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One thing you must do in your next planning session:
There’s one thing you can do to maximize the potential of 
your organization’s next strategic planning session:  

ASK A FREAKIN’ QUESTION.

After observing dozens upon dozens of planning sessions over 
the last decade (and then some), I’ve identified three types of 
people who routinely attend these meetings:

1. THE SLEEPER. Sometimes the Sleeper dozes off, and 
sometimes they’re awake the entire time. But either way, 
they never contribute. The Sleeper never makes a peep.

2. THE NAYSAYER. Also known as the pessimist, the Naysayer 
clings to the “way we’ve always done it” and takes pride in 
finding all the reasons new ideas will never work. 

3. THE KNOW-IT-ALL. This person is usually the first to speak 
and always the loudest in the room. The Know-It-All rarely 
considers other’s viewpoints before sharing their thoughts, 
and they’re quick to dismiss the opinions of anyone who 
dares to disagree. 

If you allow these three to drive the discussions about 
organizational strategy, the best you can hope for is a task list 
of operational to-do’s that have zero impact on your future 

success. So, what’s one thing you can do to keep your meetings 
on track and bring out the best in your board and leadership 
team? Ask questions.

Starting with questions makes it easier to sidestep the 
conversational power grabs of the Naysayers and Know-It-Alls 
and wade into the unchartered waters of strategic discussions. 
Asking pointed questions gives you the opportunity to reframe 
the dialogue in a way that uncovers productive perspectives 
and helps you avoid the destructive group dynamics and 
personal biases that hinder strategic thinking. Rather than 
giving everyone a platform to spew preconceived ideas and 
opinions, you can shine new light on fresh insights and start 
viewing the challenges ahead as exciting opportunities for 
growth.

In this free resource, we’ll share the strategies and exercises we 
utilize in throughout the planning process, a process that has 
been reviewed by multiple boards and leadership teams as “the 
best and most successful planning session we’ve ever had.”

READY? SET? LET’S ASK SOME QUESTIONS.



How do you determine the right questions?
1. Identify what matters most to your organization. There are 

no stupid questions, but not all questions are created equal. 
If someone wants to install a new ATM at a facility, asking “Do 
we need a new ATM at this site?” is a sly way to quickly shift 
the discussion to their pet project. Breakthrough questions are 
aligned with your vision, focused on opportunity, and rooted 
in challenge. As the chairman and CEO of Intuit says, “It’s 
probably a good question if it makes your heart beat fast.” The 
best questions are concise, simple, and open-ended. Effective 
strategy sessions are fueled by questions that are descriptive 
(What’s working? What’s not?) rather than speculative (What if, 
What about, Why not?). As stated earlier, not all questions are 
equal. Beware of toxic questions from people pushing personal 
agendas. These questions are often posed aggressively, and 
they’re designed to put other leaders on the spot and sow 
seeds of doubt and fear in the group.

2. List the questions, not the answers. When posing questions 
to your team, resist the temptation to provide the answers as 
well. After sharing your questions with the group, invite your 
board and leadership team members to ask their questions 
as well. The more surprising and provocative their questions, 
the better the discussion can be. Ask for as many questions 
as possible, and encourage everyone to keep the questions 
brief and to the point. In instances where the process seems 

to lag, we occasionally impose a time limit. By applying the 
external pressure of a deadline, we’re able to keep participants 
on track instead of letting them drift towards giving answers 
or overanalyzing what they think might be a “silly” question. 
Once the time is up, review the questions you’ve listed and 
do an emotional gut check to determine which hold the most 
potential for impact.

3. Identify your direction and answer the questions. By this point 
in our planning sessions, the board and leadership team have 
already shared their predictions about the future of banking, 
described their current members and ideal future members, 
and filled in their past and present financial benchmarks. We 
know where the industry is going, we have a clear picture of 
our legacy and ideal members, and we understand the financial 
goals. The questions asked in the previous step should guide 
the conversation about which organizational changes will help 
achieve the stated goals. Many times, the process of answering 
one question uncovers another that reframes the challenges 
facing the organization and reveals new solutions to those 
challenges. Once the initial questions have been covered, 
ask some follow up questions. Why does this question seem 
important? What is the problem that prompted this question? 
Why haven’t we addressed this in the past? 



After the questions have been answered, a series of exercises 
helps identify the opportunities that exist and the work that 
will be required to take advantage of those opportunities. From 
assigning task ownership to identifying potential obstacles, our 
follow-up process is designed to help you chart a clearer path 
to success.

Asking questions isn’t in our nature. “When you’re a student, 
you’re judged by how well you answer questions. Somebody 
else asks the questions, and if you give good answers, you’ll get 
a good grade,” said MIT Professor Robert Langer. “But in life, 
you’re judged by how good your questions are.” Even though 
we’ve been conditioned to focus on the answers, there’s no time 
like the present to start asking better questions—even if it feels 
strange at first.

Are you ready to help your board or leadership team begin 
asking better questions? Using the following worksheet and the 
directions listed above, choose one topic that has been plaguing 
your organization. Follow each step, and you’ll guide your team 
through the process of asking questions that provide perspective 
on existing challenges and identify potential opportunities.

?



The Questions Your Answers

Are there products/
services we should  
be offering?

Are there products/
services we should 
NOT be offering

Do we have the right 
organizational structure 
to handle future 
growth?

What is keeping us 
from serving more  
ideal members?

Does our idea of our 
brand match up with 
the member’s idea?   
The community’s idea?



The Questions Your Answers



Ready to take the next step? Book a strategic planning session with Your Marketing Co’s 
President, Bo McDonald, and begin building a solid foundation for your organization’s success.

bo@yourmarketingco.com   |   864.908.9291  |  yourmarketing.co


