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robust diagnosis
the value of a 

Undertaking robust analyses 
of what’s happening in the 
world, the industry, and within 
organisations, is critical for clients 
to build an evidence base and a 
common reference point to draw 
upon when engaging in strategic 
thinking and strategic planning. 
We suggest that clients adopt a 
diagnostic approach that sorts 
data into patterns, and replaces 
the overwhelming complexity of 
reality with a simple story from 
which levers for action can be 
identified.

Right thinking In a previous Right Lane Review 
article, we described our approach to 
strategy development. It involves asking 
unassuming but challenging strategic 
questions like:  Where will we compete? 
How will we win? and What capabilities 
do we need to build? (Levy 2016). We ask 
clients to spend time ‘upstairs’ thinking 
about these questions, and, only when 
they’ve been satisfactorily answered, 
‘move downstairs’ into strategic planning 
discussions covering goals, measures 
and priority initiatives. This sequence is 
shown in the following chart and this link 
(Strategic thinking before strategic 
planning).

While these two steps are critically 
important they are generally not sufficient. 
Preceding strategic thinking and planning 
– which frequently comes to a head at 
board and executive team strategy 

offsites – we encourage clients to 
undertake robust analyses of what’s 
happening in the world, their industries 
and their organisations, so that they 
have an evidence base and a common 
reference point to draw upon.

This sounds obvious enough, but over 
hundreds of strategy and planning 
engagements we’ve found that it’s 
common for the analysis phase to be 
foregone or given short shrift. Leaders 
don’t always see the value in it. Why? Only 
recently one of the exec team has done 
some strategic analysis; a consulting 
firm’s report includes a section on industry 
analysis; an external report or some 
market research traverses some of the 
ground; leaders may believe that their 
senior teams already know what they need 
to know.

Be better prepared for next year’s 
strategy and planning process
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• Will everyone bring the same 
understanding of the organisation’s 
performance and health (Davis, 2005), 
situation and prospects to the strategic 
thinking and planning discussions? 

• Does the organisation have a 
contemporary ‘house view’ about how 
changes in the world will impact the 
organisation and its business model?

We suggest that clients adopt an 
evidence-based approach to discussing 
the elephant in their boardroom. One that 
links data into patterns, and replaces the 
overwhelming complexity of reality with a 
simple story from which levers for action 
can be identified.

Strategic	thinking

Strategic	planning

Agree	goals	and	
key	initiatives Define	success

How	we	will	
compete?	

What	is	
our	winning	
aspiration?

What	
capabilities	

must	we	have?	

Where	will	
we	compete?

Establish	strategy	
execution	disciplines

Diagnosis

Source:	Right	Lane	Consulting,	2017	(strategic	questions	adapted	from	Lafley,	A	&	Martin,	R	2012)

Our approach creates strategic clarity	through detailed
diagnosis, strategic thinking	and structured planning	

External	forces
Future	scenarios

• Historical	and	forecast	
performance

• Organisational	
effectiveness

• Corporate	culture
• Customer/product/	

geographic mix

• Sector	trends
• Megatrends
• Potential	

disruptors

Internal	analysis
• Industry	analysis
• Competitive	

responses
• Regulatory	

pressures

Problem	
statement

Hypothesise
solutions

What	do	we	
need	to	know	
to	confirm	
or	disprove	
hypotheses?

Where	do	
we	get	the	

data?
Who	gets	it?

What	does	
the	output	
look	like?

Identify	levers	for	action

Replace	complexity	with	a	simple	
shared	story

Frame	the	situation

Right Lane's approach creates strategic clarity

want to know more? If you would like Right Lane to help you prepare for your 
strategy and planning process contact Debbie Williams:

debbie@rightlane.com.au
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This reminds us of an Indian parable of 
four blind men walking through a forest 
who come across an elephant. Each blind 
man feels a different part of the elephant’s 
body and describes the elephant based on 
their experience. One feels the trunk and 
describes it as a snake, another feels a leg 
and describes it as a pillar. What happens 
next depends on who is telling the story. 
In some versions, the men suspect the 
others and come to blows. In another 
version, they stop talking, start listening 
and collaborate to ‘see’ the full elephant. 

Richard Rumelt, in his book Good 
strategy, bad strategy, calls this analysis 
a diagnosis and notes that ‘an especially 
insightful diagnosis can transform one’s 
view of the situation, bringing a radically 
different perspective to bear’. And with 
radically different perspectives can come 
different opportunities. 

Consider these recent examples from our 
work:

• A financial services organisation 
realised that taken for granted 
assumptions about the demographic 
profile of its membership were 
incorrect, leading to a reappraisal of 
its marketing programs.

• A representative organisation identified 
that its growth would come from 
industries and member cohorts that it 
was not explicitly targeting.

• A government enterprise discovered 
that long term trends in its financial 
performance gave it less time to change
its business model than it previously 
thought.

• A deeper understanding of a retail 
business’s stakeholder intentions led 
to a change in the way it framed its 
strategic options.

• A facilities manager came to the 
conclusion that its prospects would 
be enhanced by privileging one type of 
customer over another.

We encourage clients that are unsure of 
the merits of a diagnosis to consider these 
questions:

• Is there an opportunity to identify 
a handful of hitherto unknown, 
strategically material insights among 
the overwhelming morass of analysis 
that is typical within organisations 
today?

www.rightlane.com.au

'... an especially insightful diagnosis can transform 
one's view of the situation, bringing a radically different 
perspective to bear.'
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About Right Lane
Right Lane is a flourishing, top quality, management 
consulting firm. 

We employ our distinctive ideas and processes, and 
our absolute commitment to delivery, to help clients 
we care about pursue their inspiring missions.

We work alongside clients who do great work within 
the sectors they operate, and we are excited to be 
involved in creating outcomes that truly make a 
difference.

We are an ethical consulting firm with a strong belief 
in the work we do, and with a passion to give back to 
the broader community with the skills and expertise 
available within our walls. 

Right Lane was established in 1997 to help private, 
not for profit and public sector clients to clarify and 
accelerate their future plans. Over the past 20 years, 
we have helped the executive teams and boards of 
more than 150 organisations to define and adapt 
their direction and strategy, identify and clarify their 
priorities, align their efforts with their aspirations, 
get their major projects started and finished, and 
measure and improve their performance.

Our areas of focus 
• Developing and managing strategy and planning 

processes for clients

• Leading strategic growth projects, such as 
pre-merger analysis, new product feasibility, 
marketing expenditure effectiveness and growth 
options evaluation

• Implementing strategy through aligning and 
engaging the organisation, and measuring and 
monitoring performance

• Assisting clients with governance projects – from 
board culture and capabilities to board appraisals 
and reviews

B Corp certified - what does it mean?
In 2015 Right Lane became Australia’s first B Corp 
certified strategy consulting firm. 

This follows Right Lane’s decision in 2011 to adopt 
‘for benefit’ principles, including reasonable returns, 
inclusive ownership, stakeholder governance, 
transparency, and social and environmental 
responsibility. 

B Corporations are a new kind of company that 
uses the power of business to solve social and 
environmental problems. Certified B Corporations 
meet higher standards of social and environmental 
performance, transparency, and accountability. 
The performance standards measure a company’s 
impact on all its stakeholders, including workers, 
suppliers, community, and the environment. It’s like 
Fair Trade certification but for the whole business. 

www.rightlane.com.au
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