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Hoshin Hacking: Six Strategic Planning
Ideas from Startup Companies
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“To get something done, you
have to use a company’s
apparatus. To use it you have
to use it as it was designed.
The bigger a company gets
the harder it is to break
down the apparatus.1”
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This white paper is an
excerpt from the 2016
book Reflections on Hoshin
Planning

By Lisa Boisvert

Startup companies are lightweight
and energe4c. They move like
hummingbirds, picking up and
deposi4ng ideas like pollen. They
hack new ways around what
bigger tradi4onal companies do to
build products and grow
businesses.

comfortable with turnover
among team members. Their
work is completed in in4mate
spaces described as
“disclosive” by the trio of
social scien4sts Charles
Spinosa, Fernando Flores, and
Hubert Dreyfuss.3

Why would bigger, tradi4onal
companies prac4cing Hoshin
Planning care about how startups
do things? AAer all, nine out of
ten startups fail.2 Well, Hoshin
deals in breakthroughs, strategic
changes that involve increased
risk and oAen-unprecedented
ac4vi4es in an organiza4on. So
the condi4ons we build around
Hoshin work ought to be
diﬀerent, more startup-like, than
those we have for other work.

In disclosive spaces, people
share an “organized set of
prac4ces for dealing with
oneself, other people, and
things that produces a
rela4vely self-contained web
of meanings.” It’s a protected
space, where you don’t get in
trouble for making up new
language or trying unusual
things.
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Here are six startup-style ideas to
consider as you use Hoshin
Planning to achieve strategic
objec4ves:

!

Idea One – Small “o”
organiza2on
Create a minimalist, supra
structure for the Hoshin work, and
lighten up on the bureaucracy.
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Startups get their work done
with organiza4ons that are
small, non-hierarchical, and
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Consider the following ideas
for crea4ng a lightweight
“disclosive” space for the
Hoshin Planning work.

!

Free people who are
ac4ve on a Hoshin from
other responsibili4es for
awhile
✦ Suspend some rules of
organiza4onal
hierarchy(e.g. allow
promising junior leaders
to lead teams of people at
higher levels)
✦
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Encourage people to
exchange ideas with
whomever they want,
regardless of usual
paVerns of
communica4on between
departments and
suppliers
✦ Suspend some HR rules
during the Hoshin cycle
(e.g. give a hall pass to
Hoshin teams on travel,
ﬂex 4me, budget
restric4ons on
experimenta4on and
educa4on)
✦ Support the development
of a shared vocabulary
around what makes the
Hoshin important and
new
✦
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Idea Two – Mission Obsession
and Transparency
Be mission-obsessed
and share as much
informa=on as possible
among people working
on the Hoshin.
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For startups, there is no hard
separa4on between c-suite
brainwork and the daily
mechanics of the organiza4on
that get product or service to
customers. Founders of small
companies get their own
hands dirty in day-to-day work
and let their thinking and
feelings about the work show.
People in startups talk and test
ideas constantly. Founders are
open and transparent and
generally share ﬁnancial and
other informa4on freely.
Startup founders are on a
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determined mission to have an
impact, oAen in a way that is
consistent with their own
personal values. And
successful startup leaders are
4reless in pursuing that
mission.

!

Hoshin leaders increase the
odds of a Hoshin’s success
when they show their
passion and purpose, and
are transparent with
informa4on.
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Idea Three – Kicked Up PDCA
Complete more and faster
cycles of experimenta=on in
the Hoshin implementa=on.

!

Do

Check

Startups move fast, worry less
about the future, and move on
from failures quickly. Where
tradi4onal organiza4ons have
barriers in the Plan-Do-CheckAct (PDCA) cycle, startups just
blast right through those
barriers.
Plan
Act

Do

Check

They try, they fail, and they try
again, keeping the cycle
spinning.
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Do

Act

Check

Once a Hoshin is chosen,
strategy teams should stay in
a loose, innova4ve pace of
discovery and change un4l
the means to meet the
Hoshin objec4ve are the best
they can be.
FROM THE FIELD
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REBECCA XIONG
Co-Founder
SocMetrics, a social media
marketing firm
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Plan
Act

Plan

ON STEADY
EXPERIMENTATION

"We had a software product
that took us over a year to
develop based on customer
feedback. It failed ultimately
because it was too far ahead of
the market need. Then we tried
a product offering that took us
two months to make. It failed,
too, due to lack of clear need.
Then we made one in a week.
That one targeted the right
need and took off.4"
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Idea Four – Freedom from
Conven2ons, Banality, and
Taboo
Protect the Hoshin from the
stul=ﬁca=on of current
conven=ons.

!

Timing the sharing of an idea
can inﬂuence how well it takes
oﬀ. Spinoza, etal describe the
counterintui4ve hypothesis
that if a new thought is
“formulated carefully, it will
seem obviously true. And this
will stand in its way.” Naysayers
will discount an idea as
something that must have
already been considered, since
it makes so much sense.
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There is value to maintaining a
dialogue around how things
looked before this
breakthrough idea was formed
and keeping the new possible
state looking as dis4nctly
diﬀerent as possible.

!

I like Paul Graham’s sugges4on
in his book Hackers and
Painters, that people not
broadcast and defend an idea
too soon; “To do good work,
you need a brain that can go
anywhere. And you especially
need a brain that’s in the habit
of going where it’s not
supposed to. Great work tends
to grow out of ideas that
others have overlooked, and
no idea is so overlooked as the
one that’s unthinkable.”5

!

Hoshin thinking and
workspaces should be full of
“anything goes” dialogues in
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the early stages of alignment
and implementa4on, where
conven4ons and taboos are
suspended while fresh ideas are
considered.
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Idea Five – Coopera2on and
Repurposing
Think more openly about
possible partners and suppliers.
Repurpose/redesign successful
designs or ideas that already
exist.

!

Coopera=on
Hoshin Planning prac44oners
today can more easily
accomplish their work in ways
that rely less on internal
abili4es or exis4ng rela4onships
with suppliers.

!

Try new and perhaps
unexpected partners who can
contribute well to the new
things the organiza4on will be
doing as a result of the Hoshin
objec4ve being implemented.
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ZipCar founder Robin Chase
calls the ﬂuid network of virtual
and real partners in which
startups exist today, Peers Inc, a
“transforma4on of the
rela4onship between
companies and people.”6 These
new more ﬂexible rela4onships
can increase the pace and
quality of a Hoshin plan aimed
at producing a new product or
service or innova4ng the
organiza4on’s value chain.

!

Repurposing
A corollary of coopera4on is
using prac4ces or designs from
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others and repurposing them.
"I've been told that I’ve
reinvented the wheel,” says
Michael Burtov, Founder of the
electric bike wheel startup,
GeoOrbital.7 And in a way he
has. But he didn't invent the
wheel, the bicycle, or electricpowered locomo4on. He puts
those things together in a new
way that solves a problem for
his customer group.

!

About 90% of patent
applica4ons are for
improvements on exis4ng
patents.8 Hoshin ac4on teams
seeking breakthroughs can
consider what is already out
there that might be used
diﬀerently to produce a
breakthrough.

!

Idea Six – Entrepreneurialism
Cul=vate entrepreneurial
energy among people working
on the Hoshin.

!

Business is personal for
entrepreneurs. They are usually
doing what they love. They are
aVrac4ng people to the impact
they want to have. It’s more
than having a good idea. It’s
personal engagement,
magne4sm, and the ability to
communicate in the language
and at the emo4onal pitch of
their users.

!

Startup leaders tell stories of
experiences or ideas that are
very diﬀerent from typical ways
of thinking, explain why those
ideas have become viable, and
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show how to relate the new
idea to the current situa4on.
These leaders are oAen good
at imagining themselves in the
posi4on of their customers.

!

A Hoshin Planning leader’s
personal, focused and
passionate curiosity about
what customers feel strongly
about encourages people in
the organiza4on to bring their
own energy and spirit to the
Hoshin Planning work they do.

Author
Lisa Boisvert is founding principal at the consulting firm Business
Centered Learning, LLC in Cambridge, Massachusetts. More about
their work with organizations implementing Hoshin Planning can
be found at www.bclearning.com
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