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From Intention to Success
Autumn in Michigan is definitely my favorite time of year. In addition 
to the crisp air and high school football, it’s strategic-planning season! 
The family-business clients with whom I work fall into two camps: 
those who have hired facilitators to help with strategic planning in the 
past, only to find the deliverables complex and overwhelming to manage, 
and those who weren’t sure where to begin and ignored strategic 
planning altogether. 

I have some good news for you: Strategy doesn’t have to be complicated 
to be effective! It’s certainly better to have a straightforward plan in place 
(rather than an inflated plan that confuses and overwhelms your team), 
or no plan at all. In this inaugural issue of Michigan Family Business, we 
share the insight and tips you need to plan for success in 2020. 

Going into the new year, I look forward to bringing you inspiring stories 
of Michigan family-business leaders, like you, and advice from experts 
who specialize in helping Michigan family businesses thrive.

p.s. As a fellow Michigan business owner, I’m excited to help you celebrate 
the success of family business in our state. If there are topics you’d like 
to see addressed in a future issue of Michigan Family Business, send your 
ideas to kris@krismarshconsulting.com. 

Strategic plans do not 

have to be complicated  

to be effective.
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Begin with the End in Mind
For successful strategic planning, make sure all owners 
are traveling in the same direction.

Photo by Brendan Church, Unsplash

F amily businesses have a unique dynamic.  
In addition to daily operational concerns, 
owners and employees have to navigate 
personal relationships, which can make 

decision-making a challenge. 

But before strategic planning can happen effectively, 
each decision maker, from owner to board member 
to key employee, needs to agree on a clear and 
united vision for the company’s future. With 
personal feelings and, often, conflicting individual 
goals in play, how can you make that happen?

The answer is to get each stakeholder to clearly 
articulate the personal goals they have that are related 
to the family business. It’s not unusual to have one 
owner who wishes to retire, one who wishes to find 
an exit strategy out of the business, and another who 
wishes to pass the business onto their children. 

Once you have full disclosure of what each owner 
envisions for their own future, you can begin to 
reconcile those goals into a clear vision for the 
company. ■
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FEATURE

Plan Your  
Way to 

the Top 
Use this proven 7-step  

strategic-planning  
process to do it.

by Kris Marsh

When Kelly Wehner, president 

of Case Systems & BOSTONtec, 

was ready to create a strategic 

plan with her team, she knew 

it needed to be a manageable 

process. Her team had been 

through a complex strategic-

planning process in the past,  

and she knew they were  

skeptical about doing it again.
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FEATURE

“For most of our company’s history, we’ve had more opportunity than we could 
handle,” says Wehner. “That changed with the economic downturn several years 
back. Although we were able to weather the storm, business had become much 
more difficult to come by. The opportunities were fewer and competition much 
greater. We knew we had to change our focus from working in the business to 
working on the business.” 

When Wehner and I first spoke, in the fall of 2018, it was clear that her first 
priority was finding a strategic planning process that would not overwhelm her 
already busy leadership team. The solution? A streamlined approach to strategic 
planning that would clarify direction, unite stakeholders, and focus resources in 
just seven well-executed steps.
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The strategic plan sets the 

direction and intent for your 

business. Next, your team must 

develop project plans to turn  

that intention into commitment 

and action. 

In our 7-step strategic planning 

process, we called this step 

action planning. It’s an exercise 

in deciding—and planning—the 

projects, initiatives, and activities 

that are required to implement  

a strategy. 

Each project plan should include 

scope, objectives, milestones, 

deadlines, and accountability 

assignments.

We knew we had to change our focus from working in  
the business to working on the business.”   

— Kelly Wehner, President, Case Systems & BOSTONtec

Project Planning 

STEP 1: Vision 
Family-owned businesses have an added layer of 
complexity in strategic planning that begins with 
agreement on a clear vision for the future of the 
company. Often, what feels like a clear direction to 
company owners, is not clear to other stakeholders, 
including key employees and even other family 
members. It’s critical to have a facilitated discussion 
with owners and company leaders to reconcile and 
clarify a united vision. 

There are two ways to approach vision development. 
The first is to create a statement of purpose for the 
organization. Consider the questions: Why do we 
exist? What do our customers—and the market—
ultimately gain from the work we do? This approach 
helps your team to get in touch with the roots of 
your family-owned business and the value you’re 
capable of providing to customers.

The second approach is more forward-thinking. 
It requires your team to think outside the box and 
stretch the boundaries of what they believe is possible. 
Using that approach, your team should brainstorm 
answers to the question: What do we hope to have 
achieved in 10 years? Unlike a statement of purpose, 
as with the first approach, this is a statement of what 
the perfect future looks like for your family business. 

In either case, a vision statement does not address the 
question of how you will achieve the vision. Rather, 
it’s a clear and simple statement of what you envision 
for the company’s future.

STEP 2: Values 
“Before the strategic-planning process, we were clear 
on one thing: our corporate values,” says Wehner. 
“Our company owners knew that growth, integrity, 
teamwork, achievement, and positive attitude were 
key to our success. Our challenge became building 
a strategic plan that embodied those values, while 
creating a clear and financially sustainable path 
forward.”

In fact, most family-business owners have a clear 
set of core values in mind. During that step of 
strategic planning, the goal is to clarify, define, and 
communicate those values to the entire organization. 
And to ask yourself whether those values are 
something you’re willing to stand by when tough 
decisions present themselves. Core values should 
serve as the nonnegotiable rules of engagement, 
defining how you will and will not do business. 

STEP 3: Analysis 
Situational analysis is especially tricky in a family-
owned business, because it requires a brutal level of 
honesty. During that phase of strategic planning, 
you’re looking both outside and inside your 
organization to identify and address hidden 
strengths and weaknesses. It can be especially 
helpful to engage the service of an experienced 
strategic facilitator during that time. 

“Bringing in an outside facilitator is well worth 
the investment,” Wehner notes. “They’re able to 
challenge your current paradigm. The challenge 
will ultimately result in a plan that will guide you 
to capitalize on your greatest opportunities and 
mitigate your greatest risks.”

Search “strategic planning” online, and you’ll find 
dozens of frameworks, from 5 Cs to 5 Forces. While 
those frameworks present additional ways to view 
external and internal factors, the same results 
can be achieved employing a traditional SWOT 
analysis. The key to a successful SWOT (strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, threats) is to create a 
safe space for all key stakeholders to share their 
ideas and concerns about the current state of the 
family business.    
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STEP 4: Key Challenges  
and Opportunities
Anytime a company invests in situational analysis, time also 
needs to be invested in transforming that data into useful 
information. I like to call this step “applying the so-what 
factor.” Once you have your company’s strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats on paper, what are you going to do 
about it? How does the list inform your next step? How does it 
inform your strategy?

I recommend bringing your company leadership together, 
once again, to prioritize the SWOT analysis. In a perfect 
world, every family-owned business would have unlimited 
resources. In reality, even the largest do not. To that end, 
companies need to prioritize which strategies they will tackle 
and how to optimize resource use. Engage the entire team to 
brainstorm which items in each quadrant are most critical 
and/or have the most potential to move the company closer to 
the shared vision.

STEP 5: Objectives 
With key opportunities and key challenges in hand, family 
business leaders can more easily prioritize 12-, 24-, and 
36-month objectives.  

“We needed a plan that would provide vision for the future, 
focused on what we wanted to be, which also included specific, 
actionable details and measurable results,” says Wehner. “It 
was important for the plan to clearly guide our employees in 
decision-making on a day-to-day basis: Where do we invest 
our time and money, and where do we not invest our time and 
money.”

Leaders should be realistic about how many objectives their 
teams can manage in the short-, mid-, and long-term horizons. 
Three to five key objectives tend to be the sweet spot for focus 
and manageability. 

“The formal plan has been a great communication tool for 
directing our employees, helping them understand where the 
company is heading, what their part is in our journey, and what 
they can expect as results,” says Wehner. 

CASE SYSTEMS |  BOSTONTEC
Midland, Michigan
Commercial Casework and Specialty Workstations

Coming together to positively impact people’s lives.

What it means to their team: Case Systems has a vision of bringing 
together their brand offers, teams, and resources to create purpose-
driven environments that improve lives. This vision statement 
serves as a beacon of that idea for their team and stakeholders, 
keeping everyone focused on the commitment to put people first.

casesystems.com/bostontec.com

J. RANCK ELECTRIC
Mt. Pleasant, Michigan 
Electrical and Communications Contracting 

The contractor of choice, setting the standard for  
talent, agility, and complex project execution.

What it means to their team: Since day one, J. Ranck Electric’s 
leadership has strived to provide a level of service and problem-
solving that cannot be beat. Within their company, they defined 
it as being the best, but wanted more clarity for their team and 
customers. Now, their vision says it all. They strive to be the 
contractor of choice for their customers; not just meeting industry 
standards but setting new ones. 

jranck.com

Visions that  
Inspire and Connect

FEATURE
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STEP 6: Strategy Set 
Now is the time to determine how you will achieve each 
objective. Although strategy is often confused with tactic, 
strategy is a decision and statement of how you will achieve 
each objective.

Keep in mind that it is possible for an objective to have more 
than one related strategy, and for a strategy to support more 
than one objective. Synergy is a good thing!

Allow your team to spend time brainstorming and considering 
new ideas and paths. Resist the urge to fall into the trap of 
relying on past methods or strategies at the cost of dismissing 
new ideas.  

Leaders should be realistic about 

how many objectives their teams 

can manage in the short-, mid-,  

and long-term horizons.

SWOT Analysis

STEP 7: Action Plans
Action planning is where leadership teams can drop the ball with their 
strategic plan. Strategy sets the intention. Action plans create ownership, 
commitment, and accountability. 

Each strategy needs to be supported by an action plan that defines key 
milestones and required resources. ■

Strengths Opportunities

Key Opportunities

Weaknesses Threats
Key Challenges



FAMILY-BUSINESS SPOTLIGHT 

PHOTO

Kelly Wehner, President of 
Case Systems & BOSTONtec 

Photo by Adam Salgat, Push Productions
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FAMILY-BUSINESS SPOTLIGHT 

Strategy & Marketing Consultant Kris Marsh Interviews  
Kelly Wehner, President,  
Case Systems & BOSTONtec 
Located in Midland, Michigan, Case Systems is a nationally recognized casework producer. In 2003, the company added BOSTONtec 
to the family, offering ergonomic workstations for fulfillment, assembly, and laboratory applications.

KM: What was the motivation for Case Systems  
& BOSTONtec to invest in strategic planning?  

KW: For most of our company’s history, we’ve had more 
opportunity than we could handle. That changed with the economic 
downturn. Although we were able to weather the storm, business 
had become much more difficult to come by. The opportunities 
were fewer and the competition much greater. We knew we had  
to change our focus from working in the business to working on  
the business. 

KM: What was the most important consideration your  
team had when choosing a strategic-planning partner? 

KW: We wanted a facilitator who was from our region, who 
understood the area workforce dynamics and could relate to the 
challenges businesses in our region were facing. From there, we 
looked for a provider who had the ability to tailor the engagement  
to our company—its capability, leadership approach, and culture. 
Lastly, we wanted a repeatable process. One that allowed our 
leadership group to develop skills that support similar planning 
processes for their vertical functional areas.  

KM: What is your key success indicator? 

KW: Ours is a five-year plan that launched recently, so success 
of the plan itself is still aspirational. What we’ve seen success with 
is the planning process itself. We’ve gained a greater understanding 
of strategic planning and its importance to an organization as a 
leadership team. The formal plan has been a great communication 
tool for directing our employees, helping them understand where  
the company is going, what their part is in our journey, and what  
they can expect as a result. 

KM: What has been an unexpected outcome  
of your strategic planning experience? 

KW: The planning process could seem difficult and awkward  
at times, but it allowed us to grow as a leadership team. We  
have several members of our team who have shorter tenures.  
The process allowed us old-timers an opportunity to hear from  
the less-tenured group and learn from their input. The outcome  
was definitely much richer.

KM: What advice would you give to other Michigan  
family-business leaders who are considering, or starting,  
the strategic-planning process? 

KW: With today’s business environment becoming faster  
and more complex, it’s critical for companies to plan for the  
future. We don’t have the luxury of letting business just happen.  
The strategic-planning process helps company leaders get clear  
on what they want the future to be and to craft the road map to  
get there. That road map ensures that everyone on the team is  
going in the same direction. And bringing in an outside facilitator  
is well worth the investment. They are able to challenge your  
current paradigm, resulting in a plan that will guide you to  
capitalize on your greatest opportunities and mitigate your  
greatest risks. ■

We've gained a greater understanding of 

strategic planning and its importance to 

an organization as a leadership team.
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FUNCTIONAL FOCUS

NEXT UP 

Family-Business  
Succession Planning
Who	will	take	the	keys?

Get Started in  
Finding Who’s Next

Lack of succession planning continues to threaten 
the longevity of many Michigan family-owned 
businesses. — GVSU, Family Owned Business 
Institute

Most family-business owners understand that 
succession planning is important—even critical to 
the long-term sustainability of their business. Yet 
fewer than half have formal succession plans in 
place. Why? In addition to the complexities of new 
business agreements, updated business valuations, 
business continuation plans, restructuring or 
reorganizing considerations, and new governance 
structures (to name a few), succession planning for 
a family business is highly personal. That means 
that decisions aren’t always easy.

Of business owners expecting to retire within five 
years, fewer than half have chosen a successor.   
— Family Business Alliance

There are steps business leaders can take to create 
an objective framework for decision-making and 
future leader development plans.

Eighty percent of family businesses surveyed  
in West Michigan stated they intend for the 
business to be passed onto the succeeding 
generation. Still, only 19 percent report they  
have begun planning for succession.   
— GVSU, Family Owned Business Institute

From an HR perspective, succession planning is 
the process of identifying and developing people 
with the potential to fill vital business leadership 
positions in the company. The goal of succession 
planning is to ensure there’s a plan to fill key 
positions as they open, regardless of whether or 
not the opening is expected. As such, succession 
planning includes identification and development 
of knowledge and skill gaps, so successors are 
prepared to assume those roles.

Just 18% of family businesses say they have  
a robust succession plan.  — PWC   ■

1. Identify the fundamental positions  
on your business leadership team

2. Document each role, including 
responsibilities and qualifications  
for each identified position

3. Select potential successors for each 
important position, based on a rating  
of ready now, ready in 1–5 years, and 
ready in 5+ years  

4. Conduct a talent review for each 
chosen successor, comparing current 
qualifications against what is required  
for the key position they might assume

5. Communicate with the potential 
successor for each position

6. Create successor transition and 
development plans based on talent 
reviews and knowledge transfer needs

7. Implement successor development plans
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FUNCTIONAL FOCUS

From the Inside Out
Communicate	your	vision	to	those	within	your	business.		
You’ll	guide	them	in	their	decision-making	and	motivate		
them	to	share	it	with	the	outside	world.		

Get Started in  
Finding Who’s Next

Leverage Your Strategic 
Plan to the Max… 
...with	internal	and	external	
communications.

by Kris Marsh

There’s a saying by Dag Hammarskjöld, the 
Swedish economist and diplomat, that goes:  

Never look down to test the ground before taking 
your next step; only he who keeps his eye fixed on 
the far horizon will find the right road.

Your business’ vision statement is like the horizon. 
Before you and your team can set meaningful 
objectives, you need to see what’s before you and 
know where you’re going.

As leaders, we already believe in our vision 
statement. Yet often we don’t devote enough 
time to communicating and explaining it to our 
employees in a way that allows them to clearly see 
the next horizon for our business.

If your workforce isn’t using the horizon—your 
vision—to inform their decision-making, there 
may be a gap in communication. Ask yourself: 
Have you shared your vision with them in a clear 
and meaningful way?

Communication makes the difference.

And communicating the vision isn’t solely the job 
of your marketing department. To generate buy-in 
and engagement, your vision needs to be shared in 
a meaningful way—from the top down.

Invite all members of your team to embrace your 
vision by clearly communicating it—and their role 
in moving it forward. A clear understanding of the 

company vision will guide them in daily decision-
making, and motivate them to share the vision 
with the outside world. So, how do you make it 
happen?

There are four keys to effectively communicating 
your vision internally:

Communicate. Communicate early. Communicate 
often. Communicate relentlessly.

While most things are best done in moderation, 
communicating your vision statement is the 
opposite. Find multiple ways to communicate and 
reinforce it, using channels that go beyond posting 
the words on the wall of your lunch room.

Discuss it in team meetings, include it in setting 
employee goals, print it in each company 
publication, and find ways to keep it top of mind by 
emblazoning it on items your employees use every 
day, like coffee mugs, shirts, and equipment.

If you’re successful in sharing your vision with 
people on the inside, you make your job on the 
outside easier. Why? Because you can focus on 
leading the family business, trusting your team to 
carry your vision out into the world.

Be proud of the vision your family business has, 
share it, and keep looking to the horizon! ■

Once your team has completed strategic 
planning, the work has just begun. Now it’s time 
to implement the plan—and you’ll need the 
entire organization onboard to get it done. 

In addition to internal communications, you’ll 
likely have components that you need or want 
to share with external stakeholders. It’s time for 
strategic communication planning! 

Communication Planning
Get started with this simple framework: 

Identify your target audience groups. This may 
include employees, leadership teams, board 
members, customers, vendors, and partners.

Determine your communication objectives. How 
will you know if your communication strategy has 
been a success?

Develop your key messages, including calls to 
action. What do you want people to know and 
do as a result of the communication?

Select communication tactics and channels. How 
and where will you reach your audience groups?

Create a communication schedule and plan. 
When and how will you communicate?

Launch your communication plan. Who owns and 
has accountability for plan execution?

Follow up! Repetition and reinforcement are key 
to communication success.

by Mimi Bell
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FAMILY-BUSINESSES BY THE NUMBERS

Questions to Ask During  
Business-Process Design

Create procedures that support your strategic plan.
by Kris Marsh

Percentage of family- 
owned businesses with no 

strategic plan in place.

Percentage of family-owned 
businesses with only informal 
plans in place.

Percentage of family-owned 
businesses with documented 
and budgeted plans in place.

27%

42%
31%

All statistics from Global Family Business Survey, PWC, 2019
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How? At each process step, ask how that task is 
going to be done. The point is to uncover gaps in 
systems or tools that are required to do the work  
as effectively and efficiently as possible. 

Why? Along the way, ask why each step is being 
done. Make certain that each step adds enough value 
to justify the work. It’s not uncommon to find work 
being done just because it has always been done 
that way. 

Where? Here’s where we think about logical fits and 
economic efficiency. Consider whether each step 
should be completed internally or externally, and 
which function has the capabilities and information 
to be able to complete the work efficiently.

Who? At each step, ask who’s going to do the work. 
Without assigned accountability, work tends to fall 
into holes and disappear, which creates a break in 
the process. 

When? Each major step will require agreement on 
just how long it will take to complete. By establishing 
reasonable lead times, others can plan their work 
accordingly—and an overall process timeline can  
be established. 

The real value in business-process design isn’t in 
boxes on paper. The value is in the work that’s 
performed to identify, address, and remove the 
roadblocks toward successfully completing the job. 
The final business process is simply a manifestation  
of the problem-solving. ■

Planning for Growth
Our research shows family 
businesses that make their 
values explicit and measurable, 
and incorporate them into  
strategic plans, see better 
returns and greater longevity. 
– PWC

If you’re like most people, the words “business process” make you shudder. They feel confining, stifling your creativity and handcuffing you to mind-numbing 
work. But it doesn’t have to be that way! Done right, the work of business-process design can make our jobs easier by ensuring we have the right tools in place 
and eliminating non-value-added work. Here are five questions a good business-process designer will ask:



Outsource your publications and focus on 
what you do best—run your business!

Do You Wear Too Many     
          Hats As It Is …

Schedule a free, 15-minute, no-obligation telephone consult on how 
custom publishing and custom content might help your company  
meet its marketing communications objectives. Contact Mimi Bell  
at 989-412-5181 or mimi@alchymistpub.com today!

… without producing your 
company magazine, annual  
report, or newsletter in-house?

 Customer magazines 
 Distributor and client newsletters 
 Annual reports 
 Conference catalogs and  

training guides 
 Case studies and special reports 

 Sustainability reports 

 Executive biographies  
and small-press books 

 Commemorative editions 

 Aligned digital content  
and content blogs 

LET US HELP YOU PRODUCE CONTENT 
THAT WILL BUILD YOUR BRAND:

www.alchymistpub.com
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