Strategic Thinking
We must now consider how those responsible for leadership develop Strategy.

So, who is good at Strategic Thinking? What follows is a simple guide and some good tips.

1. Have a Vision
They are great at both thinking with a strategic purpose and creating a Visioning (see below) process. They have both tools in their kit and they use both to complement each other.

2. Make Time
In a busy businesses and organisations; be they small or large, making the time is vital. At the top of their game these leaders take time out. Maybe a retreat (maximum points!); maybe a day in a hotel foyer; maybe an afternoon somewhere/anywhere, with a blank sheet and thinking hat on. Whatever works for them - but they do it.

3. Are Not Hasty
The clue is in the description, Strategic Thinking is not about today, tomorrow or next week. In close partnership with Visioning (see below) these two create the tomorrows of the future. But not tomorrow! This is shaping, coaxing, tuning for a quality business performance in the years to come. Take time to develop it - think strategically! 

4. Absorb
They are truly aware. In any business, there are clues, often subtle, both internal and external to help guide future direction and realise opportunities. Great Strategic Thinkers take all of this in so that as they set aside time to think, they have a full deck of information to guide them.

5. Review Often
Great Strategic Thinkers check that their thinking has been validated. This activity is a moving target, so to build a better understanding, snapshots are very useful to confirm the quality of the thinking - and absorbed into the skill set.

6. Learn from Experience
Over time, these folk use their experience to think better on strategic issues. This makes their use of this time really efficient and particularly effective. There are learned short-cuts to the Strategic Planning (see below) process and experience is a valuable asset.

7. Use a Team
By utilising more than their own brain (though this is vital for some of the process!) those great at Strategic Thinking bounce ideas off others in the workplace and encourage their input above and beyond their delivery of the day job.

8. Are Realistic
Although they create ideas very openly, they have a sense of realism and honesty about what is achievable in the longer term. This is not to hold them back; more it is to deliver success. They under promise and over deliver.

9. Have Clear Milestones
As a bolt on to 5. above, by creating tests in their thinking to check progress, they have the opportunity to tweak. They have an innate ability to spot the twists and turns necessary.

10. Don't Judge
...because their route to a successful future is not bounded by judging their thinking as they think up ideas - that is for elsewhere. They have open minds and test the detail later.

Ten Ways to be Better at Strategic Thinking
1. Spend Time Visioning
This is a cart and horse point - Visioning or Strategic Thinking first? Maybe it doesn't matter as it's the mindset that's important here. Do both. Be clear on the goals and outputs using both sets of development process. Note of caution - if you have done the Strategic Thinking, how do you avoid influencing the Vision?

2. Make Time to Think
You need space and time - both physically and mentally for this work. So don't skimp here. Make special time for yourself and your people. 

3. Step Back
You have to have a 'helicopter view' here. So be prepared to step outside the business to get clear about where you go. Literally - walk outside the door and view who you are and where you are positioned/positioning yourself.

4. Check the Competition
You can learn and absorb from others - so switch on your sensory organs (all of them) and go experience them.

5. Watch your Market
If there was any time on this planet, now is the time things are moving the fastest. The speed of change in markets is the speed of light - literally as electrons whiz e-mails and information round - and you have that at your fingertips. Switch those antennae on and be alert to opportunities - and threats. Do it enough and it will become second nature?
6. Know What You Influence
Keep focus on what you can and can't change. Do your Strategic Thinking within the area you have full responsibility and influence over. Dump the time you could spend on 'someone else's issues'. Get efficient in your thinking space.

7. Create a Plan
As part of your Strategic Thinking, start the planning process at least in your mind. Thinking is part of a planning process, so to have time in your mind as you do it is natural. 

8. Be Your Own Customer
What do you want your business to be? In preparation for your Strategic Thinking, live the experiences of your customers or clients. Be in the queue. Listen to the canned music 'on hold' (there are more!). Experience the service performance.

9. Practice What-If
Hey, dream a little. Get into a 'what-if' mindset - and go for perfection. Your strategy should target your vision - by using what-ifs in a constructive and 'real possibility' way, you will be able to step-by-step formulate your strategy alongside. 

10. Speculate a Little
And there will be those flyers to take. Whilst a strategic direction need not be a £1Bn purchase, there are some risks worth taking - so have a bit of fun here.

5 Simple Actions You Can Take Today!
· Write a page from a point in the future about your desired experience in your organisation on that day. Be very descriptive about it. Use all of your senses.

· Ring-fence one hour in the next week to think about your strategy for your business for the next year.

· Start talking 'what-ifs' with your people and get them thinking strategically too.

· Identify some; say quarterly, milestones which would move your business forward significantly.

· Ask yourself the following:- 'What would I want from this business if I were a customer; client; employee; shareholder; old person; young person; etc?' 
Top Ten Things About Visioning
To visualise where you are going, is deeper and more sensory than anything you have ever done before...

And these are the skills of those who are able to create a vision you can really live and breathe...:-

1. Are Focused
They are able to visualise in a focused and very clear way what 'perfect' will truly look like in the future.

2. Involve Others
Bring others into the contribution, such that they might try things they might never have before.

3. Realise Core Strengths
Whilst being ultra-keen to grow and evolve, these people are true to the core strengths of the organisation and see the future through that.

4. Take Time Out
Make the time for themselves and help others to free up thinking room. And use it fully.

5. Play the Game
They encourage a creative environment and take full part personally. They themselves set out to find ways of generating novel and fun ways to make this live.

6. Think Big
Top class visions may even be unattainable within lifetimes and are often part of a bigger legacy. some major corporations have 50-year (and more!) visions.

7. Use Their Senses
A vital part of Visioning is to be able to use all five senses as fully as possible and also that wonderful sixth sense, the one of intuition.

8. Are Knowledgeable
They keep their eyes and ears open and are fully aware of the possibilities. they suck in information and ideas to help form their thinking. Media, other people, non-business analogies and metaphors too.

9. Put Aside Beliefs
Great visionaries can shift themselves into a different dimension when looking at the future and leave their existing beliefs outside the room.

10. Are Evangelists
They shout the outcome vision from the rooftops, relating so well to all of their people. They explain it in words which mean something to all involved in future success.

Ten Ways to be Better at Visioning
1. Get Everyone Onboard
Create a place and time when as many of your people as possible can get involved. If you can manage 10 or 1000, then do it.

2. Create an Environment
Get basics right. Make things feel comfortable when undertaking this activity. Make it a safe place to share. Ensure everyone involved is as relaxed and in a place to contribute.

3. Experience Fully
Encourage a 'virtual walkthrough' of the future, using good facilitation skills. Get into the moment.

4. Keep Outputs Individual
Make sure that everyone is able to contribute in their own way to clear the way for extraordinary insights.

5. Celebrate Differences
Value the differences; others are not like you are - so you will gain additional value from them. And they from being involved.

6. Be Very Open-Minded
How you handle outcomes will set the scene for future progress, so be very careful to listen, absorb and accept.

7. Explore Opportunities
The outputs from these exercises will be extraordinary. Every one is valuable and none should be dismissed. So find out more, it may create more than you think.

8. Value Everyone
It's not just the ideas that are so valuable, your incredible people are too. Don't miss this wonderful opportunity to celebrate how great they are, personally. 

9. Be Very Descriptive
Take the chance to think big and encourage people to share their thoughts in glorious detail. Encourage fun through constructive anecdotes and metaphors.

10. Live, Eat and Breathe It
Use it as your guiding light. Use this organisational 'highest goal' to measure direction. Captivate people with your enthusiasm and decide every action by it.

5 Simple Actions You Can Take Today!
· Maximise your relationships with your people so that you build your licence to work in this way.

· Value all of your people for their 'way', all the time.

· Discuss the work on Visioning in the future with your key people.

· Start to introduce sensory observations into your language and questioning.

· Make time and space for you to think through the vision from your point of view before you try it on others. And let them contribute - tricky balance!

The best at Strategic Planning...

1. Make the Time
 The very best make use of their discretionary time well and part of it is speculating, best-guessing at the future.

2. Are Regular
And once they are on a roll, they ring-fence a little time to do it with frequency. Usually monthly. It only takes half-an-hour.

3. Organise Themselves
They create a framework of those issues (see above) that are the most likely to threaten their success and adjust the contents, month-by-month.

4. Notice
Once they have the viewpoint of Strategic Planning, they become aware. Their senses are heightened to take in solutions to their long-term strategy. They recognise potential and opportunity. They log it away.

5. Have Contingencies
Within their Strategic Planning there are short-term solutions too. Not necessarily the best options, but do-able. They are not caught short.

6. Involve Others
As part of their long-term plans; they seek thoughts and contributions from others. They seek opinions, yet, are able to be very objective through that subjectivity.

7. Prepare
With their plans in mind, they are much better placed to try things out in advance. Whilst it will often be around people, it is other ideas as well. Perhaps operational, perhaps marketing - they have the luxury of time to test the water.

8. Practice
With people, they see 'tests' as developmental anyway - so even if the tenuous plan doesn't come off, they have still 'won', with freshly energised, stretched and engaged people.

9. Write it Down
To really cement the Strategic Planning process, it is committed to paper. Sometimes, the sensitivity of it may preclude publishing it openly (e.g. succession planning may be reserved for the writer or it might create expectations on a plan which can be speculative). Colleagues can be involved, but with that involvement, comes the trust and caution which may be required.

10. Review
With each phase of the year, plans need to be used as a learning tool. Top class exponents look back at plans and see what happened. Thus making the next part all the better.

Ten Ways to be Better at Strategic Planning
1. Find Mental Space
Create time to think about the 'what-ifs'. Do it with a self-agreed frequency. Red-circle the time once a month in your diary.

2. Talk to People
About Strategic Planning as an activity, purpose and meaning. Make the time to get to know people and situations that might have impact.

3. Get a Process
There are many options - a great one is a SWOT Analysis. Then use an action plan of activities to undertake, month by month.

4. Get a Mindset
Think of the advantages and value of spending a little time each month on this. Recognise the situations that crop up where a Strategic Planning activity would have saved you.

5. Respond to Opportunities
By being alert to what's going on, and fitting that into the existing planning that you've done, situations you can use for the future benefit of your business will appear.

6. Write it Down
A physical representation will 'fix' in your mind. Keep it safe, keep it visible and above all, keep it active - not somewhere under a pile of paperwork, or worse, deep in your computer filing system.

7. Share It
There may be some bits that you want to keep to yourself, but keep them to a minimum. Share as much as you can with your people, especially your key people - they will get in tune and start creating strategic solutions themselves.

8. Roll It
Keeping it in mind and also having a monthly review is OK. Within that, make sure that you update goals and visions too. Move your goalposts, especially if you are raising the bar on standards and business performance.

9. Look Back
Once a year or so, take stock and look back at what was your plan in the past. Relate to your thoughts at the time. Check back on your assumptions and learn for the future.

10. Be Flexible
Above all, as those little changes in direction for your business kick in, shift a little. Adapt yourself. Keep your standards and goal, but also flow a little as things come along.

5 Simple Actions You Can Take Today!
· Get clear on your Vision for your business. Measure how far you are away from that.

· Break it down into manageable chunks and decide the longer-term changes you need to make to get there. Be honest and be ruthless - this is a focused wish-list.

· Identify what you truly know about the future - what is going to happen, how sure are you (%) and when.

· Talk to your key people - get them involved in the big shifts your business has to make for your vision to be fulfilled. Get their input.

· Write it out, make it visible and create time to review, preferably monthly...

The best at Stakeholder Management...

1. See the Big Picture
They have a broad and creative view on just who might be involved and why.

2. Measure the Impact
One-by-one, they are able to spot just who are the movers and shakers. Who could be assets and who could be adversaries?

3. Lobby Well
This is where great networking and communication skills come into their own. Those with the best Stakeholder Management skills work on those who can make a difference. Through keeping them well informed, they create a well of support. 

4. Spread the Load
And they involve others in their team too - by sharing the efforts to communicate with those who are important, they build a broad base of links which can be utilised profitably. The team 'buy in'.

5. And There's More
by using the team in the first place a better picture of those with possible interests can be built. And it's great for team-building too!

6. Get Creative
Those with great Stakeholder Management skills build trust and rapport easily - and by doing this they can find the 'hot button' of their key stakeholders quickly and effectively.

7. Efficiency
They are able to spot where to spend their time most effectively. Some stakeholders will be more important - more potentially damaging if their support were to fail. Time gets spent appropriately - and those who are already supporters are not forgotten!

8. Update Regularly
It's about keeping the eye on the ball. By making sure that a frequent check is made on the state of these vital relationships, it is a lot less likely that things can go wrong - balls do not get dropped!

9. Give Credit
By making sure that those who are on-side with the business; the project; the initiative, get credit as the end draws near, longer-term relationships and indeed future advocates are created.

10. Learn
Those best at Stakeholder Management go back and look at what they learnt from previous experiences, incorporating them into the next round!

Ten Ways to be a Better at Stakeholder Management
1. Realise It!
There is a big opportunity to make whatever you do successful. Tell those who need to know and don't miss anyone important.

2. Involve Your People
Make this a team effort. Your people will enjoy the input and they will probably have a far deeper understanding of the consequences of what you are doing than you alone. This is not a one person effort.

3. Check the Risk
Using a simple grid, checkout who has the Impact and who can Influence most. Those with 'high' on both are your biggest targets to work with.

4. Don't Assume
You really need to check what the score is for everyone - 'assumptions' tend to go wrong. So watch out for anyone who you 'believe' is a given. Check it out.

5. Ponder a Little
OK - so don't assume, but do try to get into the head of every Stakeholder. What's important to them? What are the current pressures? How can you help? Come at them from their angle as well as yours.

6. Make Time
You need to talk to influential people - explain what you are doing that impacts on them. Making the time; honouring them with their 'need to know' smoothes the path. Invest here - it's worth it.

7. Adapt
Create personal behaviour styles which match your stakeholder and you will stand a greater chance of getting them onboard. Meet them more than half-way.

8. Do More
Watch out for things that you can do to maximise the relationships - checkout mutual acquaintances that may be able to help them; seek resources to help fix their problems. Be helpful - go the extra mile for them - it will be a worthwhile investment.

9. Keep in Touch
With your stakeholders and your own team. This is a moving target, attitudes change, so you need to be alert. Keeping in touch with everyone will minimise surprises. Good, focused, consistent communication is the key to success here.

10. Be Honest
With yourself. This will help you learn for the future and redress issues as they arise with any of your stakeholders. If problems are arising - get them sorted fast and step over your sensitivities. This could save your venture!

5 Simple Actions You Can Take Today!
· Choose a project you're currently working on - keep it simple to start with.

· Identify everyone who might have an interest in it. Then go ask other people - even those well away from the project. Get creative here! Checkout some of the tools from the resources below. Use the Impact and Influence model above.

· Work with your team on the final list - think through what those individuals might see in your project, good and bad.

· Consider, within your team, all those who might want to strike up relationships with some of the people involved - to be your link to stakeholders in your project.

