
Strategic thinking is not a single skill, it is a layered habit system. In London, where capital, policy, and talent collide
at close quarters, those habits need to be fast, evidence based, and resilient to shocks. I coach senior leaders
across the City, Canary Wharf, and growing hubs from Shoreditch to Hammersmith. The pattern is consistent.
When leaders make better sense of complexity, their teams ship stronger ideas, allocate resources with more
confidence, and avoid avoidable crises. When they do not, calendars fill, decisions drift, and competitors set the
pace.

This article distills methods I rely on as an Executive Coach to make strategic thinking visible, teachable, and
repeatable. These are not airy frameworks. They are small, learnable routines that compound.

The London context that shapes strategy
London sits on the seam between global and local. The same day can bring a breakfast call with Singapore, a
lunchtime briefing on Ofcom policy, and an afternoon negotiation with a union rep. That mix strains attention and
rewards leaders who can zoom out without losing sight of the pavement. The constraints are real. Bank of England
rate moves ripple through property and funding costs inside a quarter. FCA and PRA guidance can tilt a fintech
product roadmap within weeks. Transport disruptions change staffing models in a morning. Currency swings
complicate pricing for Eurozone clients by day end.

I often ask clients to map their top five uncontrollables and their top five controllables. A payments founder in
Shoreditch listed sterling volatility, PSD2 interpretations, card scheme rules, competitor funding, and shifting fraud
patterns as uncontrollables. On the controllable side she listed risk appetite, hiring bar, customer segmentation,
pricing experiments, and incident response. When she saw those side by side, her weekly focus sharpened.
Strategy became the act of systematically expanding the controllable side while hedging the rest.

What strong strategic thinking looks like on the ground
You know it when you see it. A CFO in Mayfair can explain in three minutes what they will stop doing next quarter,
why it frees £2.4 million in cash, and how it lowers variance in EBITDA by 20 to 30 percent. A Chief Product Officer
in Paddington can connect a three-year vision to the two tests that will prove or disprove its logic by Friday. A
hospital trust executive in South London can name which collaborators will block a change, not in theory, but by
person, and has already planned the second conversation, not just the first.
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Across sectors, high calibre strategic thinkers usually show a handful of consistent traits. They frame decisions
cleanly, escalate and de-escalate their time horizon on demand, mobilise coalitions across functions, and write in a
way that aligns people who never sit in the same room. These habits come from practice, not talent.

The decision frame that saves time



Half the poor choices I see do not come from bad analysis, they come from asking the wrong question too late. A
simple decision frame resets that. I ask leaders to write one pager decision briefs before big moves. It contains the
choice in a verb-noun phrase, the time horizon, options explored, criteria, risks, and a proposed recommendation.
Two minutes to read, ten minutes to debate.

A managing director at a global insurer in the City adopted this for vendor selections. Before the brief,
procurement cycles took five to six months and burned too much executive time. Six quarters later, average cycles
dropped to three to four months, with fewer renegotiations. The magic was not the template. The magic was
slowing down at the start so the team could speed up with accuracy.

Edge case worth noting. Some founders resist the formality. They fear it adds bureaucracy. The workaround is to
test it on one or two decisions with a clear payback. If the first decision is lightweight, like choosing between two
analytics tools, no one sees the benefit. Use it on a hire or a market entry, then ask the team whether it saved a
cycle. Most say yes.

Pre-mortems to surface blind spots
Risk registers have a talent for lulling teams to sleep. A pre-mortem wakes them up. You ask the team to imagine
the decision failed badly in 18 months. Each person writes three to five reasons for the failure. You cluster them,
score likelihood and impact, and identify action to reduce either. The room normally goes quiet at minute 20, then
the most useful insights arrive.

For busy executives, a compact pre-mortem works best. Use the steps below and keep it moving.

State the decision and the date by which success should be visible. Name the failure outcome in clear terms.

Ask each person to write reasons the initiative failed. No debate for seven minutes.

Cluster similar risks on a wall or whiteboard. Combine duplicates. Label each cluster.

Score clusters on two axes, likelihood and impact. Force relative ranking rather than absolute scores.

Assign one mitigant or one test for the top three clusters. Put dates and owners on the board.

I ran this with a PE backed retailer planning a 70 store refit across Greater London. The pre-mortem smoked out a
risk no one liked to say aloud. Two landlords had break clauses that could be triggered if sales dipped below a floor
for two quarters. The refit plan risked short term sales slumps in those stores. The mitigant was not complicated.
They sequenced those two locations last, ring fenced merchandising talent to boost conversion during refit, and
agreed a temporary marketing fund with suppliers. The refit succeeded, not because the idea was brilliant, but
because the risks were named early.

Second order thinking as a weekly muscle
Strategic thinking requires seeing past the first effect. A tech scale up in Old Street launched a generous referral
program to boost user growth. First order effect was clear, new signups. Second order effects were mixed. Support
tickets jumped by 30 percent for three months, fraud attempts spiked in two markets, and the data pipeline began
to lag. Second order thinking would have asked, what downstream load will this create, what guardrails can we
build, and how will we know when costs exceed benefits.

I encourage leaders to pose second order prompts at the end of key decisions. If we are wrong by 25 percent on
the uptake, what breaks first. If the opposite of our assumption is true, what would we see within two weeks.
Simple questions, asked at the right time, prevent expensive surprises.



Scenario planning without the theatre
Many leaders avoid scenario planning because it feels like theatre, glossy slides, and no decisions. It does not have
to be heavy. Limit yourself to three plausible scenarios for the next 12 to 18 months, not the optimistic, base, and
pessimistic cartoon. Tie each scenario to two trigger events you can observe, like a two point rate cut by the Bank
of England within six months, or a new FCA interpretation that changes onboarding requirements. Agree in
advance what you will start or stop if a trigger fires.

A mid market lender in Holborn used this after a choppy quarter. Their three scenarios differed by delinquency
curve and funding cost. When gilt yields hit a trigger, they paused a planned product launch for six weeks,
redirected sales to secured products with lower capital consumption, and bought time. Because they had
rehearsed the move, it took days, not weeks.

Portfolio thinking, not all eggs in one bet
Smart leaders treat bets like a portfolio. One client, a Business Coach who also operates a small acquisition vehicle
in West London, uses a 70 20 10 allocation for time and capital. Seventy percent goes to proven revenue engines,
twenty percent to adjacent growth, ten percent to small experiments that could become the next engine. This is
not dogma, it is a guardrail against over concentration.

You can adapt the split. A venture backed founder might run 60 25 15. A regulated utility might sit closer to 80
15 5. The number matters less than the discipline of tracking where you are actually investing attention and
money. Teams often discover Executive Consulting in London their time portfolio is far riskier than their capital
portfolio, which explains the stress.

Data diaries, not data deluge
Executives are swamped by dashboards. I ask for a data diary instead. For three weeks, leaders write down the
three data points that actually shifted their judgment that day. Not the prettiest chart, the numbers that made
them act differently. At the end we look for patterns. A Chief People Officer in a media group near Soho discovered
that engagement survey heatmaps almost never changed her calls. She moved those reviews to biannual and
recovered hours per month. On the other hand, a weekly regression on driver cancellations predicted churn with
unexpected accuracy, so she added it to Monday standups.

The diary does not replace BI. It reveals which metrics deserve a ritual. Strategic thinking sharpens when leaders
curate a tiny set of signals that truly influence choices. Three to seven is plenty.

Red teaming with precision
Red teams get a bad name when they wander. The aim is not to be clever, it is to stress test a decision’s logic and
reveal where confidence is unjustified. Keep the scope narrow. Ask a pair of leaders from outside the project to
attack assumptions for 45 minutes, with permission to be blunt. The rule is to argue against the strategy, not the
people. End with a list of the smallest tests that would close the biggest confidence gaps.

We did this on a cross border pricing change for a software company with big exposure to euro clients. The red
team did not argue about price levels. They asked what would happen if an FX shock moved the cost base by 10
percent in a quarter. The answer was mostly hand waving. The fix was simple. Build a quarterly guardrail that caps
negative margin movement and pre authorises an automatic price ladder within a narrow band. The company did
not need to use it in the next year, but when volatility returned, they avoided a fire drill.
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Stakeholder maps that reflect how London really works
A stakeholder map is not a list of job titles, it is a picture of influence. In London, where sectors interlock and
regulators hold real sway, leaders need a living map. A fintech Executive Coach I partner with often starts with a
whiteboard of names, not roles. Who actually decides. Who can delay. Who is the trusted informal advisor. Who
needs to save face. Then we draw lines showing trust, tension, and trade.

When a bank in Canary Wharf prepared to sunset a legacy product, the initial map focused on internal
committees. The revised map highlighted two customers with significant media reach, a trade body likely to
comment on behalf of SMEs, and one backbench MP who had taken an interest in small business lending. The
comms plan changed tone and sequence. The sunset still happened, but complaints did not snowball into a
headline.

The trick is to revisit the map after any reshuffle, regulatory update, or major quarter. London’s power dynamics
do not stay still.

The cadence that turns thinking into practice
You can teach strategic moves, but without cadence they decay. Busy leaders need a rhythm that fits the week,
not a binder on a shelf. Here is the weekly cadence I have seen stick in companies from 50 to 5,000 people
because it costs less than one hour per week and pays for itself in reduced backtracking.

On Monday, review two lead indicators tied to strategy, not vanity metrics.

Midweek, run one 20 minute decision brief on the highest value choice, written in advance.

On Thursday, ask one second order question at the end of your leadership meeting.

On Friday, update a two line decision log, what we decided, why we decided it.

Once a month, run a 45 minute pre-mortem or red team on a priority, alternating formats.

The cadence adapts. A public sector team might swap Monday metrics for weekly citizen impact data. A marketing
led startup might put more weight on creative tests. The important point is to make the habits visible and
scheduled.

Using writing to force clarity
In fast moving London firms, meetings dominate. Writing counterbalances the noise. A single page narrative, with
a short appendix of numbers, surfaces trade offs in ways a deck often hides. I ask leaders to cap each section at
five sentences and to ban adjectives that over sell. If a claim matters, show the number or the experiment that
supports it.



One private bank on Pall Mall adopted written memos for credit committee. At first, pushback was loud. After two
months, approvals sped up. People had fewer meetings, and more of the right ones. The change worked because
the writing made the argument reproducible across time zones and less dependent on who happened to be on a
call.

Running strategic offsites that are not holidays
Offsites matter when they are designed like operations, not like retreats. Set one or two non negotiable outcomes,
such as a resourced plan to exit a product line or a two quarter hiring blueprint. Cap the time spent on slide
presentations to 20 percent. Reserve real time for debates that change resource allocation. Use outside voices
carefully, a regulator’s perspective for a fintech, a clinician’s view for a medtech. End with explicit owners and start
dates, then schedule a 30 day review before anyone leaves the room.



A consumer brand in West London used this approach to decide whether to build a second warehouse in the
Midlands or deepen capacity with a 3PL. They spent the first morning on a ground truth tour of operations, not in
a conference room. By day two they could model throughput and working capital in a way that stood up to
scrutiny. The result, a hybrid that met peak demand without locking in fixed cost too soon.

Coaching methods that make it stick
As a Leadership Coach, I do not view strategic thinking as abstract theory. It shows up in how a leader uses their
calendar, how they set boundaries on meetings, the words they choose in tense moments, and how they coach
their own team. Three methods keep the learning real.

Shadow days. I sit in on critical meetings and observe patterns, not to judge content, but to catch habits. Who
speaks last. Who changes their mind with Executive Coaching data. Where decisions stall. The feedback loop is
immediate. A COO in Hammersmith stopped rescuing weak proposals mid meeting, which forced her directs to
prepare with more rigor.

Decision rehearsals. Before a high stakes board or regulator meeting, we rehearse. Not to memorise lines, but to
test arguments under heat. I play the skeptic from the FCA or the fund partner who is worried about covenant
headroom. Leaders find weak joints in minutes that would have taken weeks to expose in the wild.

Leader as teacher. I encourage executives to teach these methods to their teams. A director who runs a pre-
mortem for the first time learns faster than one who only attends. Teaching lowers the chance that strategic
thinking evaporates when the coach leaves.

https://maps.app.goo.gl/iu4wNs1aYQRprHLd9


Leadership Training that builds a common language
Individual coaching has power, but group Leadership Training embeds the habits across levels. The best
programmes I have seen in London share traits. They are anchored to live business goals, not classroom
hypotheticals. They use short cycles, two to four weeks between sessions, so participants apply tools and report
back. They include cross functional cohorts, so a product manager learns how finance views optionality, and a
compliance lead hears how marketing tests messaging.

One FTSE 250 group in the City ran a six month series for fifty directors. Each person brought a real decision to
shape, like a vendor exit, a market test, or a hiring plan. The curriculum combined decision briefs, scenario triggers,
and Leadership Coach London stakeholder mapping. By month four, the company could track a reduction in
orphan projects, initiatives that consumed resources without clear owners. The outcome was not a certificate, it
was reclaimed capacity and better bets.

https://www.bronwynleighcrawford.com/


The role boundaries, and why they matter
The labels can confuse, so it helps to be clear. A Leadership Coach focuses on the human system, how a leader
sets direction, builds trust, and develops successors. An Executive Coach often works at the most senior tiers,
where the decisions are ambiguous and lonely, and where board dynamics and public scrutiny enter the picture. A
Business Coach may blend operating tactics with strategy, sometimes hands on with units or ventures. These roles
overlap, and good practitioners shift posture as needed. What matters is that the support matches the problem. If
you are wrestling with time horizon and board narrative, an Executive Coach fits. If you need to tune a sales
operating rhythm in a division, a Business Coach may be the sharper tool. If your directs are thriving but not yet
multiplying their impact through others, a Leadership Coach brings leverage.

Measuring progress without gaming it
Strategic thinking is hard to score, but you can track signals. I ask clients to monitor four classes of evidence.
Decision velocity on material choices, measured in days or weeks from brief to answer. Rework rate, how often
decisions are reopened without new data. Portfolio balance, the share of time and capital across core, adjacent, and
experimental initiatives. Leading indicators specific to the strategy, such as customer payback period or regulatory
milestones hit on plan.

One caution. Targets can invite gaming. If you only reward speed, teams will rush low quality choices. If you only
reward risk reduction, nothing new will happen. The art is in balancing speed and quality, and in celebrating small
experiments that end quickly when the evidence points to no.

London specific friction, and how to adapt
Hybrid work is here, and London’s commute and housing patterns make it stubbornly complex. Teams split across
Kent, Hertfordshire, and central neighbourhoods rarely gather spontaneously. Leaders should schedule the
collisions that used to happen by chance. Anchor collaborative work on specific days, tie them to meaty strategic
debates, and protect those windows from slide shows and status updates.



Another friction is the talent market. Senior hires may juggle offers across sectors, from fintech to streaming
media. Strategic onboarding must accelerate beyond HR checklists. I push for a 30 60 90 plan that includes three
strategic problems to solve in the first quarter, each with a sponsor and a metric. New leaders earn trust when
they ship insight early, not when they finish a training module.

Regulatory engagement deserves special mention. UK regulators are accessible compared to many jurisdictions.
Treat them as stakeholders to inform early, not obstacles to manage at the end. Leaders who build credible,
transparent relationships with the FCA, Ofcom, or NHS England reduce surprise and improve the quality of their
own thinking. This is not politics, it is sense making with the people who share responsibility for outcomes.

A case from practice, with numbers that matter
A London headquartered B2B SaaS firm at roughly £40 million ARR faced a ceiling. Growth had slowed to single
digits, churn was steady at 6 to 8 percent annually, and sales cycles stretched beyond 120 days in enterprise. The
CEO brought me in as an Executive Business Executive Coaching Coach with a brief to sharpen strategic thinking
across the top team.

We began with a three week data diary. The signal was clear. Despite dozens of dashboards, the only metric that
consistently drove choices was late stage pipeline health by sector, which was always a lagging indicator. We added
two lead indicators, product qualified leads from a new freemium model and time to first value in onboarding.
Within two months, PQLs were visible and influenced roadmap choices.

We installed decision briefs for pricing and hiring. The first major brief tackled a move from user based pricing to
usage pricing in one segment. A pre-mortem surfaced the risk that support would drown if customers spiked
usage unpredictably at quarter ends. The mitigant was a cap with overflow pricing and a clear communications
plan. A red team insisted on a back test using six months of anonymised logs to stress the model. The team found
an edge case for one cohort in financial services and created a tailored tier.

We set a 70 20 10 portfolio of bets. Core was enterprise features that lifted expansion revenue. Adjacent was a
mid market push through partners. Experiments included a template library that cut time to first value by 30 to 40
percent in tests. The leadership meetings closed with one second order question each week. After a Bank of
England rate move, the CFO asked how higher discount rates would change the valuation of multi year deals. That
nudge led to a comp plan tweak that favoured faster payback.

After two quarters, leading indicators moved first. Time to first value dropped from 21 days to 12 to 14 in target
segments. Expansion revenue climbed by 3 percentage points. By the end of the year, ARR growth returned to the
mid teens. The methods did not do the work. The team did. The methods gave the work a structure that
multiplied their effort.

Getting started without making it a project
Leaders often ask where to start. Do not turn this into a transformation. Choose one or two methods and run
them with real decisions in the next fortnight. Keep the loops short. Teach your directs what you are trying and
why. If the habits help, you will know because meetings will get shorter, choices will feel cleaner, and people will
stop asking for permission on matters they can own.

If you want outside support, look for an Executive Coach who will get close to the work, not just your self
awareness. Ask how they measure impact beyond satisfaction surveys. Ask for examples where they changed their
approach when a client did not respond to the first plan. A coach who blends the perspective of a Leadership
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Coach with the commercial pragmatism of a Business Coach can accelerate your progress, especially when paired
with targeted Leadership Training for your directs.

London rewards leaders who cultivate strategic thinking as a practice, not a performance. The city will keep
throwing you interest rate shocks, policy updates, and competitors with deep pockets. You cannot control that
noise, but you can control how you think, what you pay attention to, and how fast you learn. The methods above,
tested in boardrooms and scrappy meeting rooms alike, are a practical way to begin.


