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WELCOME

Thank you for signing up to the Strategy

Masterclass: 5 Essentials for Good

Strategic Planning. 

 

You will be able to use these as a planning

guide, as they provide a framework for

making sound strategic decisions and

removing the guesswork from which

direction to take your company. 

 

This class isn’t about how to create a

strategic plan step by step, but it is giving

you the key pieces you need in order to be

able to make confident decisions. 
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Strategic Planning Essential Number 1 is Analysis.  
 

The starting point for strategy is analysis of what’s happening inside your business. 

 

When I talk about knowing what’s really going on in your business, I’m referring to the key 

drivers that make you money and propel you forward, and those that don’t. In this class I’ll 

focus on analysing two drivers – clients and products and services. I cannot overestimate 

how important these are because they are critical to strategic planning. 

 

My number one starting point for analysis is your client base. Understanding your client 

base and which clients are the most profitable, spend the most with you, have long tenure 

with your company, and the ideal clients who enable you to continue delivering new 

products and services as they grow is essential. 

 

Knowing who these clients are and what proportion they are of your whole client base will 

enable you to identify the exact type of client you want more of. 

 

It will impact your marketing message as you ‘talk to’ those clients rather than the ones you 

want less of. 

 

It will also drive your sales and channel activities as you narrow your focus to bringing in 

more of these ideal clients. 

 

I have many examples where there has been no real analysis of the business, but to give you 

just one: I had a client who was a wholesaler, focused on his sales reps build their client base 

of retail customers. They had tight targets and were driven very hard but the returns were 

incremental 

 

His focus on more customers resulted in his team doing just that – bringing on board more 

retail customers that were getting smaller and smaller and further away from the ideal clients 

that were contributing the most to his business. He was very focused, but just on the wrong 

thing. 

 

This actually happens all the time, because the focus on ‘more’ distracts from what the real 

focus needs to be which is the criteria for attracting the right kind of new clients. 

 

Really understanding who your clients are, why they come to you, how much they contribute 

to your business over time, and how to find more of the high value ones, is essential. 

 

Equally important is the analysis of your product and service portfolio.  
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You may have multiple streams of revenue from different products, services, or different 

brands. 

 

You may develop them in-house or sell someone else’s products. 

 

Either way, it’s not just about the sales revenue. What’s also important is the contribution 

these products make to your margin. 

 

Some products deliver more to your business with less effort while others consume 

resources and add complexity to your business. 

 

Analyse your product and service margins, analyse the stock keep units (SKUs) associated 

with each product including components and packaging. This inventory needs to be stored, 

picked and packed, replenished, kept track of and reported on. This costs money, requires 

people and systems and infrastructure, and can add considerable complexity to your 

business if not managed well.  

I did an analysis of a client’s brands as preparation for a strategic retreat I was running with 

their team. One brand only generated 8% of the company’s sales at a much lower margin 

than the other brands. Based on that we could have made various decisions about sourcing, 

getting better cost of goods and margin, or marketing decisions to ramp up sales volume.  

 

But when we looked at the ratio of SKUs for that brand to the others, it carried 50% of the 

total SKUs and as a result required a lot of resource to manage that stock. By comparison, 

their top selling brand with high sales and high margin, only had 7% of SKUs. 

 

So understanding which products and services are your stars, and which aren’t, is essential. 

 

Finally, the third critical component of analysis is a SWOT – to do an analysis of your 

company’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. 

 

This analysis will form a core part of your strategy. Strengths and weaknesses are internal 

attributes of your business. Threats are external to your business and some examples would 

be exchange rate variation, the threat of cheap imports, threats of technology making your 

product or service redundant or bigger cash-rich competitors entering your market to 

dominate it.  

 

Opportunities are also external to your business and include things like growth from entering 

new geographic markets, or new customer segments to service, new products or licences to 

acquire, the acquisition of competitors. 

 

When going through your strengths and weaknesses you need to be brutally honest about 

what they are, because strengths can be made stronger and help your business grow; and 

weaknesses need a strategy to help mitigate.  
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Once you’ve completed a SWOT analysis, there’s a step I take my clients through to match 

their strengths with their opportunities, as well as their threats and weaknesses. This helps 

identify where you can capitalise most on opportunities when you are in a position of 

strength. It also highlights your least defendable position where you have an inherent 

weakness and you are faced with a real threat, for example, a cashed-up larger competitor is 

entering your market when one of your weaknesses is tight cashflow. Some of these different 

SWOT scenarios will certainly need a strategy. But, doing the analysis and knowing what you 

need to address is the first step.  

 

All these factors I’ve been through are critical for the analysis of your company. 

 

Analysis gives clarity. 
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Strategic Planning Essential Number 2 is Research 
 

This is important because for most business owner’s innovation and fresh ideas come from 

research. I find this quite a creative component of strategy.  This is about looking outside 

your business. 

 

There are many places to conduct research. The following are top of my list: 

 

The place I usually start with is companies in the same industry, overseas. I search for leaders 

in the industry in different countries, and I always find ideas and inspiration. I have even set 

up meetings with the heads of these companies if I plan on traveling to those locations. 

Operating on the other side of the world is not a threat to companies who clearly will not be 

moving into the others market.  

 

I advised a client of mine to do that many years ago. He took my advice and they ended up 

forming an alliance with a global leader and inheriting their technology that provided a 

significant competitive edge. 

 

The next kind of research I use for new ideas and inspiration comes from looking at other 

companies in other industries. I like to look at other business models too, to get ideas for new 

ways to deliver services, new ways to package products and services, new ways to engage 

employees and market to customers. 

 

When doing your research, focus on delivery methods, how other companies may be 

charging a premium for their product or service, the niche markets they serve, how they 

position and present their brands, unique service packages they offer, as well as sales and 

marketing aspects like their lead generation funnel. All these things will give you ideas for 

your own business, which may become part of your strategy.  

 

For example, airlines and their Economy, Business Class and First Class categories gave rise 

many years ago to a similar strategy in a host of other industries – Standard, Premium or 

Deluxe versions are everywhere. Every event you book has the same sort of options with 

different categories of event package, VIP seating, plus VIP back-stage passes. It’s a great 

strategy to segment your offer at different price points and make a lot more revenue and 

margin. 

 

My other major source of research is something I advocate all my clients use. Your own client 

base. Conduct some research amongst your own clients about what would add more value 

to them, what other challenges you could help them solve and what you need to do better. 

 

My absolute preferred way to do client research is a modified version I’ve created of Bain & 

Co’s Net Promoter Score. 
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I usually have about 5 questions to ask, all of which need to be answered with a rating out of 

10 with 10 being the best. When you then ask ‘what would need to happened for you to 

score us as 10?’, you will receive a wealth of feedback and insights from your clients. 

 

The core premise of this research is that 9-10 scores are those clients who will promote you 

to others; 7-8 are neutral in that there is room to improve in the eyes of your clients 

although they may be quite happy with your service. Scores of 6 and below mean they are 

not only likely to defect but also to not promote you to others. 

 

Of course, asking the right questions is key, as is not putting the onus on your clients for 

responding to lengthy surveys. Make it brief but effective and you need to drive it. If you 

have a service firm, face to face is best as you will learn so much more from body language. 

 

A question I always like to include is a version of this: ‘on a scale of 1-10, how relevant are we 

to your growth plans over the next 2-3 years?’. The answer will tell you whether this client 

will become more reliant on your products and services, or whether you are becoming less 

relevant to their business and need to evolve in order to retain them as a client. 

 

You must conduct your research with the right people who can genuinely answer these 

questions from a business perspective, rather than a junior who may give you positive 

feedback because they like dealing with your people. 

 

The other thing about client research is that you must test your questions with a couple of 

clients first, then adjust if need be. Don’t risk going through this whole exercise getting 

answers to a question that tells you little. 

 

Conducting client research the right way, is an invaluable source of real insights that will 

form part of your strategic plan and help drive business growth. 
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Strategic Planning Essential 3 is Assessing Risk 
 

Every strategic decision carries with it a degree of risk. 

 

Managing risk is about managing uncertainty which is why it’s important to identify potential 

risks, the likelihood of them eventuating, and strategies to address should they arise.  

 

Risk can result in massive crises, like those at the heart of the global financial crisis with the 

failure of US financial institutions and regulators to properly oversee risk management, and 

with classic corporate examples such as Enron. 

 

On a much smaller scale, entrepreneurs will often leap into new opportunities without fully 

considering and assessing potential risks of their new venture. Because risk is about 

uncertainty, we can’t predict the future but we can plan for certain eventualities. 

 

Richard Branson is often quoted about assessing risk as a core part of strategic decision-

making. He always looks at the potential downside and how his company could defend it. 

 

I like to keep it simple and list the potential risks associated with any strategies that take 

your business into new territory, such as entering a new market, setting up an international 

office, merging with another company, acquiring a business, shifting to a vertical integration 

model where you previously outsourced your supply chain, or diversifying to develop 

completely new products. 

 

In the context of strategic planning, I categorise risk associated with new opportunities into 

Low, Medium or High risk. 

 

For example, where there is a low likelihood of risk and a corresponding low impact, the risk 

consideration would be unlikely to stop you from pursuing such an opportunity. 

 

Where there is a high likelihood of risk and a high impact, you would need to give that 

opportunity serious consideration because the overall risk to your business is very high.  

 

Risk comes in many forms, but for most small and medium sized businesses the greatest risk 

is financial impact, health and safety risks to people, and compliance risk overall. 

 

If you identify and assess potential risks associated with your company’s opportunities for 

growth, you will be able to make well-informed decisions on your strategic priorities. 
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Strategic Planning Essential 4 is a Framework 
 

This is where it all comes together. 

 

The framework is a sorting and prioritising tool that will ultimately enable you to make the 

most appropriate strategic decisions based on your current context and appetite for risk. 

 

This Decision-Making Framework™ will change how you approach strategic planning. This is 

a framework I developed to help my clients in their planning process and help them make 

informed strategic decisions. I use it in my businesses and I use it for all my clients. 

 

As long as you do the prework – analysis, research, crunching the numbers, and a thorough 

SWOT – your strategic priorities will reveal themselves to you. 

 

If you are in a position where you don’t know which way to grow your company, or you can’t 

make a decision about where to invest and which opportunities will be the best ones to 

pursue, the framework will give you clarity. 

 

It won’t predict the future, it won’t tell you how much one opportunity will make you over 

another, and it doesn’t guarantee anything. What it will do is identify which priorities are the 

best ones to pursue right now. It will also identify, where it’s applicable, which opportunities 

are potentially very attractive as a future strategy. Your action plan for those may be to 

develop a more detailed business case before you make a decision (eg: you may be 

considering investing in new technology to reduce your development timelines, but you 

can’t quantify the potential gains until you’ve done some further investigation). 

 

The Decision-Making Framework™ helps you sort and prioritise your opportunities against 

criteria you’ve already analysed - the risk factor, potential returns of one opportunity over 

another, alignment with your company’s strengths, does it require capital investment and so 

on. 

 

Once you’ve listed all your potential strategic opportunities and assessed them all against 

the same criteria, the priorities for your overall strategy become very obvious. 

 

This tool, more than any other I use for planning, gives huge insights and clarity to CEOs for 

making strategic decisions. 
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Strategic Planning Essential 5 is Review 
 

I remember when I was back in corporate in another lifetime and another century, we did 

these massive 5 year plans with so much detail based on assumptions and projections we 

couldn’t possibly make. The world was very different then and the rate of change was so 

much slower and the internet and mobile technology was in its absolute infancy in the 

business world. 

 

But, what we did do, and what is still absolutely essential, is to review your plans. We did 

annual reviews and made adjustments to the 5-year plan every 12 months. Now, I 

recommend every quarter for a review, and an updated plan every 12 months. 

 

If something isn’t quite working out the way you had planned it, then better to make the 

necessary adjustments to your strategy sooner rather than later. 

 

This may even mean pulling out of a plan because circumstances have changed, be it the 

local economy, an international market, a major competitor, disruptive technology and 

various other reasons. 

 

Depending on the size of your business, and your plans, you may hold your reviews as a 

meeting, as a workshop, or as an offsite retreat. 

 

The simplest way to have a review is to refer to the list of actions that came out of your 

strategy for each key area of your business, or each major project. For example, you may 

have a list of marketing activities that you will be implementing for lead generation, 

conversion and client acquisition over the next 12 months. That is easy to track, measure and 

review. 

 

As I said earlier, a strategic plan is not a ‘set and forget’ exercise and the review process is 

essential. 

 

Key benefits of the review are: 

1. It keeps your team focused on the contribution they have to make to the company 

strategy 

2. It keeps you focused on the strategic direction of the business 

3. You can celebrate wins along the way as milestones are achieved, which infuses more 

energy and enthusiasm into the bigger picture 

4. Regular reviews enable you to course correct as required to address obstacles that 

arise 

5. If a major obstacle arises or something significant occurs that wasn’t considered at 

the time, you can decide whether to continue or pull out before it has a negative 

impact on your business 
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6.  Regular reviews pull your thinking out of the day-to-day detail and shift your focus 

back onto the bigger picture 

7. A review keeps you very focused on measurements that determine what ‘success’ and 

‘progress’ look like 

8. Strategy isn’t something you can ‘set and forget’ – a review keeps it fluid and 

dynamic 

9. Reviews with your key team members are a positive way to involve them in the 

bigger picture of the business overall, and not just their area of responsibility 

10. When your team becomes used to this process, they should be able to run a review 

without you having to drive it. The review process builds capability amongst your 

team. 

 

So that concludes the Strategy Masterclass: 5 Essentials for Good Strategic Planning.  

 

We’ve covered Analysis inside your business of Clients, Products and Services, and your 

company’s SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats). 

 

We also covered Research outside of your business, in the same industry, in other industries 

and amongst your clients. 

 

Assessing Risk was essential number 3, as there is a degree of risk associated with every 

strategic decision you make. 

 

Essential 4 is the Decision-Making Framework™ that will give you confidence in the 

decision you make regarding the direction you take the company. 

 

Finally, we talked about Review to keep your strategic plan dynamic, fluid and relevant. 
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CONCLUSION

I hope you’ve enjoyed this Strategy

Masterclass. 

 

If you’d like further information on

business strategy there are a lot of

resources on the blog, and in the Small

Business CEO podcast on the website. 

 

jennystilwell.com.au 

 

If you’d like to get in touch to see how we

may work together on your business, fill in

the contact form and we can organise a

time to talk. 

 

In the meantime, thanks so much for

downloading! 
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