
In preparing for your an-
nual strategic planning ses-

sion, your role as CEO is to 
take some time to contemplate 
where your organization is to-
day, what challenges and op-
portunities it’s facing, where 
you see the future of the or-
ganization and roughly what 
the path forward looks like. 

A key portion of your 
time should be spent in what 
can best be described as day-
dreaming: scheming and 
dreaming about the near-term 
and long-term future of your 
business.

Now that you have your 
thoughts in order, let’s think 
about your team. A great deal 
of time is usually wasted in 
strategic planning experiences 
in drawn-out group discus-
sions simply due to inadequate 
preparation. By spending time 

preparing in advance of the 
session there is considerably 
more time available for clari-
fication, discussion and active 
debate in the planning. 

Mindstorm. The key 
to leveraging the collect-
ive brainpower of your sen-
ior team members during the 
planning experience is to have 
them mindstorm in advance. 
Mindstorming is similar to 
brainstorming except that it’s 
done on your own. It helps 
reduce the effects of group-
think and allows the partici-
pants to truly clarify their 
own thoughts prior to the ex-
perience.

Gain insight. Here is a 
list of insightful questions for 
you and each member of your 
team to consider before step-
ping into a strategic planning 
experience:

•What changes in competi-
tion, the industry, key cus-
tomers, the market or the 
economy have the biggest 
potential for harm to our or-
ganization? What is the likeli-
hood that each will occur?
•Considering this past year 
in general and our last stra-
tegic plan: What worked well? 
What needs improvement? 
What’s missing?
•What resources or situations 
are holding me back from be-
ing most effective in my role?
•What are the critical issues 
that we’re ignoring that are 
getting in the way of our suc-
cess?
•What issues do we complain 
the most about in our organ-
ization that never seem to get 
fixed?
•What am I hoping to accom-
plish in the strategic planning 

that no one knows about? 
What does success look like 
for me in this business or or-
ganization this year?
•What are our organization’s 
biggest strengths, weakness-
es, opportunities and threats 
(SWOT)?
•What will our business or 
organization will look like in 
five to 10 years?

Engage your direct re-
ports. To get an even wider 
and more robust view of the 
current situation, have your 
team members poll their dir-
ect reports for their answers 
to the questions above. This 
not only prepares your exec-
utive team members for stra-
tegic planning, but it also en-
gages their teams in provid-
ing critical raw data to the ex-
perience, helps illuminate po-
tential blind spots and missed 
opportunities and reduces the 
“black box” effect that teams 
sometimes feel when their 
leaders return from strategic 
sessions.

Choose one big question. 

After contemplating these 
questions, ask your team to 
help identify the right ques-
tion overall: the strategic 
question your organization 
most needs to be asking at this 
time. One of the key success 
factors for strategic planning 

is identifying the right ques-
tions to ask so that strategic 
planning can be focused and 
relevant.

Leverage collective brain-
power. You may have noticed 
that as part of the prep work we 
have not yet requested people 
to come forward with solu-
tions to the challenges they 
see the organization facing 
today. When executives leap 
directly to solutions instead 
of bringing a blend of mean-

ingful raw data and questions, 
the result can be a discussion 
focused on comparing myop-
ic solutions skewed by each 
executive’s perspective within 
the organization. The value of 
bringing together the team in 
a strategic session is to lever-
age the collective brainpower 
in the room on a common 
set of agreed-upon inputs to-
ward creative, well-thought-
out solutions and strategies. 

A thoughtful, consistent 
approach to your team pre-
paring for a strategic planning 
experience, combined with 
quarterly reviews of the plan 
throughout the year helps 
raise the level of account-
ability, connection to reality 
and engagement in the over-
all strategic direction that you 
choose to take. •

Mike Desjardins is the CEO 
at ViRTUS (www.virtusinc.
com), an organizational de-
velopment-consulting firm. He 
regularly blogs at www.mik-
edesjardins.com.
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CEO challenge
A CEO had high expectations 
for his executive team and was 
looking to speed up execution 
of the company’s strategy. Yet 
he found himself continuous-
ly frustrated because projects 
were often not on time, on 
budget or adequately meet-
ing business needs.

CEO mistake
The CEO decided to hold a 
two-day session to improve 
project-management skills, 
and he kicked off the event by 
announcing that the execu-
tive group had a big problem 
with all the project failures.

One of the executives chal-
lenged that statement, saying 
the problem wasn’t project 
management, it was chasing 
too many priorities. The team 
was overwhelmed and unable 
to deliver.

In response to the exec-
utive’s candour, the CEO 
lost it. He stood up from his 
chair, pounding his fist on the 
table and yelled, “I’m tired of 
all of your excuses! If you’re 
not committed to the success 
of this company, you should 
leave now. I’ll be tearing a 
strip off you if that’s what it 
takes to get you to speed up 
results!”

Motivating? Not really.

CEO solution
Leading should never be 
about berating and humiliat-
ing. Instead, you should aim 
to lead by influence – motiv-
ating and inspiring people to 
deliver extraordinary results.

As the facilitator for this 
session, I had the opportun-
ity to help the CEO salvage 
the day. Everyone was given 
a 10-minute break, and the 
leader got a speed coaching 
session.

First, by showing up angry, 
frustrated and annoyed, the 
CEO had set the tone for 

the session and was even re-
sorting to “crazy talk,” which 
was clearly already having a 
negative impact.

Explaining that 55% of 
communication is body lan-
guage, 38% is the tone of your 
voice and 7% is the words 
you use, the leader was en-
couraged to shift his body 
language to present himself 
more positively. Instead of 
his emotional, aggressive ap-
proach, he was shown how to 
sit with an open stance (shoul-
ders back, chin up high and 
arms open). Though it might 
seem trivial, this change in his 
posture and approach allowed 
him to calm down and avoid 
a raised voice.

Developing a success hab-
it of showing up in a positive 
emotional state every day is 
a big step toward motivat-

ing and inspiring the people 
around you.

Next, the CEO was told 
that his obsession with past 
failure was ensuring he would 

only realize more of the same 
in the future. Instead, he had 
to realize that the past was for 
learning and then letting go. 
He needed to focus instead on 
future success to motivate and 
inspire others, especially dur-
ing tough economic times.

The CEO also needed to 
use motivating and inspir-
ing questions. He was go-

ing to have to replace the ac-
cusations with encouraging 
words like, “I know you’re up 
for raising the bar” and “What 
can I do to get you set up for 
success?”

Finally, the CEO had to re-
build trust by apologizing to 
the team for “losing it.” None 
of us is perfect. Apologize, 
learn from it and move on.

The team regrouped and 
instead of spending two days 
discussing project manage-
ment, it set new priorities, 
identified roadblocks and 
strategized on next steps. •

Nancy MacKay is the president 
of MacKay & Associates 
(www.mackayandassociates.
ca) and CEO coach and facili-
tator of 15 CEO and executive 
forums across Canada with 
more than 150 members.
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