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“Culture eats strategy for lunch.” This management truism 
is linked to examples of how strategy failed, acknowledging 
that actions attempted were inconsistent with the 
organization’s values, beliefs, and assumptions (Weeks, 
2006). The strategy-eating potential of culture has been 
used as the basis for recommending that leaders initiate 
large-scale change efforts to align culture with strategy. 
However, it has long been recognized that culture can also 
severely restrict the strategy selected to begin with, because 
of the myopia of shared beliefs among decision makers 
regarding the organization’s goals, competencies, and 
environment (Lorsch, 1985). Moreover, shared assumptions 
about the organization’s core mission can limit not only the 
strategy but also the vision (Schein, 2004). Thus, one of the 
most basic elements in any theory of leadership roles—
establishing vision (Sashkin & Sashkin, 2003)—is inhibited 
unless the thinking used to develop it, strategic thinking 
(Heracleous, 1998), is encouraged by the organization’s 
culture.

Strategic thinking is recognized as an individual ability 
(Hanford, 1995; Liedtka, 1998; Mintzberg, 1978), yet we 
know relatively little about its development. Limited work 
has been done addressing individual, group, and contextual 
factors contributing to strategic thinking, although a few 
frameworks and developmental models have been proposed 
(Bonn, 2005; Casey & Goldman, 2010). Not considered in 
depth are the importance of organizational factors and how 
leaders might influence these factors to cultivate strategic 
thinking across the organization. This article builds on a 
dynamic model of how strategic thinking develops. We 
explore culture and other related organizational factors that 

influence the process of learning to think strategically. 
Strategies that leaders can employ to influence these factors 
are proposed. Approaches for educating new leaders and 
managers in relation to the application of these approaches 
are discussed.

Strategic Aspects of Leadership
As an influencing process, leadership is described as being 
purpose driven and resulting in vision-inspired change 
(Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004). Across theories, 
vision stands as the most common important element of 
approaches to transformational leadership (Sashkin & 
Sashkin, 2003). The Sashkins (2003) noted that various 
theorists (e.g., Bass; Bennis and Nanus; Conger and 
Kanungo; House; Jaques; Kotter and Heskett; Kouzes and 
Posner) indicate that leaders are required to develop a 
vision, articulate and inspire communication of a vision, 
and manage followers’ attention through vision.

The limitations of focusing on having and communicat-
ing a vision (alone) were discussed by strategy theorists 
Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel (1998) in their identifi-
cation of the “entrepreneurial school” as one of 10 ways of 
developing organizational strategy. They described the 
entrepreneurial school as being preoccupied with vision 
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development and visionary leadership as an antidote to the 
failures of strategic planning: “Every self-respecting orga-
nization suddenly had to establish a vision” (p. 136). This 
focus disregards the depth and difficulty of strategic think-
ing, noted by Mintzberg (1994) as “an immensely complex 
process, which involves the most sophisticated, subtle, and 
at times, subconscious elements of human thinking” (p. 
111). Research on managers who derail supports Mintz-
berg’s view: Those who fail do so because of personal fac-
tors, including their inability to shift from a technical to a 
strategic focus (Yukl, 2006).

The recent attention to “strategic leadership” reflects the 
desire to better understand how executives shift not just 
their own focus but also that of the entire organization and, 
in so doing, transform the entity (Yukl, 2006). Strategic 
leadership is described as the thinking, acting, and influ-
ence of individuals and teams to advance the competitive 
advantage of the organization (Hughes & Beatty, 2005). 
This type of leadership is differentiated from “regular” 
leadership by being broader in scope—to include the orga-
nization and its external relationships—and more pervasive 
and longer lasting in its impact. Research on strategic lead-
ership is described as limited and has been criticized for 
focusing on demographic variables over underlying causal 
ones (Antonakis et al., 2004).

Yukl (2006) suggested that the main behaviors of strate-
gic leadership are monitoring the environment and formu-
lating strategy; others have added communication, organi-
zational alignment, and monitoring of outcomes to the req-
uisite actions (Avolio, 2005; Hughes & Beatty, 2005; Pisa-
pia, 2009). Numerous leadership assessment tools are pro-
moted as measuring individual “strategic” leadership abili-
ties; however, on inspection, they are focused only on com-
munication to inspire a vision and/or having a plan to 
implement it (Goldman, 2005). Although communications 
skills will help leaders implement strategy, such skills alone 
without requisite cognitive abilities are insufficient for 
crafting the strategy to be implemented.

The behaviors that leadership theorists have identified as 
required for strategic leaders bear striking resemblance to 
activities involved in strategic planning and strategic man-
agement processes as described in the strategy literature 
(e.g., Andrews, 1971; Eden & Ackermann, 1998; Steiner, 
Miner, & Gray, 1982). The past 30+ years of strategy 
research has explored the nature and practices related to 
strategy development and the strategic decision-making 
process, including the influence of power and politics and 
the role of chance (Bonn, 2005). The strategy literature has 
focused on singular events versus longitudinal learning and 
largely concerns detractors from thorough decision making 
(e.g., perceptual filtering) rather than developers of strate-
gic thinking (Porac & Thomas, 2002).

Thus, what we know about strategic leadership relates to 
two of its three dimensions—“acting and influence”—as 

defined by Hughes and Beatty (2005). There is a gap in 
what we know about “thinking.”

Strategic Thinking in Organizations
In addition to the deficit in the literature regarding strategic 
thinking, there is a gap in practice. Top leaders’ absence of 
strategic thinking has been identified as a major detractor of 
firm performance in studies across industries and countries 
(Bonn, 2001; Essery, 2002; Mason, 1986; Zabriskie & 
Huellmantel, 1991). There is concern that this gap will 
continue: Bonn (2005) noted that strategic thinking was 
identified by a panel of experts as one of the 10 most critical 
areas for future management research. In addition, both 
leadership and strategy theorists have indicated that 
strategic thinking is needed at multiple organizational 
levels. According to Wheatley (2006), the need for 
information and thinking skills that were once the purview 
of top leaders is moving deeper into organizations, as 
everyone needs to be able to interpret complex information 
and create their own realities. Newer theories of strategy 
making that focus on organizations’ processes and routines 
also indicate that strategic thinking is useful to those 
working close to the customer (Floyd & Wooldridge, 2000; 
Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 2003).

The strategic thinking gap is due to a lack of understand-
ing of the concept overall (Bonn, 2001; Liedtka, 1998; 
Mintzberg, 1994) and limited development of it among 
organizational leaders (Bonn, 2005). Practitioners and theo-
rists wrongly use the terms strategic thinking, strategic 
planning, and strategic management interchangeably. This 
has resulted in significant historical confusion in the litera-
ture, with the aforementioned terms being used not only as 
substitutes but also as both nouns and verbs (Steiner et al., 
1982).

Strategic thinking has been recognized as an individual 
activity influenced by the context within which it takes 
place (Liedtka, 1998). The literature contains no singular 
definition; based on our review, we define it as conceptual, 
systems-oriented, directional, and opportunistic thinking 
(Hanford, 1995; Liedtka, 1998; Mintzberg, 1978) leading to 
the discovery of novel, imaginative organizational strate-
gies (Heracleous, 1998). The development of an individu-
al’s ability to think strategically requires an understanding 
of what happens during the strategic thinking process as 
well as the contributing factors. We have suggested a devel-
opmental model based on research with practitioners and 
theories of strategy, expertise development, adult learning, 
and the “learning school” of strategy making (Mintzberg et 
al., 1998). The antecedents of our model as well as the 
model itself have been described in previous publications 
(Casey & Goldman, 2010; Goldman, 2007, 2008b). A brief 
overview is provided here; the parts of the model are shown 
in Figure 1.
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We suggest that the development of an individual’s abil-
ity to think strategically is a dynamic, interactive, and itera-
tive experiential learning process (Casey & Goldman, 
2010). Consistent with Mintzberg et al.’s (1998) “learning 
school,” strategy emerges as it is developed through a 
“messy process of informal learning” (Mintzberg, 1994, p. 
108). An individual is thinking strategically (to develop 
strategy) while completing the strategy development activi-
ties of scanning, questioning, conceptualizing, and testing 
(Casey & Goldman, 2010). The four activities are con-
ducted on a continuous basis, in no particular order. Think-
ing strategically (as a verb) is both part of the development 
process and enhanced by it (a noun).

In addition, specific individual differences, work experi-
ences, and organizational factors interact with the knowl-
edge individuals already have regarding the process of stra-
tegic thinking, the industry they are in, and their own strate-
gic thinking ability to further develop the ability to think 
strategically (Casey & Goldman, 2010). The individual fac-
tors include learning styles and personal habits and practices 
related to how strategic issues are approached. The work 
experiences incorporate nine categories of activities, each 
with requisite characteristics for enhancing the ability to 
think strategically. Examples include working in a variety of 
work settings, having a mentor early in one’s career, partici-
pating in focused strategic planning sessions, and being 
responsible for a major organizational growth initiative. The 
organizational factors that interact to enhance the ability to 
think strategically include a number of both group- and orga-
nizational-level practices regarding the way people work 
together and adapt to the environment. Examples include the 
nature and frequency of environmental monitoring, the 
depth of questioning of new ideas, the handling of failures, 
and the encouragement of diverse points of view. The behav-
iors related to these practices are easily observable; the prac-
tice being honed over time through interactions and shaped 

by leaders to become part of what we consider organiza-
tional culture (Schein, 2004).

Culture That Encourages  
Strategic Thinking

The creation and transformation of organizational culture is 
one of the most significant functions of leadership (Antona-
kis et al., 2004; Sashkin & Sashkin, 2003; Wheatley, 2006; 
Yukl, 2006). Schein’s (2004) well-known definition of cul-
ture describes it as

a pattern of shared basic assumptions that was 
learned by a group as it solved its problems of exter-
nal adaptation and internal integration, that has 
worked well enough to be considered valid and, 
therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 
way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 
problems. (p. 17)

Schein considered culture to be the leader’s job, and the 
distinguishing responsibility from managers, noting that 
leaders will be victims of culture if they do not deal with it.

The impact of culture has been considered in relation to 
organizational strategy: Beliefs about an organization’s 
competencies, vision, goals, markets, competition, differ-
entiation, and product performance can cause leaders to 
limit strategy (through myopia) or to overextend it (through 
rose-colored glasses; Lorsch, 1985; Schein, 2004). As noted 
earlier, the literature on strategy describes these issues but 
provides little in the way of prescription (Porac & Thomas, 
2002). The challenge facing leaders is to diminish the nega-
tive impact of culture on strategy, or said differently, to 
encourage the strategic thinking of individuals developing 
strategy at all organizational levels.

Our model of how strategic thinking is learned has sev-
eral implications for how this may be accomplished. First, 
leaders can help others understand their own habits and 
practices that relate to developing the ability to think strate-
gically. For example, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning 
theory has been tied to the activities of strategic thinking 
(scanning, questioning, conceptualizing, and testing), and 
administration of his Learning Style Inventory may provide 
individuals with insights into their own strategic thinking 
proclivities (Casey & Goldman, 2010). Second, leaders can 
include the work experiences shown to develop strategic 
thinking (Goldman, 2007) in the development plans of their 
direct reports. Third, leaders can maximize the potential of 
benchmarking and strategic planning sessions by ensuring 
that these processes incorporate certain characteristics that 
enhance their contribution to strategic thinking (Goldman, 
2008b).

Figure 1. Model of learning to think strategically
NOTE: Reprinted from Casey and Goldman (2010).
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These three actions may alter the experiences individu-
als have and the way some organizational processes oper-
ate, but they alone are not likely to materially enhance the 
strategic thinking that is taking place in the organization if 
the culture is not encouraging. Culture has long been noted 
as difficult to disrupt (Kilmann, Saxton, & Serpa, 1985). It 
has also long been recognized that one of the most effective 
ways of changing the culture—the beliefs, values, and 
assumptions that underlie the way things are done—is for 
leaders to change their behaviors (Sathe, 1985).

Schein (2004) identified six behaviorally related mecha-
nisms leaders have at their disposal to embed culture. These 
mechanisms concern the focus of leaders’ attention, lead-
ers’ role modeling and reactions, and the criteria leaders use 
for making decisions about organizational roles and 
resources. Schein discussed these mechanisms as they 
apply generally to daily life in organizations. In Table 1, we 
provide applications of these mechanisms to strategic think-
ing. The leadership behaviors identified in Table 1 as 
encouraging strategic thinking emanated from discussions 
with top executives at training sessions one of the authors 
conducts on strategic thinking and were solidified based on 
dialogue with colleagues. Schein noted that managers can 
use these mechanisms when they want to encourage new 
ways of thinking, but they must use all the six mechanisms 

and do so in a consistent manner. Encouraging a culture of 
strategic thinking, then, requires leaders to keep the organi-
zation focused on a future direction that is monitored, fund 
the development of future-oriented ideas, hire and promote 
those who think strategically, role model their own strategic 
thinking behaviors and encourage them in others, reward 
strategic thinking, and take a strategic approach in dealing 
with organizational mishaps. The primary culture-embed-
ding mechanisms have been discussed by Schein as ways 
leaders establish an initial culture (Schein, 2004). However, 
Schein also noted that “when a manager decides to change 
the assumptions of a working group by using all of these 
mechanisms, that manager is becoming a leader” (p. 271).

Other aspects specific to leading working groups are 
consistent with the culture-embedding mechanisms encour-
aging strategic thinking. Who is selected to be in a working 
group (the basis for status, per Schein’s mechanisms) can 
encourage a culture of strategic thinking. Diversity of age, 
gender, education, experience, organizational tenure, knowl-
edge, and skills enhances work group creativity, judgmental 
quality, and overall outcomes (Levi, 2007). Specifically 
related to the activities of strategic thinking, such diversity 
amplifies the information network used to gather factual, 
procedural, and conceptual information and expands the 
perspectives used to consider situations. Supportive of 

Table 1. Leadership Practices That Establish a Culture of Strategic Thinking

Schein’s Primary Culture-
Embedding Mechanisms Examples of Leaders’ Behaviors That Encourage Strategic Thinking

What is focused on and 
measured

A strategic direction to be something materially different and the tracking of outcomes against that vision
The impact of that direction on society
5 to 10+ years operating and financial performance targets
Continuous review and discussion of external changes that will affect the organization 5 to 10+ years hence

The basis for resource 
allocations

Products, services, ideas, and approaches that will prepare the organization for success 5 to 10+ years hence
External education/assistance with issues coming 5 to 10+ years down the road
Developing contingency plans before rolling out new initiatives

The basis for hiring, 
promotion, and firing

Asking job candidates questions to gauge their ability to think strategically
Having employees who reflect a mix of those new to and those long tenured in the organization
Identifying specific annual personal development plans/education to enhance strategic thinking
Making clear when promotions are based on strategic thinking ability

What is modeled and 
coached

Behaviors related to scanning the environment and identifying patterns affecting the future
Behaviors related to questioning to gain different perspectives
Behaviors related to conceptualizing different possibilities
Behaviors related to testing the impact of changes on performance

The basis for rewards and 
status

Rotating leadership of projects/activities that require strategic thinking
Including an assessment of strategic thinking ability in annual performance evaluations
Financially rewarding individual and team strategic thinking
Publicly recognizing individual and team strategic thinking

Reactions to crises and 
events

Openly discussing what occurred, involving different points of view and open-ended questioning
Considering how organizational policies and procedures have contributed to crises

SOURCE: Adapted from Schein (2004); examples provided by the authors
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Schein’s (2004) admonition that the mechanisms must be 
used in a consistent manner, work groups benefit from 
diversity only if power is shared (the basis for decision 
making regarding resources, people, etc., per Schein’s 
mechanisms). Leaders who want to encourage strategic 
thinking should pay close attention to the composition of 
work groups and the way in which they make decisions.

Finally, the substance of the work conducted by leaders 
themselves speaks volumes in terms of building strategic 
thinking in the organization (what leaders focus on, monitor, 
and measure per Schein’s mechanisms). Miles and Snow 
(2003) identified four typologies that represent patterns of 
organizational adaptation to environmental change. These 
patterns are based on leaders’ assumptions about organiza-
tional roles and risk taking and are honed over time to become 
part of the operating culture. The typologies include “pros-
pectors” that constantly scan the environment and encourage 
the development of new concepts and approaches, widely 
using outside expertise; “defenders” of a narrow range of 
products and services, focusing attention internally on effi-
ciency and reliability and using a plethora of tools to achieve 
precision in planning and cost estimation; “analyzers” that 
are a hybrid, following prospectors’ innovative successes but 
defending stable areas; and “reactors” that are not at all 
focused. The typologies are indicative of different emphases 
and amounts of the activities we have identified in relation to 
strategic thinking: scanning, questioning, conceptualizing, 
and testing. Prospectors (a few in each industry) scan and test 
more than other typologies, analyzers (the majority of orga-
nizations) question external perspectives more, defenders 
question internally. Reactors’ patterns related to strategy are 
inconsistent and ineffective.

Miles and Snow (2003) suggested that leaders need to 
first identify their organization’s typology and then take the 
necessary steps to modify it. The steps are described as 
administrative changes, including organizational structure, 
personnel, controls, and rewards, and alterations in resource 
allocations, systems, and procedures. We have already dis-
cussed personnel, monitoring, and rewards in relation to 
Schein’s (2004) mechanisms and provided examples of 
how these contribute to strategic thinking in Table 1. Schein 
considered organizational structure and processes as sec-
ondary culture-embedding mechanisms, reflecting and 
reinforcing assumptions about tasks, people, and their rela-
tionships—what is most important is how to accomplish it, 
the nature of people, and how they best interrelate. In more 
mature organizations, secondary mechanisms such as orga-
nizational structure can perpetuate assumptions leaders are 
trying to change through their behaviors (the primary mech-
anisms). In these cases, Schein advocated recognition and 
promotion from organizational subcultures with the desired 
characteristics, bringing in outsiders, and introducing new 
technologies. Applied to building strategic thinking 

abilities, actions leaders can employ include awarding 
“idea-generation” types of operational responsibilities, 
using external experts as strategic thinking coaches and 
mentors, and making available the use of Web technologies 
for scanning, cognitive mapping technologies for develop-
ing concepts, and simulations to “test” the impact of strate-
gic thoughts. These tools not only reinforce leaders’ behav-
iors associated with strategic thinking but also provide 
managers at multiple organizational levels resources to fur-
ther develop their own abilities.

Exhibiting behaviors consistent with strategic thinking 
and providing tools to help develop it are necessary but not 
sufficient to build a culture that encourages strategic think-
ing in organizations. Leadership complexity theorists concur 
that culture is a set of recurring patterns of behaviors but add 
that relationships are key determinants of what happens in 
organizations (Wheatley, 2006). What occurs between peo-
ple, rather than just by a person (a leader), regulates social 
and emotional behavior. This concept is supported by cur-
rent research in neuroscience, indicating the impact of rela-
tionships among people on motivation, trust, identity, group 
work, and learning (Karp & Helgo, 2008).

Applying leadership complexity theory to the develop-
ment of strategic thinking in organizations, individual 
responses and reactions to leaders’ use of the aforemen-
tioned strategic thinking tools and methods cannot be 
known in advance but emerge during the interaction. Karp 
and Helgo (2008) noted that leadership theorists have his-
torically addressed the importance of relationships in advo-
cating for the importance of vision establishment and com-
munications to develop common motivation, values, and 
team building. The implications for building a culture that 
encourages strategic thinking are several. First, interactions 
with others, in and of themselves, become important behav-
iors: The interactive processes of developing focus, making 
decisions on resource allocations, and handling crises 
(Schein’s mechanisms) are as important in establishing cul-
ture as the actions themselves. Second, secondary culture-
embedding mechanisms such as storytelling, rites, and ritu-
als (Schein, 2004) may be more important than previously 
thought, as these are vehicles for relationship building 
(Karp & Helgo, 2008). Finally, the gap in approaches to 
strategic aspects of leadership between the leadership and 
strategy literatures may become a moot point for those con-
cerned with building a culture that encourages strategic 
thinking: Both are needed. Per leadership theory, the devel-
opment, articulation, communication, and inspiration of 
vision builds relationships and therefore leadership. Per 
theory related to strategy, vision is not enough; the activities 
of strategic thinking are complex and must be developed at 
multiple organizational levels. Leaders’ behaviors must 
first embody and then help the organization build a culture 
that encourages strategic thinking.
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Implications for Management 
Development

In the preceding sections, we have identified numerous 
actions managers and leaders can take to encourage a cul-
ture of strategic thinking in the organization. The following 
10 actions can be taken:

1. Understanding themselves as a strategic thinker 
and their strengths and weaknesses across the 
components of strategic thinking (scanning, 
questioning, conceptualizing, and testing)

2. Helping others understand their habits and prac-
tices that relate to strategic thinking

3. Including work experiences that contribute to the 
development of the ability to think strategically 
in subordinates’ personal development plans

4. Maximizing the value of organizational processes 
such as benchmarking and strategic planning by 
ensuring they exhibit features that encourage 
strategic thinking

5. Changing their own behaviors related to Schein’s 
(2004) six primary mechanisms to embed culture:
a. Focusing on the future
b. Modeling scanning, questioning, conceptual-

izing, and testing behaviors
c. Hiring and promoting strategic thinkers
d. Rewarding strategic thinking
e. Funding strategic ideas and resources for 

strategic thinking
f. Reacting to crises in a manner that projects a 

strategic orientation
6. Promoting group diversity and power sharing
7. Using organizational structures and processes to 

modify characteristics of organizational typol-
ogy that limit strategic thinking

8. Attending to interpersonal relationships and per-
sonal reactions in conducting the above actions

9. Using organizational rites and rituals (Schein’s 
secondary embedding mechanisms) to reinforce 
all the above

10. Tying vision to all the above

Based on the identified actions, building a culture of strate-
gic thinking in organizations requires certain competencies 
of organizational managers and leaders. The requisite 
knowledge, skills, and abilities fall into the following four 
major categories:

1. A sophisticated knowledge of strategic thinking: 
What it is and is not, how to recognize it, how 
it is used and how it develops, and its relation-

ship to organizational culture, strategy making, 
benchmarking, and strategic planning.

2. Skill in organizational diagnosis related to stra-
tegic thinking: Recognition of individual behav-
iors and organizational structure and processes 
that encourage or constrain strategic thinking.

3. The ability to critically self-reflect on one’s own 
strategic thinking behaviors: How does one, as 
an individual, think strategically, express vision, 
value diversity and power sharing, and encour-
age others to do so? How do one’s behaviors 
contribute to the culture? How does one interface 
with others to build relationships that encourage 
strategic thinking?

4. Skill in planning and implementing self and orga-
nizational change to enhance strategic thinking: 
Selecting the best means of changing one’s own 
behaviors to encourage strategic thinking and 
related changes critical to organizational pro-
cesses, structures, and so on, and implementing 
those changes in the organization in a manner 
that results in support, adaptation, and continuous 
improvement to encourage strategic thinking.

Overview of Developmental Approaches
For each of the four competencies, various developmental 
approaches are possible. Yukl (2006) classified leadership 
development activities into three categories: formal training 
and development programs, developmental activities 
embedded in the learner’s current work, and self-help or 
self-directed activities.

Formal training and development programs are usually 
offered away from the workplace and may involve single 
seminars or multiple sessions via company- or industry-
sponsored leadership development institutes or university-
based education. These sessions frequently include behav-
ioral role modeling, case studies, and simulations com-
pleted individually or in teams. This type of training is 
appropriate for both content- and skills-based knowledge 
and is most effective when there is time for application, 
integration, feedback, and reflection, especially when the 
sessions are conducted over a period of time. Formal train-
ing programs offer the opportunity to learn new content, 
test new behaviors, make mistakes, and practice alternative 
actions.

Developmental activities take place on site, fostering 
learning from actual experience, and include training strate-
gies such as special assignments to learn specific skills, job 
rotations, and participation in formal or informal mentoring 
programs. This type of development is most useful for 
applying knowledge and skills learned in formal programs 
and for building relationships among coworkers. Feedback 
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and reflection are also integral elements to learning from 
developmental activities.

Self-help or self-directed activities such as reading jour-
nals and books, watching videos, and listening to tapes are 
usually directed toward specific topics driven by the learn-
er’s interests.

Yukl (2006) noted that the three types of leadership 
development approaches can be integrated and that, for 
maximum impact, learning experiences need to include an 
element of challenge, provide feedback, and allow the 
learner to reflect on the experience and identify learning 
from it. The overall effectiveness of the training will vary 
with individual factors (e.g., motivation and learning ori-
entation) and organizational conditions that facilitate 
learning (e.g., boss’s support, available resources, rewards). 
To aid the selection of developmental approaches for spe-
cific leaders and managers, we offer some considerations 
related to each of the four competencies based on the 
unique characteristics of strategic thinking as described in 
this article.

Competency Category 1: A Sophisticated Knowledge 
of Strategic Thinking
Given the confusion in both the literature and practice 
regarding the term strategic thinking and its interchangeable 
use with strategic planning and strategic management 
(Steiner et al., 1982), the basic vocabulary and theories 
related to the topic need to be understood before experiential 
activities are undertaken. Whetten and Clark (1996) advised 
that without such a grounding, experiential approaches to 
development will result in little more than a “pooling of 
ignorance” (p. 155). The need for basic vocabulary was also 
argued by Kayes (2002), who noted that language provides 
the coherence and structure to learning experiences. Kayes 
further specified the use of writing and discussion as 
common threads across developmental activities to help 
learners make connections.

Accordingly, we suggest that developmental activity 
related to building a culture that encourages strategic think-
ing commence with formal training on strategy concepts, 
aimed at achieving learner clarity regarding what strategy 
(as the desired outcome of strategic thinking) is and how 
capability in scanning, questioning, conceptualizing, and 
testing is gained and helps identify, develop, and modify 
strategy. Case examples, self-tests, group discussion, and 
written reflection on current practices are key teaching 
strategies we have found valuable in helping executives 
understand and improve their practice of the four compo-
nents of strategic thinking. These strategies are consistent 
with Yukl’s (2006) identification of challenge, feedback, 
and reflection as requirements for leadership development 
activities to have maximum impact.

One activity we have found particularly helpful in devel-
oping practicing managers’ knowledge of strategic thinking 
concepts is having them identify the strategies vs. tactics of 
competitor organizations in their industry. This provides 
real-world application of the vocabulary and helps raise 
managers’ thinking above the trees to a forest level. This 
exercise can be expanded to postulating the nature of the 
scanning, questioning, conceptualizing and testing that may 
have been used to develop strategy. One can then complete 
the same activity for their own organization, identifying 
gaps in current strategic thinking.

Given that the individuals receiving this formal training 
are likely to have had significant work and life experiences, 
educators and educational methods that maximize the use 
of these experiences should be sought. Further specifics 
regarding how to integrate experience into teaching were 
delineated by Goldman (2008a). Self-directed learning 
activities, such as reading, can supplement formal training 
by providing ongoing development of individually targeted 
areas.

Competency Category 2: Skill in Organizational 
Diagnosis Related to Strategic Thinking
We earlier identified detractors to strategic thinking among 
organizational managers and leaders, such as group 
perceptual filtering, that limit the scanning taking place in 
organizations and the resultant strategy selection (Porac & 
Thomas, 2002). Strategy practitioners have identified a 
number of other shortcomings in organizations’ analytical 
processes that also constrain strategy selection, such as 
limited customer segmentation and competitor analyses and 
unsubstantiated differentiation (Wootton & Horne, 2001). 
Practitioners can work to counter these limiting behaviors 
by working “backwards” from strategy to scanning. This 
would involve considering all possible generic business 
strategies (i.e., market expansion, new products and 
services, horizontal and vertical integration, and 
diversification) and identifying what environmental factors 
support them.

Based on our experience, several aspects of organiza-
tional decision-making processes also thwart strategic 
thinking, including group think, tunnel vision, extended 
timeframes for analyses, and a requirement for 100% deci-
sion agreement. The formal training discussed in Compe-
tency Category 1 should provide leaders with the knowl-
edge to identify these procedural detractors to strategic 
thinking in their organizations.

Recognizing the individual behaviors that detract from 
strategic thinking, however, will require additional formal 
training. Knowledge of theories and models of organiza-
tional culture, such as Schein’s (2004) framework and the 
Miles and Snow (2003) typologies, is required for leaders 



126  Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies 17(2)

to be able to identify group behavioral norms and diagnose 
other specific aspects of culture that need to be changed. We 
have found group discussion with reflection using Schein’s 
mechanisms to yield powerful benefits for leaders in identi-
fying cultural constraints to strategic thinking in their own 
organizations and possible approaches to altering those 
mechanisms to encourage strategic thinking. Given the 
complexity of culture, its steadfastness, and the need for 
consistency in applying the mechanisms as noted by Schein, 
developmental approaches should follow formal training. 
Specifically valuable is individual mentoring by qualified 
consultants through developmental relationships that guide 
leaders in how to analyze culture and help the organization 
develop consistent strategies for change. Self-directed read-
ings of successful cultural change can augment the mentor-
ing relationship. Again, these suggested development strat-
egies follow Yukl’s (2006) requirements for maximum 
impact: They include in their design the concepts of chal-
lenge, feedback, and reflection.

Competency Category 3: The Ability  
to Critically Self-Reflect on One’s Own  
Strategic Thinking Behaviors

This ability has two separate aspects: How one behaves as a 
strategic thinker and the behaviors one engages in to encourage 
others in the organization to think strategically. As noted 
earlier, no tool can be used to measure individuals’ strategic 
thinking; existing resources that purport to assess strategic 
thinking are focused on one or a few aspects of it. This leaves 
managers and leaders to their own discretion to self-assess 
their strategic thinking ability or rely on the opinions of others 
(who may not fully understand the concept). Individuals can, 
however, receive feedback from colleagues and consultants 
who work with them regarding particular strategic thinking 
activities, such as the depth and breadth of their scanning  
or the effectiveness of their questioning in a particular 
situation. Practitioners can use checklists of scanning 
categories (i.e., technological advances and trends, changes in 
the industry and competitors, political/regulatory initiatives, 
social trends, economic trends and indicators) to help assess 
scanning breadth. They can also role play the voices of various 
constituencies to help assess their consideration of different 
perspective and points of view.

In addition, it is essential that leaders recognize what 
activities of strategic thinking—scanning, questioning, 
conceptualizing, and testing—are favored by their specific 
learning style and how their habits of thinking or approaches 
to problem solving relate to the way they practice these 
activities. Learning style can be accessed via the Kolb 
(2007) Learning Style Inventory and related to the activities 
of strategic thinking (Casey & Goldman, 2010).

Similarly, managers and leaders can receive feedback and 
mentoring regarding their use of the embedding mechanisms 
to encourage a culture of strategic thinking as described in 
Table 1. In our experience, executives rate themselves much 
lower on their use of these mechanisms than do their col-
leagues. Regardless of specific ratings, central to the assess-
ment process and consistent with Yukl’s suggestions is that 
leaders obtain feedback on their behaviors that encourage 
strategic thinking versus those that do not and that leaders 
themselves identify learning from that feedback.

To promote the depth of reflection described, formal train-
ing programs frequently include multiple sessions over many 
months, offering participants multiple opportunities to practice 
skills on the job, receive feedback, reflect, and repeat the cycle. 
In addition to formal training, managers and leaders may be 
observed on the job as they engage in new behaviors. Informal 
mentoring through developmental relationships offer opportu-
nities for managers’ and leaders’ ideas and reasoning to be 
challenged in a safe environment (Kram, 1996).

Competency Category 4: Skill in Planning and 
Implementing Self and Organizational Change to 
Enhance Strategic Thinking

Knowledge of strategic thinking, skill in organizational 
diagnosis related to strategic thinking, and the ability to 
critically reflect on one’s own strategic thinking behaviors 
are prerequisites to planning and implementing individual 
and organizational changes to enhance strategic thinking. 
Practitioners can and should include individual developmental 
initiatives to enhance their own strategic thinking in their 
annual goal setting activities, establishing a “plan for 
improving their strategic thinking.”

In terms of organizational changes, once the “what” to 
be changed is understood, the “how” to go about it can be 
developed through integrated approaches that offer manag-
ers and leaders content knowledge in organizational change 
theories, models, and research and practice in how to imple-
ment change through these models. In our experience, one 
of the best strategies for learning about organizational 
change related to strategic thinking is to become a member 
of another organization’s board. Not only does this provide 
a high-level view of an organization as it evolves, but 
watching another CEO in action as he or she tackles change 
issues is instructional.

Formal training and self-directed reading may be 
required in specific areas such as appraisal and reward sys-
tems targeted for change to encourage strategic thinking. 
Less concrete changes, such as those related to the ques-
tioning of new ideas, the handling of failures, and the use of 
scanning techniques, are likely to require participative 
approaches facilitated by external parties to be effective and 
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lasting. Thus, an important skill for managers and leaders is 
the ability to distinguish between culture changes they 
themselves can enact and those requiring outside assis-
tance. Prior experience, review of case studies, and dia-
logue with trusted others can inform this decision.

The suggestions in this article regarding practitioner 
activities that build a culture that encourages strategic 
thinking are built of theory about strategic thinking, learn-
ing, management development, organizational culture and 
leadership; we have taken theory and meddled it with our 
experiences helping develop leaders. To complete the the-
ory to practice cycle, research is needed to better under-
stand the experiences and impact of the suggested activi-
ties. A few examples of such research could be pre- and 
posttest studies of leadership development activities and 
organizational culture; qualitative inquiries that consider 
the culture-building experience from the perspectives of 
leaders as well as followers, and comparative case studies 
of leadership practices across different organizational 
typologies (Miles & Snow, 2003).

Conclusion
We have described and discussed strategic thinking as an 
individual leadership ability required at multiple 
organizational levels. We have noted the absence of strategic 
thinking to be a major detractor of organizational 
performance. Based on our model of how strategic thinking 
develops, we have identified organizational culture as a 
prime contributor to the level of strategic thinking practiced 
by individuals in organizations. Specific actions managers 
and leaders can engage in to encourage a culture of strategic 
thinking have been suggested using Schein’s (2004) 
framework of embedding mechanisms, Miles and Snow’s 
(2003) organizational typologies, and complexity theory’s 
focus on relationships (Karp & Helgo, 2008). Effective 
implementation of these actions requires competencies in 
strategic thinking, organizational diagnosis, self-reflection, 
and personal and organizational change. For each set of 
competencies, leadership development strategies and their 
order of occurrence have been suggested, including formal 
training on a number of topics, developmental activities, 
and self-directed learning. The specific mix of leadership 
development strategies will vary with the individual and 
organizational support; however, key features of challenge, 
feedback, and reflection are essential for maximum impact. 
From all this, it is clear that building a culture that supports 
strategic thinking is a significant endeavor requiring 
personal, interpersonal, and organizational resources. 
Failure to build it leaves culture in control of destiny.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no conflicts of interest with respect to the 
authorship and/or publication of this article.

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research and/
or authorship of this article.

References
Andrews, K. R. (1971). The concept of corporate strategy. Home-

wood, IL: Dow Jones-Irwin.
Antonakis, J., Cianciolo, A. T., & Sternberg, R. J. (Eds.). (2004). 

The nature of leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Avolio, B. J. (2005). Leadership development in balance. Mah-

wah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Bonn, I. (2001). Developing strategic thinking as a core compe-

tency. Management Decision, 39, 63-71.
Bonn, I. (2005). Improving strategic thinking: A multilevel 

approach. Leadership & Organizational Development Journal, 
26, 336-354.

Casey, A., & Goldman, E. (2010). Enhancing the ability to think 
strategically: A learning model. Management Learning, 41, 
167-185. doi:10.1177/1350507609355497.

Eden, C., & Ackermann, F. (1998). Making strategy. London, 
England: Sage.

Essery, E. (2002). Reflecting on leadership. Works Management, 
55, 54-57.

Floyd, S. W., & Wooldridge, B. (2000). Building strategy from the mid-
dle: Reconceptualizing strategy process. London, England: Sage.

Goldman, E. F. (2005). Becoming an expert strategic thinker: The 
learning journey of healthcare CEOs. Dissertation Abstracts 
International. (UMI No. 3181551)

Goldman, E. F. (2007). Strategic thinking at the top. MIT Sloan 
Management Review, 48, 75-81.

Goldman, E. (2008a). Integrating work experiences into teaching. 
Journal of Strategy and Management, 1, 93-110.

Goldman, E. F. (2008b). The power of work experiences: Criti-
cal characteristics to developing expertise in strategic thinking. 
Human Resource Development Quarterly, 19, 217-239.

Hanford, P. (1995). Developing director and executive compe-
tencies in strategic thinking. In B. Garratt (Ed.), Developing 
strategic thought: Reinventing the art of direction-giving (pp. 
157-186). London, England: McGraw-Hill.

Heracleous, L. (1998). Strategic thinking or strategic planning? 
Long range planning, 31, 481-487.

Hughes, R. L., & Beatty, K. C. (2005). Becoming a strategic leader: 
Your role in your organization’s enduring success. San Fran-
cisco, CA: Jossey-Bass and The Center for Creative Leadership.

Johnson, G., Melin, L., & Whittington, R. (2003). Micro strategy 
and strategizing: Towards an activity-based view. Journal of 
Management Studies, 40, 3-21.

Karp, T., & Helgo, T. (2008). The future of leadership: The art of 
leading people in a “post-managerial” environment. Foresight, 
10, 30-37.

Kayes, D. C. (2002). Experiential learning and its critics: Pre-
serving the role of experience in management learning and  
education. Academy of Management Learning and Education, 
1, 137-149.



128  Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies 17(2)

Kilmann, R. H., Saxton, M. J., & Serpa, R. (1985). Introduction: 
Five key issues in understanding and changing culture. In R. H. 
Kilmann, M. J. Saxton, R. Serpa, & Associates (Eds.), Gaining 
control of the corporate culture (pp. 1-16). San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the 
source of learning and development. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall.

Kolb, D. (2007). Kolb Learning Style Inventory (Version 3.1). 
Boston, MA: The Hay Group Transforming Learning.

Kram, K. E. (1996). A relational approach to career development. 
In D. T. Hall (Ed.), The career is dead—Long live the career: 
A relational approach to careers (pp. 105-131). San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass.

Levi, D. (2007). Group dynamics for teams. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage.

Liedtka, J. (1998). Strategic thinking: Can it be taught? Long 
Range Planning, 31, 120-129.

Lorsch, J. W. (1985). Strategic myopia: Culture as an invisible 
barrier to change. In R. H. Kilmann, M. J. Saxton, R. Serpa, 
& Associates (Eds.), Gaining control of the corporate culture 
(pp. 84-102). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Mason, J. (1986). Developing strategic thinking. Long Range 
Planning, 19, 72-80.

Miles, R. E., & Snow, C. C. (2003). Organizational strategy, 
structure, and process. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press. (Original work published 1973)

Mintzberg, H. (1978). Patterns in strategy formation. Management 
Science, 24, 934-948.

Mintzberg, H. (1994). The fall and rise of strategic planning. Har-
vard Business Review, 72, 107-114.

Mintzberg, H., Ahlstrand, B., & Lampel, J. (1998). Strategy safari: 
A guided tour through the wilds of strategic management. New 
York, NY: Free Press.

Pisapia, J. R. (2009). The strategic leader: New tactics for a glo-
balizing world. Charlotte, NC: Information Age.

Porac, J. F., & Thomas, H. (2002). Managing cognition and  
strategy: Issues, trends and future directions. In A. Pettigrew, 
H. Thomas, & R. Whittington (Eds.), Handbook of strategy 
and management (pp. 165-181). London, England: Sage.

Sashkin, M., & Sashkin, M. G. (2003). Leadership that matters. 
San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.

Sathe, V. (1985). How to decipher and change corporate culture. 
In R. H. Kilmann, M. J. Saxton, R. Serpa, & Associates (Eds.), 

Gaining control of the corporate culture (pp. 230-261). San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Schein, E. H. (2004). Organizational culture and leadership (3rd 
ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Steiner, G. A., Miner, J. B., & Gray, E. R. (1982). Management 
policy and strategy. New York, NY: Macmillan.

Weeks, J. (2006). On management: Culture eats strategy. Manage-
ment Today. Retrieved from http://www.managementtoday 
.co.uk/news/560592/on-management-culture-eats-strategy/

Wheatley, M. J. (2006). Leadership and the new science: Discov-
ering order in a chaotic world (3rd ed.). San Francisco, CA: 
Berrett-Koehler.

Whetten, D. A., & Clark, S. C. (1996). An integrated model for 
teaching management skills. Journal of Management Educa-
tion, 20, 152-181.

Wootton, S., & Horne, T. (2001). Strategic thinking (2nd ed.). 
London, England: Kogan Page.

Yukl, G. (2006). Leadership in organizations (6th ed.). Upper 
Saddle River, NJ: Pearson/Prentice Hall.

Zabriskie, N. B., & Huellmantel, A. B. (1991). Developing stra-
tegic thinking in senior management. Long Range Planning, 
24, 25-33.

Bios

Dr. Ellen Goldman is an Assistant Professor of Human and 
Organizational Learning at The George Washington University 
where she teaches courses in adult learning, strategy, leadership 
and research methods in the Masters and doctoral programs and 
directs a leadership development program for GW Medical 
School faculty. Her research focuses on learning and leadership to 
enhance individual and organizational performance. In addition to 
her academic work, Dr. Goldman provides strategy-related con-
sulting and leadership development to the healthcare industry.  
 
Dr. Andrea Casey is an Associate Professor of Human and 
Organizational Learning at The George Washington University 
where she teaches organizational learning, managerial and  
organizational cognition and research courses in traditional and 
executive doctoral programs. Her research interests include orga-
nizational memory and learning as well as organizational identity. 
Before joining the GW faculty in 2000, Dr. Casey was a consul-
tant for over 15 years to non-profit and state and federal govern-
ment organizations focusing on organizational change, strategic 
planning, and leadership development.   


