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Many leaders say their organizations have a formal strategic planning 

process, but strategic decisions are more often made by the CEO or a 

small group. 

Less than half of leaders are satisfied with how their organization makes 

strategic decisions.  Many leaders would improve their organization's 

approach to strategic planning if they could. 

Little has changed since a 2006 McKinsey & Co. survey reached these 

same conclusions.  

The good news is leaders recognize ways to close the strategy gap.   

They are clear on where they need to build strategic management 

competencies.  And they agree that peer group involvement, interaction 

with experts and consultations with a strategic management consultant  

are ways to advance strategic thinking, planning and implementation. 
 

      Lee Crumbaugh, SMP, President 

      Office 630-469-8088  Cell 630-730-9619 

      leec@strategicbusinessleader.com 

      www.forrestconsult.com   

      www,strategicbusinessleader.com 
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Strategic planning and decision-making: Closing the strategy gap 

2012 Strategic Leader Survey 
 

Executive Summary 

At Forrest Consulting, we provide leaders with direction, resources, support and counsel to 

transform small and medium sized businesses, non-profits and other organizations into top-tier, 

growing, high achievement entities.  Our vision is "every organization creates and is acting on a plan 

with strategies leading to a vision of greater success." 

THE DILEMMA 

The case for strategy is compelling. Organizations that plan are more likely to succeed, are more 

profitable and improve their value proposition.  Yet, many organizations don't develop and 

implement strategies leading to a shared vision of success.  Too much of leaders' time and attention 

is directed to daily operations and problems. 

We are on quest to solve this dilemma.  This 2012 Strategic Leader Survey is part of our 

efforts to better understand "the strategy gap" - why leaders aren't more strategic and why more 

organizations aren't planning and implementing their plans - and learn how to help leaders think and 

act strategically and instill planning and effective implementation in their organizations. 

THE STRATEGY GAP IS REAL 

The survey replicates part of a seminal 2006 McKinsey & Co. survey to see whether the McKinsey 

findings of a gap between recognition of the importance of planning and limited use of planning in 

decision-making holds true six years later among a diverse group of leaders with a decision-making 

role for a company or a not-for-profit organization.  Using the lead-think-plan-act framework of the 

Association for Strategic Planning, the survey asks the leaders to identify their competencies and 

where they need to become more competent as strategic leaders.  Finally, the survey has the 

leaders assess potential answers to helping leaders be more strategic and make their organizations 

more strategic. 

The leaders responding essentially confirm McKinsey's findings of a "strategic gap."  While 81% say 

strategic planning plays more than a slightly significant role in their organization, only 26% say their 

organization makes strategic decisions using a formal strategic planning process.  Nearly two-thirds 

say strategic decisions are made by the CEO or a small group.   

Further, the leaders offer many potential changes they would make in their organization's approach 

to strategy development if they could, starting with nearly half citing improving identification of and 

focus on strategic issues and improving company alignment with its strategic plan. 
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CLOSING THE GAP 

Leaders readily identify strategic management areas in which they believe they need more 

competencies and skills.  The lead-think-plan-act aspects of strategic management for which leaders 

are most interested in developing additional competencies and skills are: 

 Identifying market opportunities 

 Strategy formulation 

 Communicating vision and strategy 

 Leading change 

 Business planning 

 Performance measurement 

 Strategic planning 

 Developing high performing teams 

 Strategic decision-making 

 Market analysis 

There is strong agreement that the following methods can help leaders be more strategic:  

1. On-going participation in facilitated meetings with a group of non-competitive peers. 

2. Presentations by and discussions with strategic management subject matter experts in areas of 

importance to the leaders. 

3. Regular one-on-one consultations with a highly qualified and experienced strategic management 

consultant. 

Indeed, most leaders encourage combining the three methods - on-going participation in facilitated 

peer group meetings, interchange with strategic management experts and regular consultations with 

a strategy consultant.  Three quarters of leaders agree offering leaders such a package of services 

seems to offer a good way to advance strategic thinking, planning and implementation; they 

encourage development of this approach. 

THE WAY FORWARD 

The survey results lead us to urge leaders to seek ways to build their lead-think-plan-act strategic 

management competencies and skills.  Our involvement with the Association for Strategic Planning 

suggests that leaders consider engagement with ASP and tapping the body of knowledge it has 

developed for the Strategic Management Professional certification program. 

Further, the survey results confirm that strong support exists for offering leaders on-going 

opportunities to benefit from group involvement with non-competitive peers, engagement with 

strategic management subject matter experts, and consultations with a qualified strategy consultant. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

At Forrest Consulting, we are developing a service, Strategic Business Leader™ Groups, that combines these 

methods to help leaders learn and practice strategic management and improve the performance of their 

organizations through strategic thinking, planning and implementation. 

We very much appreciate the contributions of the 107 company and not-for-profit leaders in decision-making 

roles from North America, Europe and Africa who completed our 2012 Strategic Leader Survey and offered 

their views on strategic management. 

The detailed survey results follow.  We welcome your thoughts on this research. 
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_______________________________________________________________________ 

How important strategic decisions are made in the company or organization 

 

  2012 2006 

  Strategic Leader  McKinsey 

  Survey  Survey 

By a small senior group, including CEO or equivalent 44.8% 52% 

With a formal strategic planning process 25.7% 23% 

By CEO or equivalent 12.4% 10% 

By department or unit leaders   3.8% 13% 

By frontline employees   3.8%   1% 

Other (please describe)   9.5%*   1% 

*  Board of Directors and President;  me (3); 2 people operation; CEO and volunteer board of directors; Condo 

association ; based on position or client; led by senior group with input from various areas of firm; offsite 

owner; sole proprietor/manager 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

Role that strategic planning plays in developing the company's or 

organization's strategy 

 

  2012 2006 

  Strategic Leader  McKinsey 

  Survey  Survey 

Extremely significant 35.2% 14% 

Very significant 33.3% 44% 

Somewhat significant 12.4% 29% 

Slightly significant 12.4% 10% 

Not at all significant   6.7%   3% 
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________________________________________________________________________

Potential changes would choose to make in the company's or organization's 

approach to strategy development if could  

 
Improve identification of and focus on strategic issues 45.2% 

Develop method to monitor process again strategic plan 42.3% 

Improve company alignment with strategic plan 41.3% 

Improve market/competitive intelligence 39.4% 

Increase involvement from all levels of company 35.6% 

Reduce inappropriate influence of personal agendas 30.8% 

Increase discussions among business units/departments 29.8% 

Improve quality of strategy development discussions 28.8% 

Improve efficiency of planning process 28.8% 

Increase involvement of board of directors/advisory board  12.5% 

None of the above   6.7% 
 

 

 
  2012 2006 

  Strategic Leader  McKinsey 

  Survey  Survey 

Improve identification of and focus on strategic issues 45.2% 31% 

Develop method to monitor process again strategic plan 42.3% 32% 

Improve company alignment with strategic plan 41.3% 37% 

Improve market/competitive intelligence 39.4% 30% 

Increase involvement from all levels of company 35.6% 24% 

Reduce inappropriate influence of personal agendas 30.8% 26% 

Increase discussions among business units/departments 29.8% 26% 

Improve quality of strategy development discussions 28.8% 27% 

Improve efficiency of planning process 28.8% 20% 

Increase involvement of board of directors/advisory board  12.5%   7% 

None of the above    6.7%   2% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Characteristics that define the company's or organization's formal strategic 

planning process (for those that have a formal process) 

Leads to strategic decisions that allow the company to  57.6% 

meet its goals and challenges 

Assesses risks as well as benefits 42.4% 

 

Focuses on the most important strategic issues facing  41.4% 

company, not tactical issues 

Ensures that those who carry out strategy are involved  36.4% 

in making it 

Fosters creativity in strategy development 34.3% 

 

Emphasizes substantive discussion of issues, not process 32.3% 

 

Builds shared understanding of market dynamics 19.2% 

 

Ensures that participants receive worthwhile analyses,  18.2% 

information at right times in the process 

Incorporates priorities of employees from all levels  17.2% 

of company 

Is efficient 16.2% 

 

None of the above 18.2% 

 

   

  2012 Strategic 2006 

  Leader  McKinsey 

  Survey  Survey 

Leads to strategic decisions that allow company to meet its goals/challenges 57.6% 64% 

Assesses risks as well as benefits 42.4% 63% 

Focuses on most important strategic issues facing company, not tactical issues 41.4% 53% 

Ensures that those who carry out strategy are involved in making it 36.4% 52% 

Fosters creativity in strategy development 34.3% 29% 

Emphasizes substantive discussion of issues, not process 32.3% 43% 

Builds shared understanding of market dynamics 19.2% 51% 

Ensures participants receive worthwhile analyses/info at right times in process  18.2% 35% 

Incorporates priorities of employees from all levels of company 17.2% 14% 

Is efficient 16.2% 20% 

None of the above 18.2%   4% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Statements that accurately characterize the discussions that take place 

among participants during the company's or organization's strategic 

planning process 

Discussions stimulate and challenge participants' thinking 53.5% 

Discussions include most knowledgeable and influential participants 52.5% 

Discussions result in progress toward an effective strategy 51.5% 

Participants feel free to discuss difficult issues openly and honestly 50.5% 

Discussions are lively 42.6% 

Participants are willing to put aside their personal agendas 27.7% 

None of the above 18.8% 

 

 

  2012 2006 

  Strategic Leader  McKinsey 

  Survey  Survey 

Discussions stimulate and challenge participants' thinking 53.5% 56% 

Discussions include the most knowledgeable and  52.5% 60% 

influential participants 

Discussions result in progress toward an effective strategy 51.5% 55% 

Participants feel free to discuss difficult issues openly  50.5% 49% 

and honestly 

Discussions are lively 42.6% 52% 

Participants are willing to put aside their personal agendas 27.7% 20% 

None of the above 18.8%   8% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Company's or organization's current strategic performance issues 

Lack of marketing/promotion/customer acquisition 30.4% 

Insufficient/ineffective processes 27.5% 

Lack of effective strategies 25.5% 

Lack of effective planning 24.5% 

Lack of financial resources 24.5% 

None of the above 19.6% 

Poor organizational culture 16.7% 

Lack of skills/expertise in employees 15.7% 

Poor information/data management 15.7% 

Lack of innovation 12.7% 

Lack of technology 10.8% 

Poor differentiation of products/services   7.8% 

Lack of employees   6.9% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Strategic management "leading" skills and competencies leaders believe to 

be strengths 

Team management 55.6% 

Coaching 47.5% 

Leading change 45.5% 

Developing high performing teams 44.4% 

Delegation 43.4% 

Employee development 43.4% 

Organizational structure 39.4% 

Innovation 38.4% 

Developing alliances and joint ventures 36.4% 

Entrepreneurship 35.4% 

Crisis management 33.3% 

Identifying risk 32.3% 

Negotiating 29.3% 

Managing risk 27.3% 

Board development 24.2% 

Board relations 21.2% 

Mergers and acquisitions   7.1% 

Obtaining investment   7.1% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

"Leading" aspects of strategic management in which leaders are most 

interested in developing additional skills and competencies 

Leading change 39.1% 

Developing high performing teams 37.0% 

Team management 32.6% 

Developing alliances and joint ventures 27.2% 

Entrepreneurship 27.2% 

Coaching 26.1% 

Innovation 25.0% 

Board development 22.8% 

Employee development 22.8% 

Board relations 19.6% 

Identifying risk 18.5% 

Negotiating 18.5% 

Organizational structure 17.4% 

Delegation 16.3% 

Obtaining investment 16.3% 

Mergers and acquisitions 15.2% 

Crisis management 14.1% 

Managing risk 14.1% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Strategic management "thinking" skills and competencies leaders believe to 

be strengths 

Developing a shared vision 53.6% 

Identifying market opportunities 49.5% 

SWOT analysis 46.4% 

Customer analysis 43.3% 

Benchmarking 40.2% 

Financial analysis 40.2% 

Performance measurement 40.2% 

Competitive analysis 38.1% 

Strategic intelligence 30.9% 

Market analysis 25.8% 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

"Thinking" aspects of strategic management in which leaders are most 

interested in developing additional skills and competencies 

Identifying market opportunities 55.4% 

Performance measurement 38.0% 

Market analysis 37.0% 

Strategic intelligence 30.4% 

Customer analysis 29.3% 

Competitive analysis 28.3% 

Benchmarking 26.1% 

Developing a shared vision 25.0% 

Financial analysis 19.6% 

SWOT analysis 18.5% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Strategic management "planning" skills and competencies leaders believe to 

be strengths 

Communicating vision and strategy 63.5% 

Strategic decision-making 59.4% 

Strategic planning 57.3% 

Business planning 52.1% 

Scenario/contingency planning 41.7% 

Strategy formulation 35.4% 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

"Planning" aspects of strategic management in which leaders are most 

interested in developing additional skills and competencies 

Communicating vision and strategy 43.8% 

Strategy formulation 43.8% 

Business planning 38.2% 

Strategic planning 37.1% 

Strategic decision-making 36.0% 

Scenario/contingency planning 30.3% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Strategic management "acting" skills and competencies leaders believe to be 

strengths 

Budgeting 46.9% 

Analyzing employee performance 44.9% 

Implementing strategies 42.9% 

Process management 38.8% 

Financial management 37.8% 

Brand management 28.6% 

Customer acquisition/relations 28.6% 

Reputation management 32.7% 

Satisfaction/loyalty management 31.6% 

Information/data management 25.5% 

Marketing management 24.5% 

Workforce and succession planning 24.5% 

Product/service development 22.4% 

Developing revenue 21.4% 

Sales management and selling 21.4% 

Lean/Six Sigma type concepts 19.4% 

Sourcing/vendor relations 19.4% 

Media relations 18.4% 

Technology implementation/mgmt. 18.4% 

Social media marketing 17.3% 

Compensation and incentives 15.3% 

Production 13.3% 

Supply chain management 13.3% 

International business 11.2% 

Investor relations   9.2% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

"Acting" aspects of strategic management in which leaders are most 

interested in developing additional skills and competencies 

Social media marketing 34.4% 

Brand management 30.1% 

Developing revenue 29.0% 

Customer acquisition/relations 26.9% 

Analyzing employee performance 26.9% 

Marketing management 25.8% 

Workforce and succession planning 24.7% 

Implementing strategies 24.7% 

Sales management and selling 22.6% 

Information/data management 18.3% 

Financial management 18.3% 

Lean/Six Sigma type concepts 18.3% 

Process management 18.3% 

Budgeting 17.2% 

Compensation and incentives 17.2% 

Technology implementation/mgmt. 17.2% 

Reputation management 17.2% 

Media relations 16.1% 

Satisfaction/loyalty management 16.1% 

Product/service development 12.9% 

International business 11.8% 

Investor relations 10.8% 

Supply chain management   8.6% 

Sourcing/vendor relations   7.5% 

Production   6.5% 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Agreement that current and emerging organizational leaders can benefit 

from on-going participation in facilitated meetings with a group of non-

competitive peers 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Agreement that current and emerging organizational leaders can benefit 

from presentations by and discussions with strategic management subject 

matter experts in areas of importance to the leaders 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Agreement that current and emerging organizational leaders can benefit 

from regular one-on-one consultations with a highly qualified and 

experienced strategic management consultant 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Agreement that the Strategic Business Leader Group Concept seems to 

offer a good way to advance strategic thinking, planning and implementation 

and encourage its development 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Total completed responses 107 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Level of position in the company/organization: 

Owner 28.0% 

Director level 21.5% 

CEO 15.9% 

Manager level 15.0% 

VP   9.3% 

Partner   7.5% 

COO   7.5% 

CFO   5.6% 

Senior level   2.8% 

Other C-level   1.8% 

CIO   0.9% 

Other* 13.1% 

* Board chair (3), Board president (2), Board member or trustee (2), CCO, Chief development 

officer, Senior project manager, Consultant (3), Advisor 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Number of people employed by company/organization 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

Number of people manage in organization/unit/department 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Number of direct reports 

 

 

 

 


