10 Tips to Help You Develop Strategic Thinking

Welcome to 10 Tips to Help You Develop Strategic Thinking.  I’m Jo Robinson the training manager for Administration and Business Practices, Commercial Services and Information Technology.  This podcast was developed from an article written by Ray W. Frohnhoefer for the Center for Applied Research.
Strategic thinking is the skill by which complex situations are analyzed. Strategic thinking is not something that is easy to do when our days are filled by dealing with day-to-day tasks and the various crises of the day.  Mr. Frohnhoefer offers these ten tips to build your ability to think strategically and analytically.

1.  Ask “what if?”  A series of what if questions applied to your project or goal can often lead to an expanded view of the impacts. For example. I want to build a bridge.  There are a variety of milestones in a project like this.  From identifying where to put the bridge to evaluating the capability of the area to physically support the bridge, the environmental impacts, the community impacts during construction…etc.  Asking what if at each stage can ensure that consequences and impacts have been thought through.
2. Ask “why?”  Generally 5 whys will get you to the full details or root cause of an issue.

3. Seek counsel, not opinion. Everyone has an opinion. The idea here is to get to people who have experience and expertise in the area.  After you have found them, be willing to accept their feedback and perspectives in evaluating your plan or goal or project.

4. Get multiple perspectives.  Building on #3, the idea here is to ask people you don’t normally ask.  The list might include your customers, partners, stakeholders, people who work for corporations.

5. Challenge assumptions.  We all have ‘em. Ask yourself what your assumptions are and if you hear something that sounds like an assumption from one of your customers, partners or stakeholders, ask questions to understand their reasoning behind the assumption.

6. Find new ways to look at data and gather new data.  Compare data from a different perspective.  For example, we can pull historical data from FFS to see how funding in a cost code has been spent…we can compare that with current data or with data from a different cost code. What can be learned from how one program spends their funds that another program could use?

7. Think systems and processes. Observe how things work.  Generally, systematic approaches and planning lead to more efficient and effective processes.

8. Watch the competition. Who are our competitors?  Other federal agencies competing for a piece of the budgetary pie, non-profits or state/local governments with parks. What are they doing? How are they structured and organized? How do they attract visitors?

9. Volunteer….information about successful endeavors to your boss, peers in and out of the NPS. Mr. Frohnhoefer isn’t talking about bragging here, he is talking about sharing something that worked with others.  The NPS is working to establish a community of learning which will permit these types of exchanges.
10. Become a lifelong learner. None of us are perfect or know it all. We stay current by reading books and magazines in our field, attending courses and seminars.  And we can learn from each other (see #9).

These are Ray Frohnhoefer’s 10 tips for developing your strategic thinking capability.  Take some time each day to apply one or more of these tips to a current project.  Soon they will become second nature. A job aid with the ten tips is available on the ABCS training webpage.  Print it, post it, use it.  Until next time, this has been Jo Robinson, ABCS Training Manager, with a summary of Ray Frohnhoefer’s article, 10 Tips to Help You Develop Strategic Thinking.

