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Abstract

Strategic client briefing is now recognised as an essential
component of best practice in facilities management. A
number of different briefing approaches have evolved, or
are being developed, and this paper presents strategic
needs analysis (SNA). It has been applied within six
project-inception studies with real clients, for developing
and choosing a strategic direction for the project being
considered by all the stakeholders. Moreover, a survey of
stakeholders was carried out after each study, in order to
find out how well participants thought the workshop
performed in terms of six key process characteristics. Such
key characteristics were further divided into a total of 41
additionally assessed attributes considered as important
within the client-briefing process. Analysis of such
assessments revealed some interesting positive and
negative features. Consequently, the SNA approach was
refined. Presents the major findings of the work carried
out along with some observations about overall
processes, and suggestions for further improving strategic
client briefing using SNA or similar approaches.
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1 The process

A number of approaches towards the strategic
client briefing process have been developed.
We begin by briefly introducing what the
literature and practitioners say such
approaches should aspire to, before
explaining how and why we developed our
own approach.

1.1 Requirements

Many approaches, such as decision analysis
(Coyle, 1972; Raiffa, 1968; Watson and
Buede, 1988) aim to create and develop
alternative strategies during strategic
management activities. However, few of them
appear to have been applied to the process
that converts the strategy into property
investment decisions or corporate real estate
to support them. Indeed, Green (1992,
1996), Latham (1994), Egan (1998) and
Chartered Surveyor Monthly (1998) have
highlighted the need for skilled specialist
practitioners to bridge the gap between
corporate strategy and the development of
building projects to realise such strategy.

Any process adopted should occur during
the project inception stage. It should confirm
and extend the decision to build (new-build,
extend, renovate, upgrade, remodel) and it
must reflect the environment of the
organisation by being sensitive to the
strategic direction identified within the
strategic management process. The literature
also states that any such process should
capture the organisation’s mission, vision
and values that guide the process of
considering alternatives that satisfy the
strategic direction already determined. The
process needs to be useful, flexible, well
organised, sensitive to client and stakeholder
needs and designed to provide more
effective, efficient, innovative and better
solutions (Gray et al., 1994; Karma and
Anumba, 2001).

Our own discussions of a proposed
methodology with several client bodies,
consultants, academics and colleagues
pointed to a series of additional features that
should be incorporated into any strategic
client briefing process. However, the
challenge was to have a minimum number of
characteristics whilst still largely achieving the
aim of each suggestion. Thus, in summary
any methodology must ideally:
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+  satisfy the principles of problem solving;
»  create a number of strategic options for
the future direction of the organisation;

+ actively involve a range of different types
of stakeholder;

« adopt a rigorous means of decision
making;

»  allow each participant to contribute to the
decision-making process irrespective of
their position and role within the
organisational hierarchy;

+ involve external stakeholders who can
contribute to development of a strategic
direction;

«  challenge organisational assumptions and
prescriptive responses to service delivery;

+ provide commitment to decisions in order
to improve the chances of
implementation;

»  be supported by senior management
through to final decision making; and

- complete the process in as short a time as
possible — preferably in a maximum of
two days.

In order to satisfy as many of these
requirements as possible, we have developed
our own approach — strategic needs analysis
(SNA). It has been so named in order to
capture its essence using a few words that
identify its concentration on the strategic
efforts of the client and stakeholder group. A
feature of the approach is its use of the
Strategizer (Wyatt, 1995a, b, 1999) software
for decision making in SNA applications.

1.2 Our chosen approach — SNA

SNA was designed with the aim of making a
positive contribution to the inception of a
project. It also starts with the premise that the
solution delivered will be the most
appropriate to satisfy stakeholders’ strategic
needs and this is likely to be, but may not
always be assumed to be, a construction
project. SNA also reflects, and is sensitive to,
the strategic direction identified within the
strategic management process and so overlaps
it. Indeed, strategic management (Viljoen,
1994; David, 1997; Thompson and
Strickland, 1995) and problem-solving
approaches (Ackoff, 1978; Popper, 1994)
have much in common,

The process is based on the involvement of
as many significant stakeholders as is
practically possible. These are
representatives, direct and indirect, who may
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have an interest in, and can make a
contribution to, the proposed project. They
include:

»  the owner;

* managers, executives, facility managers,
project manager(s);

+ staff or employees;

+  purchasers, sub-contractors, suppliers
and other process or service providers;

*  tenants, residents, community
representatives, neighbours;

»  visitors, customers, potential and future
customers, users, partners or interest
groups;

+  design team members (if appropriate);
and

«  others, depending on the project and
attitude of the organisation to
participation, and involvement in the
process.

This stakeholder group should ideally include
members of the client group from the
strategic to the operational levels of the
organisation. Clearly, it should involve some
participants who have an interest in the
service, product or possible facility. An
essential aim of the process is that
stakeholders should broaden and re-orientate
their frame of reference in defining projects
from the prescriptive and standard response,
to one where they have a strategic view of
their own organisation’s true goals, objectives,
needs and requirements. Any identified
options must be consistent with the strategic
direction enunciated by the organization in its
strategic management processes and
statements.

In short, whatever the approach adopted
during the project inception stage(s), we aim
to implement a broad-based process that can
deliver the following benefits:

«  recognition of the opportunity created by
the decision to build;

« client commitment to the project;

+  greater client understanding of the brief
and the problem(s) it is attempting to
solve;

+ clearer formulation of the service needs,
functonal requirements and objectives;

» improved versatility or flexibility of the
selected project option because a more
thorough evaluation of its purpose has
been carried out;

- dissemination of client and user
information to the design team; and
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+  broad discussion of the proposed
activities within the new facility by all the
participants.

Hence the objectives of SNA are to:

» develop a service vision for the
organisation based on a clear
understanding of the use and demand for
such services;

« involve as many as possible of the existing
and potential stakeholders in the
definition of alternative strategies;

« identify many realistic alternative
strategies for the achievement of the
vision;

* analyse the alternative strategies with the
stakeholders;

+ decide on a preferred strategy; and

+  assist in the preparation of the
performance brief to guide the later, more
prescriptive, design or project brief.

Finally, it recognises that in a strategic
environment the options or choices facing the
decision maker(s) may not, and often cannot,
be fully described. It accepts that information
at this stage is not exhaustive or perfect, but
nonetheless a decision to set the course for the
project has to be made. So SNA probably
represents an effective decision gatekeeper for
reflecting on the choices, possibly introducing
a new one (or new ones) not previously
considered and then confirming the agreed
choice.

1.3 Mechanisms within SNA

The SNA process uses standard planning

workshop, problem-solving techniques

(Popper, 1994; Lichfield et al., 1975;

Rosenhead, 1989; Checkland and Scholes,

1990) and progresses through the following

major activities:

(1) collect information to understand the
nature of the problem;

(2) discuss and analyse the problem;

(3) develop options to solve the problem;

(4) decide on a preferred option or direction;
and

(5) make a recommendation to implement
the preferred option.

In practice, SNA is a three-stage process:

(1) information seminar (understand the
problem);

(2) workshop one (develop appropriate
options to solve the problem); and

(3) workshop two (decide and recommend).
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The structure is shown diagrammatically in
Figure 1.

SNA aims to not only achieve involvement
of all the stakeholders, but also to ensure
senior management is committed to the
process and the outcome. It is a process
designed to define clearly the problem that
needs to be solved by the design team, and so
provide a solid base for the project to succeed
(Smith et al., 1998). It should create a
suitably defined project (for this early stage)
that suits the stakeholders’ needs whilst
ensuring client and stakeholder satisfaction.

1.5 Outcomes of SNA

The product of any SNA workshop is an
agreed strategy, which should satisfy the
organisation’s strategic requirements and
should result in a decision to proceed with the
project. This strategy in most cases is a built
facility, in which case a performance brief will
be prepared, by the stakeholders, in order to
guide the design team. For an organisational
arrangement strategy, a detailed statement of
its requirements is developed that will
consider the financial, human resources,
social and other implications of its
implementation.

Since a built facility is the most likely
chosen strategy, a performance brief will
document decisions in performance terms,
stating the outcomes required, rather than a
prescriptive way of how to do it. The designer
will have to develop the project within the
parameters defined in the brief, which will
guide, but should not inhibit, the actual built
solution.

2 Six applications of SNA

SNA was used on six studies during the
project inception (pre-design) stage where
guidance was needed to assist the client and
stakeholders in defining the strategic direction
for the organisation or in the providing of new
facilities. The type of problem addressed in
each study is shown in Table I. It can be seen
that a broad range of perspectives was
considered in each one. The types of study
range from the truly strategic (college and
yacht club) through the analysis of content
within proposed facilities (youth training,
faculty relocation and council) to an almost
macro-strategic focus within an identified
project (lighting lab).
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Figure 1 The SNA process
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Table I Case studies

Case study Problem No. at workshop Per cent return

1. Lighting lab University property division and school making decisions on the type of teaching and 15 73
research space to be planned and provided

2. College Tertiary institution considering its strategic plan in relation to the type and need for 42 86
educational facilities

3. Youth training Government design group and juvenile justice department reviewing its master 10 80
planning for a new facility within its present system

4, Faculty relocation A university property division organising a faculty transferring to a new campus with a 1" 45
review of the type and form of facilities to be provided

5. Yacht club Identification and selection of suitable options for the future development of the 8 63
marina facilities in a sensitive area of city redevelopment

6. Council Preparation of a performance brief for a new site for the redeveloped library facilities 15 60
in a shopping precinct including identifying potential joint uses in the new facility

Totals 78 77

Nonetheless, in each of these studies, SNA,
was able to inform, guide, define options and
decide.

2.1 Criteria used in post-workshop surveys

For each of these studies a survey of

stakeholders was carried out immediately

following the final workshop and the numbers

and response rate is also given in Table I. The

survey collected participants’ views and

opinions about the effectiveness of the

structure of the process, the software,

workshop decisions and general comments.
A further survey some weeks after the

completion of the study elicited participants’

views on a number of key attributes forming

the basis of this research:

(1) A. Management commitment (strategic);

(2) B. Stakeholder participation;

(3) C. Group dynamics;

(4) D. Workshop organisation;

(5) E. Tools; and

(6) F. Process (problem solving).

These six broad categories were further
sub-divided into individual attributes under
each category in order to carry out decision-
making attributes assessment. The latter used
a questionnaire survey in an attempt to
integrate theoretical concepts with results
from the practice of using SNA (Barrett and
Stanley, 1999). In essence, these attributes
provided the framework for assessment of this
model of the project inception stage.

The final list of 41 attributes in all six
categories is summarised in Table II.

2.2 Results of post-workshop surveys

All workshop participants were asked to score
each of these 41 criteria in terms of how much
they initially thought each one would be
achieved at the workshop (“practice/
forecast™), how much it was actually achieved
at the workshop (“practice”) and how
important it was in theory (“theory™).
Rankings of respondents’ scores are shown in
Table III.
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Table Il Workshop-assessment criteria — decision-making attributes

framework

A. Management commitment (strategic)
A1. Searching/aspiring to highest possible quality decision
A2. Support for process by senior management
A3. Ongoing commitment to workshop decisions
A4. Support by capital works (assets) division
A5. Involvement by senior management

B. Stakeholder participation
B1. Involvement by all potential internal representatives
B2. Involvement by all potential extemal representatives
B3. Stakeholder commitment to process
B4. Significant contributions

C. Group dynamics
C1. Honesty (not role playing)
C2. Suspension of political agendas
C3. Shared vision
C4. Levels of consensus
C5. Success at generating ideas, new approaches
C6. Working as a team
C7. Extent of participation

D. Workshop organisation
D1. Aim adequately defined
D2. Process defined followed
D3. Participation encouraged
D4. Level of manipulation
D5. A learning experience
D6. Challenge assumptions
D7. Client/customer focused
D8. Eamest organisation
D9. Willingness to use all tools

D10. Aim achieved

E. Tools

E1. Level of acceptance generally

E2. Ease of understanding criteria

E3. Ease of using software

E4. Understanding output

E5. Contribution to personal understanding
E6. Contribution to decision

F. Process (probiem solving)
F1. Quality of information provided
F2. Awareness of participants of problem context
F3. Problem defined
F4. Problem discussed
F5. Options generated
F6. Clear decision made
F7. Decision agreed
F8. Decision supported
F9. Decision implemented

Analysis of the Table III results was then

carried out using the SPSS statistical software
package. A number of significant correlations
(five) were identified between different pairs
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of theory/practice scores, but no inferences
could be clearly made from them. A larger
number of significant correlations (16) were
identified between theory/theory and
practice/practice of attributes probably due to
an overlap in the attribute(s). Also, a
regression analysis that tried to predict theory
scores on the basis of practice scores was
made in order to test whether the workshop
experience tended to alter respondents’
attitudes about the theoretical importance
levels of certain criteria. But results here were
inconclusive.

The attributes were then ranked (one to 41),
where attributes with the closest alignment
between theory and practice scores (1.00 or
lower) were ranked higher. The full list of
rankings on this basis is given in Table III.

The ten most satisfied criteria (24 per cent of
the total 41 criteria), placed in their categories,
are shown in Table IV. The order of ranking
on the theory/practice performance scale are
shown in brackets in column two. The
proportion of attributes in each category in this
top ten listing are also shown in column three
of the table. By classifying these attributes, a
good impression is gained of the features of
SNA that appear to be working effectively.

An interesting feature of this analysis is that
none of the attributes in management
commitment or group dynamics is included in
these top-performing criteria.

In contrast, the eight most poorly
performing attributes on the same
theory/practice scale are shown in Table V.
Similarly, their rank in the 41 attributes is
shown in column two in brackets.

The major negative category in terms of
better performance in SNA is concerned with
“managerial commitment” (see Table IV).
Whilst all the other categories have one
attribute on the poorly performing list, the
“managerial commitment” category fares the
worst.

Accordingly, our conclusion is that there
are some features of SNA that need
reinforcing, or require more determined
implementation, such as the “information
seminar”. The other feature that participants
noted as making a positive contribution to
“stakeholder participation” and “group
dynamics” is the introduction of smalil
group(s) options-development teams into
workshop one and accepting that this change
extends this workshop by an additional half or
full day. The other feature that was
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Table 11l Scores for workshop-assessment criteria

Practice/forecast Practice Theory
Attributes (1-41) Index Ranking ranking ranking
D2. The process defined must be followed 1212 1 8 36
E6. Use of the tools must contribute to decision 143 2 32 40
F5. Options generated must be realistic 1.13 2 4 22
F4. Problem must be discussed adequately 114 4 16
F2. Participants must be aware of problem context 1.19 5 9 7
D5. It should be a positive learning experience 1.20 6 " 30
B2. Involvement by all external representatives 1.2 7 35 40
E5. Activities/process contribute to understanding 1.23 8 15 31
D8. Competent organisation of workshops essential 125 9 1 7
D3. Broad participation should be encouraged 1.26 10 5 19
D4. There must be low levels of manipulation 1.28 1 31 37
F3. Problem must be properly defined 1.28 " 7 1
D10. Basic aim must be achieved by process 1.30 13 13 26
F7. Important decision is agreed by participants 1.31 14 27 33
C3. Agreement on a shared vision is essential 133 15 31 36
E3. Tools (software) must be easy to use 1.34 16 15 12
C5. The group should generate new ideas 1.37 17 2 5
D9. Participants must be willing to use all tools 1.4 18 21 27
E4. Understanding of output is essential 1.41 18 10 16
F6. Clear decision on final direction must be made 1.41 18 27 28
E2. Easy understanding of criteria for assessment 1.43 21 19 25
C4. Reaching a high level of consensus important 1.46 22 27 28
D6. Participants must challenge some assumptions 1.49 23 13 14
C6. Participants should work effectively as a team 1.50 24 21 24
D7. There must be clear client/customer focus 1.51 25 21 19
A5. Involvement by senior management 1.52 26 21 19
C1. Honesty (not role playing) is important 1.53 26 38 32
C2. Participants should suspend political agendas 1.53 28 40 38
B1. Involvement by all internal representatives 1.56 29 12 9
A4 Support by capital works division 1.61 30 30 19
B4. The opportunity for significant contributions 1.61 30 15 9
F9. Decision must be implemented 1.63 32 4 38
F1. Information provided must be appropriate 1.65 33
D1. Aim should be clearly defined 1.70 34 5
F8. Decision must be supported by participants 1.75 35 33 17
B3. Stakeholder commitment to process 1307 36 25
C7. Extent of participation should be broad 1.77 36 25
A3. Ongoing commitment to workshop decisions 2.02 38 39 17
A1. Searching for highest quality decision 2.03 39 20
A2. Support for the process by senior management 2.27 40 35 4
E1. High level of acceptance of tools in process 232 41 35 33

recognised particularly in the final case study development is introduced into workshop
(council) was the structuring of the options by  one, as is the discretionary use of the situation
the introduction of the purpose-designed structuring software (Dickey, 1995) to assist
software for situation structuring. in the activity of options identification.
When these features are added to our basic

model illustrated in Figure 1, the SNA

process now takes on a structure represented 3. Implications for improved practice
in Figure 2. The formal addition of the

“information seminar” is made to the One of the major lessons of this paper is that
structure; the small group options neither SNA nor any other approach can
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Table IV The top ten practice/forecast criteria in categories
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Category

Attribute

No. out of total in category

A. Managerial commitment  None

B. Stakeholder participation

C. Group dynamics None

D. Workshop organisation D2. The process defined must be followed (one)

E. Tools

F. Process

B2. Involvement by all external representatives (seven)

None of five (0 per cent)
One of four (25 per cent)
None of seven (0 per cent)

Four of ten (40 per cent)

D5. It should be a positive learming experience (six)
D8. Competent organization of workshops essential (nine)
D3. Broad participation should be encouraged (ten)

E6. Use of the tools must contribute to decision (two)

Two of six (33 per cent)

E5. Activities/process contribute to understanding (eight)

F5. Options generated must be realistic (three)

Three of nine (33 per cent)

F4. Problem must be discussed adequately (four)
F2. Participants must be aware of problem context (five)

Table V The bottom eight practice/forecast criteria in categories

Category

Attribute

No./total

A. Managerial commitment

B. Stakeholder participation
C. Group dynamics

D. Workshop organisation

E. Tools

F. Process

A3. Ongoing commitment to workshop decisions (38)

Three of five (60 per cent)

A1. Searching for highest quality decision (39)
A2. Support for the process by senior management (40)

D1. Aim should be clearly defined (34)

E1. High level of acceptance of tools in process (41)

F8. Decision must be supported by participants (35)

B3. Stakeholder commitment to process (36)

(7. Extent of participation should be broad (37)

One of four (25 per cent)
One of seven (14 per cent)
One of ten (10 per cent)
One of six (17 per cent)

One of nine (11 per cent)

properly succeed unless it is sustained by a
climate within the organisation that supports
a strategic culture and environment that
continually demand better ways of running its
core business and related activities. If the
organisation is not prepared to adopt a
strategic management approach linked with
corporate strategy where it aims to improve its
performance continually, then this process is
not likely to succeed.

A characteristic of the ideal situation is that
the organisation creatively questions and
justifies its own activities at the most
fundamental level. The organisation must not
complacently accept that the historical way of
providing services should necessarily be
projected indefinitely into the future. As a
consequence, a problem-solving approach,
combined with a demanding strategic
management environment encompassing a
greater number of stakeholders in the
decision-making process, will generate the
reward of alternative solutions and methods
of problem solving that are more effective.

For over two decades clients and design
teams have recognised that it is during the
early stages in the life of a project where most
of the critical decisions are made. However,
progress towards greater involvement in this
stage by the various built environment
disciplines has been substantial. Lack of a
client may be one of the major reasons why
this has not occurred, but another reason may
be the absence of suitable tools, techniques
and approaches to assist the client team
during these strategic stages of decision
making.

This research proposed one methodology to
enable clients, stakeholders and their design
team advisers to work together. Clients need
to be made aware of such approaches and it is
only through use and practice that these
approaches will become accepted as standard
procedure. So, clients, project managers and
design team members should work more
closely to ensure that good advice is available
at the project inception stages.
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Figure 2 The restructured SNA process
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In parallel to these client-based activities and
awareness programmes, the professional
bodies in the built environment (architects,
engineers, project managers, urban planners,
facilities managers and property advisers)
should identify and target project inception,
as well as the decision to build, for greater
definition than they presently have in their
standard “plans of work”. That is, decision
point(s) and time lines and the potential
participants should be identified, together
with a recommendation about possible
techniques and approaches. An initial
awareness program may bring this stage to the
attention of clients and peak industry bodies
(such as the Property Council of Australia
and the British Property Federation). The
latter should be encouraged to make their
members aware of this stage and the
assistance that can be enlisted from various
sources.

However, as this research has shown, the
commitment of the client group through its
senior management is the crucial factor in
achieving a successful outcome. None of the
many techniques or initiatives being
developed can succeed without honest client
support, commitment and interest.
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