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Building this plan helps you translate your company's long-term vision 
into near-term goals and make the right prioritization decisions to 
achieve them. With the current economic climate that many companies 
struggle to navigate, creating a solid annual plan for 2023 is proving to 
be more critical than ever. However, the planning process can be 
complex, and knowing where to start can sometimes be overwhelming–
especially in light of an economic downturn.



Use this guide to understand what questions you and your team should 
ask yourselves to determine what you'll need to establish next year's 
strategy. Being proactive and preparing ahead of time will prepare your 
company to be financially ready to weather any storm and set you up 
for success in 2023 and beyond.
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Understanding your 
company’s financial 
health begins with 
developing an annual 
strategic plan. 

INTRODUCTION



Why Annual Strategic Planning Is 
Important for Your Startup

Strategic planning is essential because it accomplishes the following:

As your startup grows, you'll need to 
take on a more structured planning 
process to keep up with expanding 
teams, goals, and initiatives.

Prioritize the use of limited 

resources to focus on what 

matters

01

Break down big goals into 

tangible action plans with 

measurable results

03

Think through dependencies 

and plan out collaboration 

across teams

05

Inform your quarterly planning

07

Connect the dots between 

company strategy and financial 

planning

02

Hold the right people 

accountable

04

Act as a "rallying cry" to inspire 

employees around one vision

06
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The Big Picture Strategy is the first part of your overall strategic plan and should be 
completed annually, typically during the previous year's fourth quarter. There are 
two steps to consider during this part of your comprehensive strategic plan.


Fiscal Year vs. Rolling Quarter

Determine if your annual planning cycle should be based on the fiscal year or if you 

should take a rolling quarterly approach instead.


Most startups use the fiscal year to help anchor quarterly planning and track progress. 

Still, if your business is rapidly and unpredictably changing, you should take a rolling 

quarterly approach and revisit your long-term goals each quarter, so they stay fresh.

Accuracy vs. Velocity

Planning can be done top-down (with more direction from leadership for more incredible 

velocity) or bottom-up (with more input from teams for greater accuracy). The earlier 

stage of the startup, the more strategic planning tends to be top-down, while if your 

company has grown larger, it becomes more important to lean on your teams to set their 

own goals. The key is finding a middle ground that works best for your organization at its 

current growth stage. What are you more willing to trade off - accuracy or velocity?

Role of Leadership vs. Role of Teams

It's vital to lay out the roles of both leadership and teams in the planning process. 

Generally speaking, leadership is responsible for developing an inspiring high-level 

strategy, sharing concrete goals, and making final prioritization and resourcing 

decisions. At the same time, teams are responsible for creating realistic execution plans, 

highlighting risks and dependencies, and committing to hitting their goals with the 

resources they're given.


Success planning processes are iterative; leadership sets the high-level plan, teams 

provide input on how they'll get there, and leadership assembles the cohesive final 

product and obtains organization-wide buy-in. The amount of back-and-forth iteration 

depends on how you make the trade-off between accuracy and velocity.

Align on the approach your company will take in creating your strategy.

Big Picture Strategy: Annual Planning
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Ensure Alignment to Vision and Mission

The executive team defines the High-Level Strategy through a leadership planning 

session during this vision and mission step. This step includes reflecting on the 

company's Mission and Vision as directional guidance for the plan.

Choose Your North Star Metric(s) and Set a Target

The North Star Metric is the #1 metric that all company priorities are aligned around and 

should capture your Annual Plan's core goal(s). Most startups have only one North Star 

metric, but it's possible to have multiple (usually a second metric for quality or when 

there are numerous independent products).


The North Star metric should have the most significant impact on your growth flywheel. 

When setting a target, consider internal inputs (e.g., capabilities, available resources, 

historical performance) and external factors (e.g., investor expectations, long-term 

company goals, and industry benchmarks).

Outline the Overall Strategy

Discuss with your executive team to align on the high-level qualitative strategy–what 

should be the most critical strategic priorities and focus areas for the upcoming year? 

Write a one-paragraph narrative describing this strategy and why it's an essential 

thematic focal point. A unifying focus helps contextualize the initiatives and acts as a 

rallying cry for employees.

Choose Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and Set Targets

Beyond the North Star metric, leadership should also set other 2-5 KPIs to measure 

success. Ensure a mix of KPIs from different categories (e.g., revenue, efficiency, 

retention) to avoid over-optimization for one at the expense of others.


A good set of KPIs should include both quantitative metrics and qualitative milestones 

to ensure a balance in priorities (measurable results vs. progress). For comparability, 

quantitative metrics should generally be expressed as ratios rather than dollar amounts.

Set high-level goals and strategies for your company.

Define Key Themes (Optional)

It can be helpful to communicate and break down a multi-

pronged strategy into three to four distinct themes.

Big Picture Strategy: Annual Planning
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After setting your high-level strategic goals for the year, we recommend setting 
Objectives and Key Results (OKRs) quarterly.


Set Company-wide Objectives

Company Objectives focus on big-picture goals and are set by the leadership team, and 

should be created with buy-in from teams.

Assign Individual Owners and Draft Initiatives

Team leads should assign ownership of each Team KR to an individual and work with 

them to draft one to four initiatives to achieve that KR. Initiatives can be defined as 

specific, actionable quarterly workstreams.

Set Key Results for Each Objective and Assign Team Owners

Company-level KRs outline how each Objective will be achieved. These cascade down 

to become team-level Objectives, establishing what each team will prioritize.

Have Teams Develop Team-level KRs and Approve

Team-level KRs outline how team-level Objectives will be achieved and are usually set 

by team leads. These continue to cascade down into individual-level OKRs, which assign 

accountability for each team-level KR to specific employees.

Lock In and Distribute Quarterly Plan

Once the above steps are completed, finalize the plan and share it across the company 

to ensure buy-in and commitment.

Set OKRs

Create Initiatives and Action Plans

Strategic Execution: Quarterly Planning

1
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continued on next page
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Determine Reporting Cadence and Process

Leadership should get periodic updates from team leads to monitor progress on OKRs. 

This can be done through a real-time dashboard or a recurring biweekly or monthly 

review. Note that not all metrics need to be reported at the same cadence.

Build Executive KPI Dashboard

It's beneficial to set up a leadership-level KPI dashboard that tracks progress on key 

metrics at the appropriate cadence, along with a process to maintain/update it.

Tie OKRs Into Financial Model

This step is crucial to translating strategic decisions into projected financial impacts. 

Determine how to connect targets and performance on key metrics into your P&L 

forecast to inform financial planning and see how cash runway may be affected. 

Remember to convert qualitative milestones into quantitative outcomes (for example, 

launching Feature X is expected to grow retention by 5%).

Tie OKRs Into Board Updates

Include your key metrics and targets when sharing your annual strategy with the Board 

of Directors, and provide progress updates on these goals in each quarterly update.

Report and Monitor3

Develop Action Plans

Each initiative should have an action plan with a quarterly timeline and milestones, 

developed by the individual owner and approved by the team lead. This is to help 

monitor progress, escalate risks or blockers before it's too late, and hold respective 

owners accountable for delivering on their quarterly commitments.

Prioritize Initiatives and Approve Budgets


Remember that resources are limited and prioritization is crucial–urge your team leads 

to evaluate possible initiatives against each other and focus only on the ones with the 

highest ROI.

Strategic Execution: Quarterly Planning
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Review Learnings at the End of the Quarter

Conduct a quarterly retro by evaluating performance on company-level OKRs. If targets 

were missed, work with your team leads to dig into team-level OKRs to understand why. 

What were the blockers? Were your goals overly ambitious? Were there external factors 

that kept the team from hitting their marks?


With these learnings, conduct brainstorming sessions with leadership and team leads to 

discuss how to move the needle next quarter. Finally, transparently communicate results 

to employees, and remember always to celebrate wins!

Leverage Learnings To Define OKRs for the Next Quarter

If there have been significant shifts in company priorities, use this opportunity to 

reprioritize OKRs and focus on high-impact areas. Ideally, the OKRs will still fit within the 

overall themes for the year to maintain a clear strategic focus.

Revisit Annual Targets if Needed

Based on last quarter's performance, adjust expectations for annual goals if needed. If 

you are changing targets, do so transparently and explain the adjustments clearly to 

employees.

Recalibrate4

Strategic Execution: Quarterly Planning
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Annual Planning
Big Picture Strategy

 Align on Approach

 Fiscal Year vs. Rolling Quarte
 Accuracy vs. Velocit
 Role of Leadership vs. Role of Teams

 Set OKRs

 Set Company-wide Objective
 Set Key Results for Each Objective and Assign Team Owner
 Have Teams Develop Team-level KRs and Approv
 Lock In and Distribute Quarterly Plan

 2. Create Initiatives and Action Plans

 Assign Individual Owners and Draft Initiative
 Prioritize Initiatives and Approve Budget
 Develop Action Plans

 3. Report and Monitor

 Determine Reporting Cadence and Proces
 Build Executive KPI Dashboar
 Tie OKRs Into Financial Mode
 Tie OKRs Into Board Updates

 4. Recalibrate

 Review Learnings at the End of the Quarte
 Leverage Learnings To Define OKRs for the Next Quarte
 Revisit Annual Targets if Needed

 2. Set High-Level Goals & Strategy

 Ensure Alignment to Vision and Missio
 Choose Your North Star Metric(s) and Set a Targe
 Outline the Overall strateg
 Choose KPIs and Set Target
 Define Key Themes (optional)

Quarterly Planning
Strategic Execution

The Strategic Planning Process
OVERVIEW
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By leveraging this strategic planning blueprint as you design your 
planning process, you’ll quickly have a clear roadmap to help you 
understand how to reach your goals and hit the ground running in the 
new year.



Annual strategic planning is just one of the many areas in which our CFO 
Services team has expertise.  to learn more about 
how we can help you prepare for the uncertainty of 2023 and set your 
business up for success in any economic climate.


Connect with us today
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As the saying goes, a 
goal without a plan is 
just a wish.

About the Author
Richard Wang is a Senior Manager of CFO Services at Pilot who 
specializes in strategic finance, startup growth, and strategic 
planning. Prior to Pilot, Richard worked in management consulting.

https://pilot.com/events/cfo-office-hours?utm_medium=digital&utm_source=content&utm_campaign=22q4_future_proof_ebook1_cta
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