, employees, and even fellow 
senior leaders can distract senior leaders, leading them to 
respond, analyze, and report on items that are not relevant to 

the mission-based outcomes of the 
organization. Some organizations 
put substantial time and efforts into 
these squeaky-wheel topics, often at 
the expense of key services or pro-
active strategic approaches. 

Every finance official has earned 

the senior leader distinction, along 

with a seat at the table in advocating 

for strategic discussions. Ideally, the finance official should 

be part of the small steering team of senior leaders and in 

charge of the team in one of the mission-focus areas. Other 

departmental leaders in the finance department should also 

serve on teams that focus on other mission areas. This provides 

the organization with the potential to function at peak perfor-

mance, and at the same time provides job enrichment and 

learning experiences that will help the finance official improve 

and evolve professionally. y
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Finance officials provide the expertise 
to best quantify the funding and  
related resources that are required  
to accomplish strategic plan goals.

Organizational Assessment Services 
You know your finances. But do you know whether your financial function is properly organized and  

operating at peak efficiency? Managing staffing, technology, customer service, and compliance can  

be a complicated undertaking. The rubric of “finance” includes many disparate areas: budgeting,  

treasury, procurement, and other disciplines. Managing performance at an optimal level of efficiency, 

while maintaining effective controls, is a delicate matter. GFOA consulting services can help you 
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