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Strategic Foresight:
Seeking Counsel
With today's economic and sociopolitical turbulence,
looking to the future requires a new radical sensitivity
to the present and its immediate repercussions.
This is why I'm working with associations on what I call a North Star, Next Stage
strategy. This method involves keeping your organization's overarching mission and
vision front-of-mind while planning very deliberately fro the next 6-12 months.
Supplemented with regular reviews at 30-day intervals with your executive committee,
it allows your association to keep updated and on track with your most critical needs.
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Below you'll find a survey of three tactics specifically designed to pinpoint the needs of
an association looking to innovate within my short-term framework. These tactics
address the first stage in my Strategic Foresight cycle: Consulting Experts. They are
best adopted when re-envisioning your association's trajectory early on, taking the first
few bold steps to engage trusted pundits on the future of your organization, sector,
membership, or broader culture. In a time of unparalleled havoc, this is a crucial step to
ensuring the success of your association.
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Expert On The Fly
This tactic provides a unique opportunity to discuss the future of your space with
someone in a knowledgeable position. This can open doors for understanding
and leveraging possible disruptions in your market. It can help you arrive at a
clearer, more robust strategy for dealing with change.

When you encounter an expert in an informal setting and want to query them on what
the future holds and how it will affect your organization, how should you prepare?
First, get clear on the kinds of experts you may run into on the fly. This list is long and
flexible, and it will vary depending on the scale and division of your operation.
Common experts include CEOs, senior leaders, and members of the board of directors
of either your organization or a competitor’s. Forward-thinking members or customers
can also function as experts. Remember, we define experts as anyone with their sights
set on the future—anyone who is genuinely interested in charting relevant and
emerging change in your field. And then, of course, there are genuine thought leaders:
dedicated people who invest their time and money to understand your space.
These situations can manifest differently, but I'm specifically referring to spontaneous
interactions. You might run into experts at a business expo, you might be at a
conference hall, you might be running between events, you might be in an elevator
with them. The encounter will arise unexpectedly, so be prepared with questions. Here
are several core questions you should always have in your back pocket:

1. What do you see coming on the horizon that will most impact our business,
for better or worse?
2. What can be done to exploit that opportunity or mitigate that problem?
3. Given that emerging trend, what would you do if you were in my situation?
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Outsider in the Mix
This is a chance to either corroborate what you know to be true or uncover what
you must do to adjust your approach.

Accounting for varying ideas, experiences, and opinions can bolster your strategy’s
likelihood for success by expanding your outlook. This is particularly pertinent when
seeking the perspective of a member or customer—someone who’s not a part of the
usual team of brainstormers and can offer a contrarian or fresh viewpoint.
Begin by inviting someone to sit down with you and your team, and ask the same core
questions mentioned previously and repeated below for ease of use. After you discuss
those questions, initiate a conversation with the outsider’s perspective as your focus.
Set the stage by clarifying that this is a time for you and your team to listen.
Your objective isn’t to argue with the outsider, or even reach a consensus. The purpose
of the interaction is to receive the outsider’s opinions, thoughts, and reactions.
This kind of exercise can range in scope. It can be as simple as taking someone to
lunch, or as formal as organizing an extended retreat to analyze and understand an
outsider’s contrasting perspective.

1. What do you see coming on the horizon that will most impact our business,
for better or worse?
2. What can be done to exploit that opportunity or mitigate that problem?
3. Given that emerging trend, what would you do if you were in my situation?
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Corporate Think Tank
This is a powerful tool for identifying and analyzing emerging trends.

Mine as much value as you can by bringing together a synergistic group of thinkers to
discuss strategies for confronting market disruption.
This can be helpful at several stages of the strategic planning process, including the
preliminary research stage as your organization gathers as much useful data as
possible, the analysis stage as your team convenes to identify and understand what
trends are approaching, and the planning stage as your team synthesizes its findings
to determine the best courses of action.
Start by bringing a group of thinkers together to explicitly brainstorm ideas about the
future and what it might hold. This kind of gathering can be formal or informal. It could
be done with your partner and a couple of your member representatives in your living
room. It could also be a three-day retreat that includes the leaders of your organization.
The most successful think tank sessions are those for which materials have been
prepared in advance. Gather data and analytics on the topics you plan to discuss and
scan the internet for relevant articles. Anticipate what questions will be asked in the
meeting and gather resources that will allow the discussion to be informed and
grounded in specifics. Organize the pertinent information related to the topics you’ll
be discussing. Be sure to package this information so it’s accessible to all participants
and deliver it early enough to be reviewed by participants prior to the meeting.
Convene the meeting and discuss what intel you have that should inform how your
organization will proceed. Below is an outline of a sample agenda created for a day of
group discussion and interaction:
1. Welcome and introductions.
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2. Presentations by 3–4 of the most advanced thinkers in the room around
areas of high impact. This should last several hours. Allow 10–15 minutes for
each presentation, with 20–45 minutes of discussion on each topic. The time
frame for discussion should be generous, because it is critical for the
participants in the room to gel as a collective.
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You want to allow the time and space for those in the room to develop a
rapport that will not only expedite productivity, but also allow the quality of
discussion to jump leaps and bounds. Your goal is to create a collective that
can collaborate with ease, authenticity, and passion.
3. Share meals. Having this kind of relaxation time is always important. It’s also
important to foster a space for people to mingle and have informal
conversations. This can be done in a virtual environment by including a time
to eat or have a drink together at the end of the day. While not the same as
meeting at the restaurant or bar, it still provides additional value you won't get
during the formal meeting.
4. Analyze the implications of your discussions. What can the group infer from
their findings? What feels certain? Uncertain? What does the group believe it
is prudent to act on?
5. Discuss the game plan. Where does the group go from here? What actions
can the participants commit to, individually and together?
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Looking Ahead . . .
This paper is the second of a six-part series covering my Strategic Foresight cycle as it
pertains to our extraordinary and abnormal present. In the coming weeks association
leaders can look forward to further installments unpacking an array of other tactics
aligned with this strategy—what I am calling my North Star, Next Stage methodology.
My hope is that this series will be translatable to the circumstantial nuances your
organization currently faces, while also orienting you to the shifting priorities of our
culture. At its core, my North Star, Next Stage methodology is intended for your
association to capture new ground and invest in a bright future for you and your
members.
To explore how this can be adapted and put to work in your organization, or schedule
a private conversation, email me at Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com. We don't have
to have a contract to have a conversation.

Seth Kahan has worked hand-in-hand
with 100+ association CEOs. He worked at
the World Bank for 13 years, including
with President Jim Wolfensohn, helped
spearheaded a $20M change initiative at
Royal Dutch Shell, consulted on 3 largescale change initiatives for Gaddi
Vasquez, director of the Peace Corps.
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He is the author of four business books
including the bestsellers, Getting Change
Right and Getting Innovation Right.
More information and resources can be found at VisionaryLeadership.com
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