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Putting the creativity back into strategic
thinking and decision-making
The strategic thinking supplement tells the story of the
research that is underpinning our views on how strategic
thinking and decision-making are changing in a digital
world. It describes the implications for finance
professionals, employers, academics and tuition providers,
and regulators and policymakers when thinking
strategically.

With all these competing facets required, the following
tools and techniques are ones I carry around in my toolbox
when I need strategic divine intervention. It’s not an
exhaustive list, and there are many more elements out
there. Hopefully, at the very least, they will stimulate
debate and help you access your Sherlock Holmes
‘Memory Palace’ when you need to think strategically.

The white paper:
w Sets out a vision for strategic thinking and
decision-making in a digital world
w Details the strategic challenges organisations face
in a digital world
w Describes the implications for the finance function
and the performance required to meet strategic
organisational challenges
w Profiles the changing skills, competencies and mindsets
that finance professionals must adopt to ensure they
can address the strategic challenges organisations face
With all this in mind, we want organisations and finance
functions to do two things, rediscover creative strategic
thinking and empower us all to once again construct
safe environments in which we have the time to think.
To achieve this, we have compiled some tools and
techniques to help.
Lawrence Freedman in his book, ‘Strategy: A history’
describes the abilities of the strategist as:
‘A student of the present who must be aware of the past,
sensitive to the possibilities of the future, conscious of the
danger of bias, alert to ambiguity, alive to chaos, ready to
think through the consequences of alternative courses of
action, and then able to articulate all this with sufficient
precision for those who must execute its prescriptions’.1
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Tool and techniques
w Understand your limitations (part I) —
behaviour economics
w Understand your limitations (part II) —
facing the unknown with chaos and
complexity theories
w The Stacey matrix
w Lessons in creativity
w Zero-based thinking
w Strategy and sustainable development
w CIMA Strategic Scorecard — deliberate
strategies
w Innovation through trial and error —
emergent strategies
w D
 eath by meeting — the monthly strategic
or ad hoc strategic meeting
w Strategic thinking matrix
w S
 cenario planning
w O
 ther strategic tools featured in ‘Essential Tools
for Management Accountants’

Understand your limitations (part I) –
behaviour economics
Since the 1960s, the rise of behaviour economics has
demonstrated the lack of rationality in decision-making.
We are often guilty of creating narrative fallacies – forcing
logical links or stories into past strategic decisions to
make them more rational. These created stories often rest
on the premise that we can predict the future. When
making choices about developing strategy, we should
therefore acknowledge upfront our inherent, inbuilt
irrationality and behavioural shortcomings. Even more
important, we must be able to identify these behavioural
biases in others and challenge them in an open and
non-judgemental environment.
Distinct cognitive systems
Awarded a Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 2002, the
work of Daniel Kahneman can help us shine a light on
human rationality and modern economic theory. He
differentiates the brain into two distinct cognitive systems.
Called systems 1 and 2, these are constantly impacting
your underlying thinking and reasoning. System 1 creates
unconscious reasoning, and System 2 stimulates
conscious reasoning. The System 1 brain operates
quickly, automatically and intuitively. It is an unconscious
process, requiring little effort. The system 1 brain:

normal stimuli around us. Think of people absorbed in
their mobile phones when they confidently step out in front
of oncoming traffic!
‘The automatic operations of System 1 generate
surprisingly complex patterns of ideas, but only the slower
System 2 can construct thoughts in an orderly series of
steps’.4 In our quest to develop our strategic thinking,
being able to recognise and call out the quirks of System 1
and the laziness of System 2 can help avoid mistakes
and pitfalls.
‘The way to block errors that originate in System 1 is
simple in principle: recognize the signs that you are in a
cognitive minefield, slow down, and ask for reinforcement
from System 2’.5
Based upon the heuristics and biases work of Kahneman
and Amos Tversky, McKinsey Research developed ‘
a language to discuss biases’ framework in 2010
focusing on the five most common biases that affect
decision-making the most:
w Action-oriented biases: Drive us to act less thoughtfully
than we should
•

w Infers and invents causes and intentions

Excessive optimism

•

Overconfidence

w Neglects ambiguity and suppresses doubt

•

Competitor neglect

w Is biased to believe and confirm
w Exaggerates emotional consistency

w Interest biases: Arise in the presence of conflicting
incentives

w Focuses on existing evidence and ignores
absent evidence

•

Misaligned individual incentives

•

Inappropriate attachments

w Sometimes substitutes an easier question
for a difficult one2

•

Misaligned perception of corporate goals

The System 2 brain supports a slower, more analytical
process that’s used when mental effort is required,
including when complex computations are required. The
system is ‘often associated with the subjective experience
of agency, choice, and concentration’.3 However, as
Kahneman points out, we perform less well while
concentrating, and our capacity to stay focused is limited.
Indeed, when intensely focused we can become blind to

w Pattern-recognition biases: Lead us to recognise
patterns even when there are none
•

Confirmation bias

•

Management by example

•

False analogies

•

Power of storytelling

•

Champion bias
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w Stability biases: Create a tendency towards inertia in the
presence of uncertainty
•

Anchoring

•

Loss aversion

•

Sunk-cost fallacy

•

Status quo bias

w Social biases arise from the preference for harmony
over conflict

w White hat: Facts
w Red hat: Emotions
w Black hat: Negative/risks
w Yellow Hat: Positive/optimistic

•

Groupthink

w Green hat: Creative

•

Sunflower management6

w Blue hat: Process and control

Armed with some knowledge of how our brains work,
Yarger highlights, ‘Openness and recognition of personal
biases and preferences move the strategist closer to a
proper assessment of reality’.7
With all concepts, and behavioural economics is no
exception, there is some debate on the usefulness of
identifying biases in the complicated world and the
complex world. Kay and King point out, ‘What may be
“biases” in individual problem-solving behaviour in
well-defined puzzles are actually advantageous in the
group resolution of the ill-defined problems posed by
uncertainty’.8
Practical application example
Six thinking hats
Being able to spot our own biases can be almost
impossible, but it’s easier to spot the signs in others.
But, once you’ve spotted a bias in a colleague, how do
you call out the behaviour in a constructive way, to move
the group’s strategic thinking to a balanced position?
In a performing team, it can be as simple as naming
the bias exhibited. In a norming or storming team
environment, a more diplomatic approach may be
necessary. I have found the lenses of Edward de Bono’s
six thinking hats a useful way of defusing a personal bias
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and providing a parallel construct.9 A powerful parallel
thinking tool, it separates thinking into six functions or
roles. Each of the six functions is symbolised by
coloured hats:

When a bias is spotted in a colleague, call out the coloured
hat being worn and challenge different thinking by trying
another coloured hat. Hopefully, the process makes the
group more focused and mindful in the quest for creative
decision making.
For those of us with Western backgrounds, our thinking
is primarily Newtonian or scientific. ‘To get the rationality
of western logic, the reality of the world is expressed in
either-or terms – it is assumed to be either black or
white’.10 This is interesting to an accountant as it
permeates our thinking. The science of accountancy is
based upon something either being true or false or is
expressed as having a truth value of one or zero. The
environment the strategist inhabits, however, is grey and
full of ambiguity. For the strategist, this means having a
range of options or scenarios rather than just the opposing
poles of ‘true’ or ‘false’. It’s the difference between having
a constrained perspective or being open to possibilities.
As Yarger puts it:
‘Good strategy is designed to accommodate, deter,
and seek advantages in the realities of degree,
probability, and ambiguity – all incident to a complex
chaotic system’.11

 nderstand your limitations (part II) —
U
Facing the unknown with chaos and
complexity theories
The saying goes, ‘the flutter of a butterfly’s wing can
ultimately cause a typhoon halfway around the world’. This
is based on the work of Edward Lorenz on weather
prediction and is at the heart of chaos theory. It revolves
around the idea that the outcomes of a future system are
incredibly sensitive to the minutest change. Chaos and
complexity theories were developed in the 1970s and
1980s around complex adaptive systems and nonlinear
dynamics. By the end of the 20th century, the theories
were beginning to filter into management and
organisational thinking.
Why should we be considering these theories when
thinking strategically? Well, in maths chaos theory,
what is thought to be utterly random, confusing and
unpredictable will over time produce highly complex
patterns of behaviour. Therefore, what often appears
to be random is in reality not.
‘The strategic environment can be viewed as a chaotic
system in which human history represents aperiodic
behaviour – broad patterns in the rise and fall of
civilizations are evident, but no event is ever repeated
exactly’.12
In our so-called VUCA world, just as in weather
forecasting, we should be looking for patterns within
non-linear relationships to give us strategic insights.
(This pattern spotting is explored further in the
Stacey Matrix tool.)
Order from complexity
Complexity theory focuses on the system and the
interconnected elements within it. For management, this is
the organisation itself and the network of agents or
employees. Research into flocking bird formations shows
that rather than following a leader, each bird does its own
thing, interpreting simple rules so that orderly behaviour
emerges for the whole flock. The same sort of behaviour

takes place in learning organisations, where new forms of
local interaction emerge and lead to new strategic
direction. This is where emergence strategies will develop.
They are a result of the network of employees, who, by
following simple rules, interact with each other and the
organisation’s ecosystem. The strategic evolution has
occurred through random mutation, feedback loops and
the impact of the competitive environment.
The work of Ralph Stacey, Professor of Management at
Hertfordshire School, University of Hertfordshire, builds on
complexity theory. His research has focused upon
answering two questions: ‘to what extent is successful
strategy the result of organisation intention, and to what
extent does it emerge from the complex interactions
between people in organisations?’
‘The evidence suggests that organisations succeed in
highly uncertain environments when they sustain states
of instability, contradiction, contention and creative
tension in order to provoke new perspectives and
continual learning. In this manner successful
organisations create and discover their own environments
and their innovative strategies emerge without prior,
organisation-wide intention. In such circumstances
no-one can be in control of future direction’.13
Consequently, when considering strategic direction, we
need to be aware that a successful outcome requires a
balancing act between the grand vision set and the
‘complex adaptive system’ that is the organisation. How
many times has a strategy been communicated and
cascaded downwards, only for it to disappear in the
middle management ether? Held hostage by local events
or interpreted in a way not foreseen?
‘New strategic directions emerge spontaneously from
chaos of challenge and contradiction, through a process
of real-time learning and political interaction’.14
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Strategic thinking, according to Stacey, needs to be
continuous and to always confront an open-ended
future. Business strategic thinking must involve the
following tasks if it is to be successful:
w Developing a new mental model for each new situation
rather than applying the same general prescriptions to
many situations
w Anchoring one’s thinking to the here and now,
not the future
w Reasoning by analogy and intuition about qualitative,
irregular patterns rather than analysis and
quantification
w Thinking in terms of a whole, interconnected system
rather than separate parts
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w Focusing on the learning process and on the
mental models governing the process, rather
than on outcomes
w Becoming aware of the effects of group dynamics
on thinking and learning and trying to minimise
dysfunctional group dynamics15
The moral for us is to embrace the chaotic and
unpredictable; it is these elements that will keep our
creative juices flowing. Trying to predict and control
the future with a deliberate strategic plan alone is
impractical and could be killing organisational creativity.

The Stacey matrix
The Stacey matrix is a model for dealing with complexity
proposed by Ralph Stacey in 1996. He conceived it to
highlight the relationship between change context and
decision-making/control modes. The matrix can help you
choose between different decision-making approaches
depending on the emergent strategic issue and the
situation. It allows you to identify a management decision
on two dimensions: the degree of certainty and the level
of agreement.
The vertical y-axis is Agreement. This measures the level of
agreement about an issue or decision within the group, team
or organisation. The degree of agreement on what should be
done is an important factor in determining success.
The horizontal x-axis is Certainty. When an issue or
decision is close to certainty, it is because the linkages
between cause and effect can be determined. This is
usually the case when a very similar issue or decision has
been made in the past, meaning you can use experience
to predict the outcome with a good degree of certainty.
The other end of the certainty continuum is ‘far from
certainty’. This is when the situation is unique – or at
least new to the decision-makers. The cause and effect
linkages are not clear, and using experience is not a good
method to predict outcomes.
Figure 1. The Stacey Matrix: the relationship between change
context and decision-making/control modes16

Zones
1) Technically rational decision-making
Much of the current management literature and
strategy theory addresses this zone, which is close to
certainty and close to an agreement. Here, we use
techniques that gather data from the past and use
it to predict the future. We plan specific paths of action
to achieve outcomes and monitor actual behaviour
by comparing it against these plans. This is sound
management practice for issues and decisions that
fall in this area. The goal is to repeat what works to
improve efficiency and effectiveness. (This zone links
to the Harvard uncertainty ‘Level 1: A Clear-Enough
Future’ mentioned in the Appendix B – A brief history
of strategy.)
2) Political decision-making
While some issues have a great deal of certainty about
how outcomes are created, there can also be high
levels of disagreement about which outcomes are
desirable. Neither plans nor shared mission are likely
to work in this context. Instead, politics becomes
more important. You have to use coalition building,
negotiation and compromise in this zone to create
the organisation’s agenda and direction. (This zone
links to the Harvard uncertainty ‘Level 2: Alternate
Futures’ concept mentioned in Appendix B – A brief
history of strategy.)

Far from

3) Judgmental decision-making

Agreement

Political

Close to

Chaotic

Rational

Complex

Judgemental
Close to

Certainty

Some issues have a high level of agreement but not
much certainty as to which cause and effect linkages
create the desired outcomes. In these cases,
monitoring against a pre-set plan will not work. A
strong sense of shared mission or vision may
substitute for a plan. Comparisons are not made
against plans, but against the organisation’s mission
and vision. In this zone, the goal is to head towards an
agreed ideological future state – even though the
specific paths cannot be predetermined. (This zone
links to the Harvard uncertainty ‘Level 2: Alternate
Futures’ concept mentioned in Appendix B – A brief
history of strategy.)

Far from
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4) Complex decision-making
There is a large area on the diagram between the
anarchy region and regions of traditional management
approaches. Stacey calls this large central area the
‘zone of complexity’ – others call it the ‘edge of
chaos’. While traditional management approaches are
not very effective here, it is the zone of high creativity,
innovation and breaking with the past to create new
modes of operating. When working with strategic
issues, you need a diversity of approaches to deal with
the diversity of contexts. The lack of prediction can
make these feel problematic. (This zone links to the
Harvard uncertainty ‘Level 3: A Range of Futures’
concept mentioned in Appendix B – A brief history
of strategy.)
5) Chaos
Situations where there are very high levels of
uncertainty and disagreement often result in
breakdown or anarchy. The traditional methods of
planning, visioning and negotiation are insufficient here.
One strategy some people use to deal with
such a context is avoidance: avoiding the issues that
are highly uncertain and where there is little agreement.
While this may be a protective strategy in the short
run, it is disastrous over the long term. This is a zone
that organisations should avoid as much as possible.
(This zone links to the Harvard uncertainty ‘Level 4:
True Ambiguity’ concept mentioned in Appendix B –
A brief history of strategy.)
Most traditional strategy development tends to deal with
the issues in zone 1. This leads to a deliberate strategy
approach, where the situation is perceived as close to
certainty and agreement. It is a zone that is naturally
comfortable to us, where our assumption of a state of
stable equilibrium plays out. Here we use models of
experience to forecast the future and use monitoring as
a form of control.
In the VUCA environment, where most businesses feel
they currently are, emergent strategic issues are more
likely to materialise where there is far from certainty and
far from agreement. When in the complex decision-making
zone, zone 4, strategic thinking needs to change. Instead
of looking for cause and effect linear relationships, you
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need to move towards non-linear thinking, seeking
patterns and their systemic implications. This means
focusing on what is odd, contradictory and paradoxical.
You need to understand how random connections
between people and simple decision rules lead to complex
global patterns of behaviour. Focus on:
w Relationship building
w Loose coupling
w Complicating
w Diversifying
w Sense-making
w Learning
w Recognising and influencing patterns
w Improvising
w Thinking about the future
w Noticing emergent direction
w Meaning out of many small changes
Upfront, the matrix asks us to identify the issues we need
to make a decision on using certainty and agreement.
When we identify issues that are far from certainty and
agreement, as in zone 4, it gives us the confidence to
move into areas that we may understand intuitively but
would traditionally have been hesitant to resolve. Hopefully
the emerging interactions, conflicts and dialogues will
help you form a new strategic direction and achieve
organisational renewal. At the same time, it should
provide you with the legitimate action of running away
when issues fall in the zone of chaos! Stacey sums up
the matrix’s values:
‘Although it has been clear for decades that planning
processes can be applied only close to certainty and
agreement and that truly strategic situations are not like
this, nevertheless, the majority of managers, consultants
and academics carry on talking about strategic outcomes
primarily as the consequence of conscious intentions.
It is hoped that referral every now and again to the
picture drawn [the matrix] will persuade you not to do
this so readily’.17

Lessons in creativity
In a 1991 ‘Video Arts’ lecture, John Cleese offered a recipe
for creativity, delivered with his signature blend of cultural
insight and comedic genius. Specifically, Cleese outlines
‘the 5 factors that you can arrange to make your lives
more creative’. You can also use these rules to stimulate
strategic thinking in a meeting environment:
1. Space (‘You can’t become playful, and therefore
creative if you’re under your usual pressures’)
2. T
 ime (‘It’s not enough to create space; you have to
create your space for a specific period of time’)
3. T
 ime (‘Giving your mind as long as possible to come
up with something original’, and ‘learning to tolerate the
discomfort of pondering time and indecision’)
4. C
 onfidence (‘Nothing will stop you being creative so
effectively as the fear of making a mistake’)
5. H
 umour (‘The main evolutionary significance of
humour is that it gets us from the closed mode to
the open mode quicker than anything else‘)
Cleese describes the open mode as ‘more relaxed, more
receptive, more exploratory, more democratic, more
playful and more humorous’. In contrast the closed
mode is ‘tighter, more rigid, more hierarchical, more
tunnel-visioned’.
These steps give you the permission, time and
environment you need to make your strategic thinking
sessions more creative. They provide a great way to tease
out emergent strategy issues or define a superior
deliberate strategy. You can watch the lecture online.
https://youtu.be/Pb5oIIPO62g (accessed 15 May 2020)

The Bowie solution
While on the subject of creativity, it is also worth
mentioning the legend that was David Bowie and his
techniques to stimulate new ideas. When writing a song,
he would introduce random elements into the process to
boost his creativity. So, once Bowie had some lines of
prose, he would cut the lines into pieces, usually of one or
two words, and then rearrange them to create a brand-new
set of lyrics. There is no reason why, when you write down
lists describing several different strategy ideas, you
shouldn’t also cut them up and reconnect them into more
interesting combinations. Now you can bounce around
new ideas and create new strategies in the process.
Another process Bowie used was a deck of cards called
‘Oblique Strategies’, designed by musicians Brian Eno and
Peter Schmidt for solving creative problems. When you hit
a creative block, just pick a card and it will provide you with
a random new perspective to explore. Advice on the
individual cards includes:
w State the problem in words as clearly as possible
w What wouldn’t you do?
w What to increase? What to reduce?
You can download Oblique Strategies decks from various
websites; they have even been turned into mobile apps.
For the budding rock stars in the management accounting
community, these two techniques give you an excuse to
work in a David Bowie fashion when developing strategies.
‘We could be heroes just for one day!’
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Zero-based thinking
This technique is suggested by Denise Brosseau in her
book about increasing an individual’s professional
success. However, the questions that the process asks are
equally valuable when reviewing an organisation’s
strategy. Brosseau’s thinking about sunk costs needs to
be remembered when reviewing strategic success:
‘No matter how much time and energy and political capital
(or money) you’ve already invested in an idea, don’t let
that be the reason you keep going. You can’t recover the
time and the money you’ve already spent, and there is no
point in expending more. Instead, stop and practise
zero-based thinking: re-look, re-think, re-assess what
you’re doing with fresh eyes’.18

The following zero-based thinking questions have been
tailored to give them a strategic focus.
Questions
w Is the strategic path that we are on now the one that we
would be on if the organisation were starting this effort
today?
w If we were to start right now, from where the
organisation stands today, would we be focused on
the strategic options that the organisation has been
spending its time?
w Are we throwing resources, time, energy and people
away because the organisation is unwilling to stop
and admit it has taken the wrong strategic options?
w Are there any signals that show us that the organisation
is going in the right strategic direction?19
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Strategy and sustainable development
When thinking strategically, it is also important to
understand the impact your vision could have on a
sustainable future. Sustainability is often thought of
as having three pillars or components: economic,
environmental and social — or, more commonly,
profits, planet and people.
In this context, its scope is about promoting prosperity
and economic growth (profit) while protecting the planet
and people across three interconnected core elements:
Environmental — considers how an organisation
performs as a steward of nature. This factor
includes the nature and extent of non-renewable
resources used in production, as well as the
release of potentially harmful elements to the
air, land or water.
Social — examines how an organisation
manages relationships with employees,
suppliers, customers and the communities
where it operates. Social issues range from
human rights and health and safety to other
responsible business practices, such as product

marketing and privacy. Expectations around
these issues, as well as environmental issues,
define what is often referred to as the social
license to operate.
Governance — deals with an organisation’s
leadership and effective management of the
business. In addition to overseeing strategy
execution, performance and management of
risks, effective governance ensures
maintenance of the social license to operate.
Specific governance considerations include
executive pay, regulatory compliance and
shareholder rights, as well as internal controls
and internal and external audits
It is vital to reflect upon the complex systems and
relationships between the E, S and G pillars and your
strategic direction. Doing so will help ensure your
strategic development ‘meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs’.20

Figure 2. The three pillars of sustainability

Governance

Environmental

Social

Strategic thinking supplement tools and techniques 10

In January 2017, the Business and Sustainable
Development Commission (BSDC) published a report
called ‘Better Business, Better World’. This sets out how
greater sustainability can help overcome global burdens
to growth and deliver trillions in new market value. It
identifies six actions for business leaders. These relate
to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and you should consider them when reviewing
your organisation’s strategic direction.
Published in 2015, the 17 SDGs, with 169 targets and
success factors, set the agenda for transforming our
world by 2030. They call for a partnership between the
public, private and voluntary sectors in tackling areas such
as climate change, economic inequality, innovation,
sustainable consumption, peace and justice. In 2017,
Financial Management magazine highlighted the eight
goals where management accounting could have the
biggest impact and where accountants can be the
strongest drivers of change.21
Related to the SDGs, the six actions suggested by the
BSDC are:
1. B
 uild support for the Global Goals as the right growth
strategy
The thinking here is that the more business leaders
who understand the business case for the Global
Goals, the faster progress will be towards better
business in a better world.
2. Incorporate the Global Goals into company strategy
This means applying the lens of the Global Goals
to your strategy and the choices you make in its
development.
3. D
 rive the transformation to sustainable markets
with sector peers
By shifting onto a sustainable footing that is in line with
the Global Goals there is the potential to unlock much
bigger business opportunities. ‘‘Business as usual’ will
not achieve this market transformation. Nor will
disruptive innovation by a few sustainable pioneers be
enough to drive the shift: the whole sector has to
move’.22 The BSDC highlights that only a collective
sustainable competitive effort will drive system
change in line with the Global Goals.
4. W
 ork with policymakers to pay the true cost of natural
and human resources
Business leaders must work openly with regulators,
business and civil society to shape fiscal and
regulatory policies that create a level playing field
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more in line with the Global Goals. This is important
because sustainable competition depends on all
competitors setting prices that reflect the true cost of
the way they do business.
5. P
 ush for a financial system oriented towards longer-term
sustainable investment
In an uncertain world, most investors currently focus
on liquidity and short-term gains. This will need to
change as companies’ financial performance reflects
the external social and environmental realities.
Investors will need to understand companies’ relative
performance on the Global Goals and undertake the
move to longer-term sustainable investment. Your
strategy is a good place to explain this change.
6. Rebuild the social contract
The Global Goals can help rebuild the social contract
and trust that was eroded by the global financial crisis
2008 and the COVID-19 pandemic. To achieve this, you
need to think about how your strategy will contribute
positively to the communities where you operate.
At the very least, once you have completed your strategic
thinking and moved into implementation mode, you
should be thinking about measuring your business’s
‘triple bottom line’ (TBL). This means being able to
measure your strategic success against the E, S, and
G pillars. An alternative to the TBL might be to measure
your contributions to meeting the SDG targets.
For more information on the finance professional’s
sustainability role, there are two reports on the
CGMA.org site
Sustainability and business – The call to action: build
back better
https://www.cgma.org/resources/reports/
sustainability-and-business-the-call-to-actionbuild-back-better.html
The role of the accountant in implementing the
Sustainable Development Goals
https://www.cgma.org/content/dam/cgma/resources/
reports/downloadabledocuments/cgma-sustainabledvelopment-goals-guide-apr-18.pdf
You can find more information on the UN SDGs and
corresponding targets on the United Nations website:
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
The full BSDC ‘Better Business, Better World’ report
can be found on their website.
http://report.businesscommission.org/report

CIMA Strategic — deliberate strategies
Once you have finished thinking differently and developed a
strategy, the CIMA Strategic Scorecard provides a great
matrix to keep your governance board engaged through
implementation. It gives the board the mandate to devote
its time and energy to strategy oversight. It will also keep
the board focused on the business’s strategic position and
stop the temptation to dive into the tactical, operational
weeds. The CIMA Strategic Scorecard was developed in
2004 and helps:
w Provide board assurance on the organisation’s
strategic progress
w Give the board focus on its strategic involvement and
the kind of challenging questions it should be asking

ecosystem
w Strategic Options – The future strategic ‘bets’
w Strategic Implementation – Review of current projects
w Strategic Risks – Review of organisational risk processes
and identification of key risks
You can find full details on the Strategic Scorecard and
how to use it in the ‘Essential Tools for Management
Accountants’ booklet. Downloaded the booklet from the
CGMA website: http://www.cgma.org/resources/tools/
essential-tools/downloadabledocuments/essentialtools-for-management-accountants.pdf

w Identify emerging strategic issues impacting progress
and where decisions need to be made
The scorecard breaks down into four quadrants:
w Strategic Position – The external environment or

Source: CIMA Executive CPD Academy
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Innovation through trial and error —
emergent strategies
This approach is in part a look back to the theories of
Mintzberg and his concept of emergent strategy. Rather
than spend all your time making predictions about the
future and possible strategic trends, you make time to
build flexibility and agility into an organisation. This
enables it to react quickly to change on the ground when
it appears. Use ‘build, measure, learn’ to create the ability
to learn about what is working and drop what is not. When
babies and children learn, they do it through trial and error
and – it’s the same with emergent strategies. The
difference is that organisations need fail-fast approaches
to build on new innovations that could open a series of
new possible futures.
Creativity comes from chaos and choosing an emergent
strategy path can embrace it. Stacey notes:
‘In today’s rapidly changing environment, businesses
must continually create and innovate to success. But
when systems are close to adaptive equilibrium, they
require major internal changes in order to be creative
or even to cope with major random shocks from the
environment. This means that innovation is very hard
for a business in stable equilibrium. Doing new things
requires altering stable relationships between people,
work patterns, attitudes, perceptions, and cultures’.23

Source: M.C. Escher Metamorphosis III
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The issue for the finance function and finance
professionals is that their instinct is for order and
regularity. Emergent strategies come from uncertainty
and do not fit the traditional order of the annual plan
or budget cycle. Finance-function control cycles often
block such activities in favour of stable, repetitious
patterns of existing behaviour.
When I think of an image that encapsulates emergent
strategies, I am drawn to the artist M. C. Escher and his
woodcut Metamorphosis III. Created in 1967 to 1968, this
seven-metre work focuses on the metamorphosis of a
constantly changing shape. The simple black and white
grid with the word ‘metamorphose’ at the beginning turns
first into reptiles, then honeycomb, followed by insects,
fish and birds. Later a town on the edge of a sea emerges
from the pattern of three-dimensional blocks, then links to
a tower before transforming into a rook from a chess set.
Finally, the woodcut returns to the simple ‘metamorphose’
black and white grid.
A 42-metre version of the woodcut is on display at the
Netherlands’ Schiphol Airport.
It is time to embrace a level of chaos that emergent
strategies can provide, while hedging them with
deliberate strategy scenarios.

Death by meeting — the monthly strategic
or ad hoc strategic meeting
Patrick Lencioni’s 2004 book, Death by Meeting —
A Leadership Fable ... About Solving the Most Painful
Problem in Business, is a blueprint for leaders who want
to eliminate waste and frustration among their teams
and create environments of engagement and passion.
He shows how elements of drama and structure are
absent from most meetings:
w Meetings are boring because they lack drama.

Lencioni identifies four different types of meeting
for different purposes:

wW
 eekly tactical
(one hour)

daily headline news
weekly sitcom/crime drama

wM
 onthly strategic or ad hoc strategic
(two hours)
wQ
 uarterly off-site review
(six hours or more)

Once meeting participants have been captivated by the
issues, the next step is to mine for ideological conflict.
Drama needs conflict

w Meetings are ineffective because they lack
contextual structure.

w Daily check-in
(five minutes)

Just like a movie, the most critical part of the meeting is
the beginning. Participants need to understand the plot
and what’s at stake within 10 minutes. The injection of a
dramatic opening scene and a sense of urgency helps
get people hooked and gives them a reason to care.

movie

mini-series

As we are interested in provoking strategic thinking and
agreeing direction, our focus must be on the monthly
strategic or ad hoc strategic meeting. It gives an excellent
meeting structure for discussing emergent strategic
issues of the day that need resolution.
It is important to circulate the agenda ahead of time. This
gives participants time to do some up-front thinking and
prepare themselves by doing a little research. Any
preliminary work will improve the meeting discussions
and resulting decisions.
The monthly strategic meeting should be like a good
feature-length movie, at around two hours. Lencioni says:
‘It is where executives wrestle with, analyse, debate and
decide upon critical issues (but only a few) that will affect
the business in fundamental ways’.24

At the heart of a good movie is conflict that needs to be
resolved. Consequently, conflict needs to be at the core of
your meetings. Our instinct is to avoid conflict during
meetings but glossing over any disagreement and debate
makes meetings boring. Conflict provides the human
drama that will keep us on the edge of our seats. It makes
human activity interesting and ensures a meeting with
passion and engagement. So, make it your mission to
actively mine for conflict. It’s through conflict that issues
are resolved and meetings are made more engaging
and productive.
Sometimes an emergent strategic issue cannot wait for
the next monthly strategic meeting. In this situation, you
as an executive should call an ad hoc strategic meeting
solely to tackle the issue. Lencioni points out that the
ad hoc strategic meeting is possibly the most important
for the organisation.
‘It demonstrates that an executive team knows how
to identify those rare strategic issues that deserve
immediate attention even at the expense of the urgent
but less important tactical concerns that surface
every day’.25
Practical application example
I used Lencioni’s meeting structure during the early
formation stages of a two-organisation joint venture.
When the new teams came together, it was difficult to
discuss strategic issues and ‘elephants in the room’. This
was probably because the joint team was in the ‘forming’
stage of Bruce Tuckman’s team development model.26
The meeting structure helped engage the different team

Strategic thinking supplement tools and techniques 14

members behind a common cause and brought out the
conflict earlier. It gave participants permission to talk
about ‘elephants in the room’ openly and get to shared
solutions quicker. Lencioni’s approach caused this new
team, tackling strategic issues for the first time, to
progress more quickly than otherwise from the ‘forming’
to the ‘performing’ stage.

Before putting a meeting into the diaries of the great and
the good of your organisation, De Smet, Jost and Weiss
think you should stop and answer the following questions:

More details on the other three basic meeting types can
be found in Lencioni’s book.

The article included a great table, summarising types
of meeting by attendee size, typical characteristics
and outcomes.

A recent ‘McKinsey Quarterly’ article reminded us that an
effective meeting is the key if organisations want better
decision-making Surely this is common sense – don’t
better-planned meetings lead to better decisions?27
However, the McKinsey research suggests that 61% of
executives found that, ‘at least half the time they spent
making decisions was ineffective’.

w Should we even be meeting at all?
w What is this meeting for anyway?
w What is everyone’s role?28

Table 1. Want a good meeting? Begin by clarifying the goal29

Decision
meeting

Typical size

Typical characteristics

Typical outcome

6 to 8
attendees

Structured agenda identifies decision(s)
to be made

Action

Decision-makers have been identified
and are in the room
Active facilitation
Discussion
meeting

8 to 20
attendees

Structured agenda identifies
discussion topics

Consideration

Active dialogue by attendees

Information-sharing
meeting

2 to 2,000+
attendees

Agenda clarifies topics for information
sharing, although additional items may
arise during the meeting
One-way communication from speaker
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Awareness

Strategic thinking matrix
This tool is adapted from a business service model used
to show how business support functions can best add
value.30 For our purpose it can be used to keep your focus
on strategic direction. It is a simple 2x2 matrix to manage
either your personal time or time in meetings upon the
strategic issues of the day.
Figure 4. Strategic thinking matrix

Operational/Reactive quadrant
As leaders, we tend to find much of what we do falls
into this quadrant. It feels comfortable and we don’t
have to think very hard to resolve the issue or situation.
The problem for the business is when all leaders are
focused on this box – then it comes at the expense
of the ‘bigger picture’.
Operational/Proactive quadrant

Strategic
Reactive

Strategic
Proactive

Here you add value by leading process and systems
improvements and sponsoring operational projects
to make them more efficient and effective. This
quadrant uses the key skill of influence to gain
commitment.
Strategic/Reactive
This box is about being involved in strategic projects
and initiatives. It means adding your credibility, rapport
and trust to strategic initiatives that have emerged from
deep inside the business.

Operational
Reactive

Operational
Proactive

The matrix helps you think about where you spend your
time, and where you should be spending it. What tends to
happen is that most of your focus gets taken up on issues
and initiatives in the bottom left quadrant – day-to-day
operational tasks, bubbling up from the business engine
rooms. These tasks, in most cases, should be delegated.
Ultimately the top right quadrant is where you should be
spending most of your time, making that strategic
difference to your business.
Lencioni notices:
‘I have found that most executives have far too many
tactical and administrative items on their schedules,
which is often the result of an adrenaline addiction,
the need to stay occupied with moment-to-moment
activities’.31

Strategic/Proactive
This quadrant is about thinking through strategic issues
and working up potential solutions. Once a strategic
solution has been agreed upon, it is then about articulating
the vision and consulting with the rest of the business
to make it happen. Items here are likely to be far from
certainty and far from agreement and, consequently,
need longer to reflect upon.
Practical application example
I have used this matrix with senior management to
influence their planning meeting agendas. The regular
planning meeting had become populated with agenda
items from the operational weeds. Sometimes there just
to provide information or a political play to show how
much an area of the business was achieving. Although
such items were easy to resolve, they were included at the
expense of wider strategic topics that required more
in-depth debate. And although many decisions might be
made, they were not moving the organisation forward
strategically or resolving complex conflict. At the end of a
meeting, you could congratulate yourself on the number
of decisions made. However, the decisions were not
moving the organisation forward strategically or resolving
complex conflict.
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To try and move senior managers from the Operational/
Reactive comfort zone, we categorised agenda items by
their fit to quadrants on the matrix and noted the time
spent on each one as a percentage of the meeting. Once
they could see where they spent most of their time, they
made a conscious effort to move their focus to strategic
issues that really needed their proactive leadership.

This approach had two results. The number of agenda
items in the Operational/ Reactive quadrant declined as
senior managers chose to resolve these types of issues
out of meetings. Also, agendas became less cluttered,
giving leaders more time to devote to strategic issues
requiring deeper analysis and debate.

Figure 5. Governance Boards

Strategic
Long term

Operational

Short term

Business involves leaders/Board in
strategic initiatives and customer
value propositions

Leaders/Board influencing the
business with strategic ideas
and potential solutions

Leadership behaviours: Credibility,
rapport, trust

Leadership behaviours: Visioning,
consulting

The business asks for leadership/
Board help on operational activities/
issues

Leaders/Board influences to improve
operational processes, making them
more efficient and effective

Leadership behaviours: Tactful,
assertive, from the customer
experience

Leadership behaviours: Educating,
gaining involvement

Reactive

Leadership is approached
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Proactive

Leadership to approach others

Scenario planning
‘Scenario planning is a management tool that is designed
to allow organisations to evaluate the efficacy of
strategies, tactics and plans under a range of possible
future environments’.32
Scenarios help quality decision-making by allowing a
group to interrogate possible actions and understand
upfront their impacts and long-term consequences. Once
you have answered ‘what is going on here?’, scenario
planning focuses on two questions:
w What could happen?
w What would be the impact?
You should develop between two and four distinct
scenarios for each major decision. Any more will be
confusing and counterproductive.

‘Models can become too rigid and their makers so wedded
to them as to become blind to disconfirming data’.33 As
decision-makers, John Kay and Mervyn King tell us: ‘When
people take these financial models too literally, populate
them with invented numbers and base important
decisions on them, the models become misleading, even
dangerous’.34
Finally, it is worth remembering, ‘Scenario planning
is a way of ordering thoughts about the future, not of
predicting it’.35
For more details on creating scenarios read the 2015
CGMA Tool report, ‘Scenario Planning: Providing insight for
impact’. The report can be downloaded from CGMA
website: https://www.cgma.org/Resources/Tools/
DownloadableDocuments/scenario-planning-tool.pdf

Some words of warning: make sure your scenario planning
does not become too prescriptive. As Margaret Heffernan
highlights, finance professionals need to be aware that:

Other strategic tools featured in the
‘Essential Tools for Management
Accountants’
Published in 2013, this guide specifies a number of tools,
models, techniques and processes you can use to
stimulate your strategic thinking and support the
development of strategic goals. Within the strategic
planning and execution section there is guidance on
SWOT, PESTEL, Porter’s Five Forces, Strategy Mapping
and The Balanced Scorecard.

Copies can be downloaded from the CGMA website:
http://www.cgma.org/resources/tools/essentialtools/downloadabledocuments/essential-tools-formanagement-accountants.pdf
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