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Planning is Valuable; The Plan Much Less So 

In The Art of War, the great Chi-
nese military strategist Sun Tzu ob-
served: “the general who wins a battle
makes many calculations in his tem-
ple ere the battle is fought. The gen-
eral who loses a battle makes but few
calculations beforehand.”

Over a millennia later, the Prus-
sian Field Marshal Helmuth von Molt-
ke (The Elder) offered a different view
on such planning “calculations”: “No
plan of operations,” he wrote, “sur-
vives the first collision with the main
body of the enemy.” Or, as Moltke’s
thinking is often pithily summarized:
“No plan survives contact with the
enemy.”

Who is right? Sun Tzu or Moltke?
Are lots of calculations the key to
victory? Or, once the battle begins, is
the plan irrelevant?

Actually, I think, these two conclu-
sions are not at all contradictory.
Both Sun Tzu and Moltke are right.
For while Moltke’s observation con-
cerns the actual battle plan, Sun Tzu
is focused on the planning. The plan-
ning may, indeed, be extremely valu-
able, even though the chosen plan
may rarely (if ever) work as originally
conceived.

After all, there are two ways to
discover the deficiencies in any plan.
The first is to spend a lot of time and
energy planning—thinking through all
the possible consequences of each
alternative, indeed of each specific
component of each alternative, and
then to develop ways to neutralize
potential problems. The second is to
start using the plan, which will quick-
ly reveal multiple, unanticipated defi-
ciencies. The brain trust of planners
may have considered the specific
causes behind many of these deficien-
cies to be possible but highly
improbable. And they may have never
even anticipated many of the others.

Once, however, something goes
wrong (which Murphy says it will),
what should those who developed the
battle plan—let alone their lieuten-
ants on the front line—do? They have

crafted a well-planned plan. And they
have started to carefully implement it.
Oops! Their brilliant plan is now ob-
solete.

Fortunately, if the planners—in the
process of developing their plan—
have made “many calculations,” they
are much better prepared to make
some quick and intelligent adjust-
ments. For amongst their multiple
calculations may be one or three that
reflected their prescient concern for
the problem that now requires their
chosen plan to be scrapped—or, at
least, modified.

Sure, they originally dismissed this
now significant problem as farfetched.
They failed to take it seriously
enough. Still, they did consider it.
They thought about what they might
do if the improbable happened. Then,
they forgot about it.

Until now. Until some of the specif-
ics of their original plan were exposed
as defective.

Still, having already thought about
this or similar improbabilities—and
thus having thought about what they
might do in response—they can now
modify their strategy, developing an
adaptation that maintains the core
concepts and key components of their
original strategy while reconciling
them with the new complication.

The more calculations that the
planners originally made, the more
likely they are to have considered the
impossible that has now become an
annoying reality.

Inevitably, all public executives—
whether they are trying to win bat-

tles, protect the environment, or save
childrens’ lives—must balance plan-
ning with action.

Planning demands a variety of
“what if?” calculations. What should
we do if this happens? What might we
do if that happens? And if the room is
full of clever planners—specifically
planners who are ingenious enough
and devious enough to invent poten-
tial problems that normal folks could
never envisage—the number of “what
if?” possibilities to be examined can
balloon.

Both Sun Tzu and Moltke were
correct. Planning is most certainly
valuable—less, however, for the plan
that was finally chosen than for the
conscious deliberation about all of the
contingencies that the team of brain-
storming planners could contemplate.

For the final plan will inevitably
have multiple flaws, inadequacies,
deficiencies, imperfections, weak-
nesses, and faults. But in the process
of planning, the team will have—or, at
least, should have—made many cal-
culations. This planning is what pre-
pares them to deal with the inevitably
unexpected.

Perhaps the combined lesson that
these two military strategists have for
all public executives is: First, do a lot
of planning, making the necessary
calculations for the full abundance of
troublesome contingencies that you
(and your teenage children) can envi-
sion. Second, once you start imple-
menting your plan, be prepared to
quickly recognize that things aren’t
going exactly as your original (and
certainly brilliant) plan had intended.
Third, don’t dither before making the
necessary adjustments.  d
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Bad policy design often starts in
ignorance of what an organiza-
tion can and cannot do. Only
once policy designers develop the
knowledge about how different
organizations really work—how
they produce results—can they
wisely design public policies.

 To be sure you get next month’s issue, subscribe yourself at: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport.  It’s free! 

 For the inside secrets about Driving Government Performance, go to:  http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport.

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/about/faculty-staff-directory/robert-behn
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/ee/behnreport
http://www.amazon.com/PerformanceStat-Potential-Leadership-%2522Innovative-Governance/dp/0815725272/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401042874&sr=1-1&keywords=The+PerformanceStat+Potential
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport
http://hks.harvard.edu/EE/BehnReport

