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Introduction

Twenty years ago strategy was synonymous with formalised strategic planning. Nowadays, although
strategic planning systems still exist in organisations, they are not seen as the main or only vehicle
through which strategies actually develop. It is recognised that other managerial processes play an
important role.’

One of those processes is strategy workshops or away days and it seems that these have become
very commonplace. They typically take the form of managers taking time from their everyday tasks
to consider the strategic situation facing the organisation and how they might best move forward.

Although there has been much research into traditional strategic planning systems, we know very little
about strategy workshops. Indeed at the start of the project summarised in this report we found that
even basic information, such as how often these workshops take place, which types of organisation
undertake them, who goes on them, the perceived effectiveness of these events, and so on, is simply
not known. So here we have a common phenomenon, supposedly influencing the strategy development
of organisations, about which we know virtually nothing. In the absence of such information how can
organisations improve the practice of strategy workshops, developing individuals to play an effective
role in these events? The project reported here was undertaken to help address this major shortfall

in our knowledge of this sphere of management practice.

Our study constitutes the first ever attempt to establish a better picture of what goes on at such
workshops and their effectiveness. The findings provide a number of key insights into the scale and
scope of these activities and the extent to which and in what ways they help contribute to the effective

development and implementation of strategies in organisations.
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Research Method

In the summer of 2004, AIM Fellows Gerard Hodgkinson and Gerry Johnson, working together with
Richard Whittington of the Said Business School at Oxford University and Mirela Schwarz of the
University of Southampton approached the Chartered Management Institute (the Institute) with a view
to collaborating on a postal survey to gather this type of basic data. A survey was designed jointly
between the researchers and the Institute and was distributed via the Institute to a stratified random
sample of 8000 of its members, drawn across all management levels, sectors and size of organisation.

= A total of 1,337 returns were received, a response rate of 16.71%":

= The sample is roughly evenly divided between not for profit and public sector organisations (42.8%)
and for profit organisations (57.2%);

= The sample is also fairly evenly divided in terms of organisational size (number of employees):
< 250 = 39.3%; 251-5000 = 31.4%; over 5000 = 28.9%;

= As shown in Tables 1 and 2 respectively, there is a wide cross-section of sectors and management
functions represented in the sample, but, in keeping with the composition of the Institute
membership, the sample is weighted toward general management functions;

m  The sample of completed questionnaires is also somewhat more weighted toward director (30.7 %)
and senior (45.7%) managerial levels, just 22.4% drawn from other ranks;

= In total, 301 (22.5%) of the respondents are female; lower than that in the general population
of UK managers."

Table 1. Sample broken down by sector. Table 2. Sample broken down
by management function.

Sector % Function







Key Findings

The results of our survey confirm that strategy workshops are indeed a common practice, often involving
very senior managers and that such deliberations feed directly into the strategy development process
of organisations.

Almost half (44.8%) of our sample reported that strategy workshops occur within their organisations at
least once per year, 15.4% reported an occurrence once every 2 years, while 14.7% reported occasional
use of workshops (once every 3-4 years) and 22.7% stated that such workshops never occur in their
organisations, based on analysis of 1305 valid responses (i.e. the total number of participants who
answered the relevant question)".

As shown in Table 3, there is evidence to suggest that the annual turnover of organisations is associated
with how often strategy workshops occur. The results indicate that they are more frequent in large
organisations, as measured by turnover.

As might be expected, there is a strong association between managerial level and the extent of
participation in workshops, senior managers and directors being significantly more likely to report higher
levels of involvement in comparison with their junior counterparts.’ In total, 28.89% of directors report
no experience of such workshops, compared with 33.2% of senior managers and 47.1% of junior
managers. Conversely, 60% of directors take part in such events very regularly (i.e. at least once

per year) compared with 49.4% of senior managers and 35% of junior managers.

Table 3. Crosstabulation of frequency of occurrence of strategy workshops by annual

turnover of organisations

How often do strategy workshops occur in your organisation?

What is the annual Occasionally Regularly Very regularly

UK turnover of (once every (once every (at least once
your organisation? Never 3-4 years) 2 years) per year) Total

Up to £1m 18.6%
£1m - £10m 18.0%
£11m - £100m 22.5%
£101m — £500m 15.9%
Over £600m 25.0%

15.2% 46.0% 100.0%

Purposes of Workshops

As shown in Tables 4 and 5 respectively, the purposes of workshops and the triggers or reasons for
holding them are many and varied. Approximately two-thirds of the sample indicated that workshops are
part and parcel of their organisations’ regular strategy development processes. Other common reasons
include organisational development purposes (such as team building) and changes to the organisational
structure. It is clear from the data presented in Tables 4 and 5 that very few workshops seem to be
crisis-driven, the overwhelming majority being triggered by developmental needs. The major purpose

is to challenge/question strategy or come up with new ideas.”



Format of Workshops

In order to gain a sense of what actually takes place in strategy workshops, we asked respondents to
reflect upon the most recent workshop they had attended. The overwhelming majority of respondents
(78%) reported that they were regular participants, as opposed to facilitators (16.2%) or had some other
role (5.1%), based on a total of 861 valid responses.

As shown in Figure 1, roughly half of the respondents reported that the most frequent workshop they
had attended involved 10 participants or less, suggesting that the majority of these events involve
relatively small numbers of individuals. There are few discernible links between the number of
participants and the purpose(s) of the workshop, as shown in Table 4, except that the larger events
appear to be more concerned with achieving the implementation of strategy (examining blockages,
achieving buy-in and communicating strategy).

Table 4. Purpose(s) of the workshop broken down by number of participants (percentages are
based on valid returns within columns).

10 or less 11-15 16 or more
participants participants participants

Purpose(s) (401 valid responses) (152 valid responses) (266 valid responses)




Table 5. Responses to the question: ‘What was the trigger or cause for holding the last strategy
workshop you attended? (Please tick all that apply)’

%
Part of the regular strategy development process 62.6
Organisational development needs (e.g. teambuilding) 35.8
Change in organisational structure 29.3
Increased competitive activity 10.3
Downturn in company performance 7.1
Technological change 7.1
Change in management team 15.0
Takeover or threatened takeover 1.4
Other 9.8

18.5%

10 or less

11415

. 16 or more 49.3%

Figure 1. Number of participants in most recent workshop.

Preparation for Workshops

As shown in Figure 2, the amount of time spent on preparation for workshops is quite limited,
suggesting that the majority of participants rely on their existing managerial experience as opposed

to systematic preparation when attending these events. Only 22.8% invest two or more days in
preparation. At the other extreme, over half of the regular participants (53.7%) invest a few hours
(43.8%) or no time at all (9.91%) in preparation. However, a different pattern emerges when the data
are compared directly across participants and facilitators. More than half (55.1%) of those adopting the
role of facilitator spent at least 2-3 days or more in preparation. Only 13.4% of facilitators spent a few
hours in preparation, 2.17% no time at all. The proportions of facilitators and regular participants are
roughly equal in terms of those spending up to a full day in preparation (29.7% vs. 23.5% respectively).
As can be seen from Table 6, it does not appear that participants prepare more for strategy workshops
dealing with formulating new strategy as opposed to planning implementation. However it would
seem that strategy workshops oriented towards generating new ideas and solutions and/or the
reconsideration/challenging of existing strategy entail considerably more preparation than workshops
that monitor the progress of a strategy.



Figure 2. Total time spent in preparation for the most recent strategy workshop attended.

Table 6. Purpose(s) of the workshop broken down by amount of preparation (percentages
are based on valid returns within columns).

A few Uptoa About a Over a
None hours full day 2-3 days week week
(67 valid (317 valid (206 valid (122 valid (38 valid (70 valid
Purpose(s) responses) responses) responses) responses) responses) responses)




Duration and Location

Our results indicate that the overwhelming majority of workshops (90%) are of short duration, that is
two days or less, and held off-site (73%), either in-house but not at the respondent’s regular place of
work (21.8%) or at a hotel or other venue (51.2%).

Almost half of these workshops (44.3%) are one-off events, as opposed to one of a series on the same
theme, either attended by a common group of participants (32.8%) or different participants on each
occasion (18.9%).

Well over half (62.5%) of respondents indicated that their organisation has a formal strategic planning
process and, in response to a question asking whether the workshop they last attended was intended
either to provide input to, a consequence of, or unrelated to that system, 41.3% saw it as an input,
22.4% a consequence, while only 8.6% did not see any connection. In other words, strategy workshops
are generally part of an ongoing strategic planning process.

Workshop Processes and Activities

The overall pattern of findings emerging from the above analyses suggests that strategy workshops are
regular events linked to formal strategic planning systems. We also asked a series of questions
concerning what actually goes on during these events.

As shown in Figure 3, a substantial majority of workshops (61.1%) are led by senior directors (including
the Chairman or Chief Executive Officer). Relatively few are led by other internal members of staff
(such as members of the HR function or line managers) or external consultants.

The data presented in Table 7 suggest that a wide cross-section of stakeholders might well attend some
workshops, but more typically they are populated by senior managers and executive directors (and to a
lesser extent middle management and line managers). Significantly, customers and suppliers, the major
external stakeholder groups of virtually all organisations, are rarely involved in these events.

We also asked respondents to indicate how far they agreed that the objectives of the workshop had
been clearly communicated, using a five-point response scale. The vast majority (79.8%) agreed or
strongly agreed that this was the case. However, there are also indications of a tendency among
facilitators to respond on average slightly more positively (mean = 4.19; SD = 0.912) than participants
(mean = 3.90; SD = 0.834)."

30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
N
0%
Another internal Chairman External Another senior Chief Executive
member of staff consultant director

Figure 3. Distribution of responses to the question: ‘Who lead the strategy workshop?’



Finally, we asked a question about the use of analytical tools during workshops. As can be seen from
Table 8, the tools most typically deployed are fairly basic, SWOT being far and away the most popular
(62% of cases). Of the other tools we asked about, stakeholder analysis (30%) and scenario planning
(28.5%) are commonly employed, as are to a lesser degree market segmentation (22.6%) and

competence analysis (21.5%).

Table 7. Stakeholder groups involved in strategy workshops.

%

Table 8. Analytical tools applied in strategy workshops.

%




Workshop Outcomes

A majority of respondents agree (60.4%) or strongly agree (10.2%) that the strategy workshop they last
attended achieved its objectives. However, a significant number (10% of the sample) disagree (8.5%)
or strongly disagree (1.5%), the remainder (13.5%) being neutral. As with the question concerning the
extent to which the workshop objectives had been clearly communicated, when the average (i.e. mean)
responses were compared across the facilitator and regular participant groups there was clear evidence
of a tendency for facilitators to respond on average slightly more positively (mean = 3.97; SD = 0.71)
than participants (mean = 3.69; SD = 0.85)."" As might be expected there is a large and significant
correlation between perceptions of clarity of workshop objectives and the extent to which those
objectives are perceived to have been met.” The overall conclusion to be drawn from this pattern

of findings is that the majority of respondents (participants and facilitators alike) are satisfied that
workshop objectives are both clearly communicated and largely met through workshop activities.

We also asked a series of questions concerning the extent to which and in what ways participants
felt the strategy workshop had had an impact on various aspects of the organisation, such as its
business processes, internal communications, people development and understanding of corporate
values. It is clear from the findings presented in Table 9 that:

The greatest impact of strategy workshops is on the content of organisational strategy;

Over one-third of respondents also reported a wide range of other organisational benefits,
in particular improved understanding of corporate values, benefits to business processes
and the development and motivation of people;

However, over one-third of respondents reported no impact other than on strategy content;

Over 40% perceived either no impact or a negative impact of workshops on measurable outputs,
including productivity and profitability, while in contrast roughly another third perceive a positive
impact on these outcomes;

Over 40% perceived either no or a negative impact on levels of innovation;
Over 50% perceived no or a negative impact on functional aspects of the organisation

such as brand management or the use of technology.

Table 10 reports the distribution of responses to a series of questions concerning the impact
of workshops on the organisation’s relations with a variety of stakeholder groups (both internal
and external). Our findings suggest that:

In terms of building relationships, workshops may enhance internal working relationships
(perhaps because such people are involved in the workshops themselves);

Workshops are perceived to improve relationships with customers and investors
(perhaps because the focus is on strategy);

However, there is less evidence of improving relationships with suppliers.



Table 9. Distribution of responses (%s) to the question: ‘What impact did the strategy workshop
have upon the following aspects of your organisation?’

Very negative Negative No impact Positive Very positive

Lastly, we asked a series of questions concerning the impact of strategy workshops on the respondent’s
personal relationships with a number of stakeholder groups (Table 11) and their personal understanding
of the organisation and their own motivations and career goals (Table 12). Taken as a whole, these

findings indicate that:

Strategy workshops play a positive relationship-building role amongst managerial peers and at
senior levels of managers;

But have less impact with regard to personal relationships with junior colleagues or relationships
external to the organisation;

However, they strongly contribute to participants’ understanding of organisational strategy and
enhance the motivation and skill levels of participants;

Therefore, whether by intent or not, there is a personal development benefit to be derived from
these events.



Table 10. Distribution of responses (%s) to the question: ‘What impact did the strategy workshop
have upon the organisation’s relationships with the following groups?’

Very negative Negative No impact Positive Very positive

Table 11. Distribution of responses (%s) to the question: ‘What impact did the workshop
have upon your relationships with the following?’

Very negative Negative No impact Positive Very positive [

Table 12. Distribution of responses (%s) to the question: ‘How far do you agree that attending
the workshop improved your own understanding of the following?’

Neither
Strongly agree nor Strongly
disagree Disagree disagree Agree agree







In recent years formalised planning systems have been augmented or in a number of cases supplanted
by a range of alternative approaches to the development of organisational strategy. One approach in
particular, the strategy workshop or away day, appears to have risen to the fore. However, little is known
about this apparently widespread management practice. Hence, the study summarised in this report

set out to investigate a number of basic questions concerning the nature and significance of strategy
workshops, such as how often they occur, the reasons for their occurrence, what goes on in them and
the extent to which they are perceived to contribute to organisational effectiveness and well being.

The overall costs of such workshops clearly depend on such factors as where they are held, the number
and levels of managers and other stakeholders involved, the cost of external facilitation, if used, and
their frequency of occurrence. Rough estimates of cost for a single two day residential event away from
the office, say for a workshop involving senior executives in an international business, with external
facilitation, vary from £10,000 to £50,000. Clearly they represent events of significant cost and with
significant strategic expectations riding on them. So how effective are they? A number of useful
conclusions regarding the nature, role and perceived effectiveness of strategy workshops can be
deduced from our findings, as follows:

The Nature and Role of Strategy Workshops

Strategy workshops are now an integral part of the strategy making processes of many organisations;

They are used primarily to question, challenge and innovate new strategies, not as a response
to crises;

They are of short duration, i.e. two days or less and usually held away from the office;

Typically, they are led by members of the senior management team rather than external facilitators.
However external facilitators are used in about 16.5% of cases;

While in a number of cases other stakeholder groups are involved, in the majority of these events
senior and middle-level managers predominate;

In terms of preparation, participants typically spend half a day or less, implying a high dependency
on managerial experience.

The Effectiveness of Strategy Workshops

About 75% of respondents reported that workshops provided an effective input into the strategic
plan of the organisation;

Other positive benefits from workshops are that they help participants improve their understanding
of the organisation’s goals and clarify their personal motivations. Such events, therefore, seem to
play a significant organisational and personal development role, as well as addressing issues more
directly concerned with the strategy of organisations;

Less clear, however, is the extent to which and in what ways such workshops impact on objectively
measurable aspects of organisational performance or objectively observable outputs (e.g. improved
productivity and innovation). Our data in respect of such outcomes were limited to self-reported,
subjective perceptions, but, to the extent that these perceptions are valid indicators of these
outcomes, workshops appear to have only limited beneficial effects in this respect.



Our research findings suggest insights which require further investigation in order to establish
a clearer explanation of the effectiveness of such events:

— In many cases little pre-preparation takes place in the run up to workshop but there is some
evidence that relatively greater positive outcomes may occur when participants spend longer
on pre-preparation than when they spend little time. However the relationship between
preparation and effectiveness needs further investigation.

- Very few of the sophisticated analytical tools and techniques which are commonplace in the
standard textbooks and business school curricula on strategic management seem to be used
with high frequency in these events, but to what extent and in what ways might these methods
contribute to the effectiveness of workshops?

— Numbers attending strategy workshops for the purpose of strategy development are less than
those for the purposes of communicating strategy. There are also some preliminary indications
that events attended by smaller rather than larger numbers of people are likely to be more
effective. But the optimum composition of workshop participants in terms of the number
and range of stakeholders involved given the different purposes of workshops needs to
be examined further.

However, it should be remembered that this survey was based entirely on self reported perceptions of
workshop events and outcomes. Arguably, a more objective consideration of the form of such events,
as supported by our data, leads to a further important observation. The relatively tightly bounded
participation in such events, the low levels of pre-preparation and usage of strategy tools and techniques
and the relative absence of external facilitators, leads us to question the extent to which there is a
systematic questioning of strategy precepts and organisational assumptions, an observation perhaps
supported by the relatively low reported impact on potential ‘hard” outcomes, including innovation

and productivity levels.



Notes
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For a comprehensive discussion of the historical development of formalised strategic planning
and its subsequent demise, see H. Mintzberg (1994). The Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning.
London: Prentice Hall.

Roughly one third of the returned questionnaires (34.2%) were completed by individuals who
have never personally taken part in strategy workshops. Consequently, a number of our analyses
are based on a reduced number of ‘valid' responses.

Thirty two per cent of managers are female, according to the latest figures from the
Equal Opportunities Commission’s (2004) publication: ‘Facts About Men and WWomen
in Great Britain’.

The correlation between these variables, as measured by the Spearman rank order correlation
coefficient, is weak but highly significant (rho=0.24, P<0.001), based on an analysis of 1240
valid responses.

This was confirmed by a Chi-square test, which was highly significant (Chi-square = 59.82,
df = 6, P<0.001).

As might be expected there is a highly significant positive correlation between the overall number
of triggers and purposes (r = 0.44, P < 0.001), based on a total of 798 valid responses.

Although the differences between these averages are very small, they are highly significant
in statistical terms, a finding confirmed using both parametric and non-parametric tests.

Both the student'’s t-test (-3.63; df = 806; P <0.001) and the Mann-Whitney U test (mean rank
for participants = 388.56; mean rank for facilitators = 482.59; U = 35265.000; P < 0.001) are
highly significant, thus indicating that the differences observed are very robust.

Again although the differences between these averages are very small, they are, nonetheless,
highly significant in statistical terms, on both a parametric (t = -3.99; df = 213.54; P <0.001) and
non-parametric (U = 35768.000; P < 0.001) basis (mean rank for participants = 383.03; mean rank
for facilitators = 451.53), thus indicating that the findings are very robust.

The correlation between these variables, as measured by the Spearman rank order correlation
coefficient, is highly significant (rho=0.62, P<001), based on an analysis of 820 valid responses.
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