
 
  

Six Skills Strategic Leaders Need 

Idea In Short

Strategic leadership is not a personality trait, it is a set of learnable habits. Leaders who
move organizations through complex, fast-changing conditions share six specific
capabilities: they guide focused conversations, ask questions that open new options, take
stock of the assets already at their disposal, connect those assets across disciplines, make
decisions that people trust, and turn ideas into shared ownership. Executives who want to
lead strategically should start by auditing their meetings for psychological safety, replacing
closed questions with adaptive ones, and choosing a decision method, consensus, majority
or weighted voting, before a crisis forces the choice. None of this requires a title change. It
requires deliberate practice, starting with the next conversation a leader holds with their
team.

Businesses face complex situations every day: shifting market demand, new technology,
distributed workforces, tightening regulation and relentless competition. Each of these puts
pressure on leaders to respond quickly and strategically, but the pressure alone does not
produce good strategy. What separates leaders who navigate this complexity from those
who get stuck is a specific set of skills, not a personality type or a job title. Strategic thinking
depends on how well a leader guides conversations, frames questions, inventories
resources, links ideas across disciplines, makes decisions and builds ownership among their
people. The six capabilities below, drawn from research on team performance, decision
science and organizational design, describe what that looks like in practice.

Guide Conversations Toward Depth

Strategic leaders act as conversation guides, steering discussions away from small talk and
toward focused exchange. Deeper conversations are rare for individuals and rarer still in
groups, yet the difference between an ordinary conversation and a deep one is often the
difference between stagnation and a genuine breakthrough. Eleanor Roosevelt, the longest-
serving first lady of the United States and later a diplomat, captured this distinction well.
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Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss
people

Raising the quality of a group's conversations raises the group's output on complex
problems, and the foundation for that quality is psychological safety, the shared belief that a
team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. Google's own research into team performance
found this factor mattered more than who sat on a team1. Team size plays a role too.
Amazon founder Jeff Bezos built the company around the idea that if a team cannot be fed
by two pizzas, it has grown too large to move fast2. Separate research on group dynamics
found seven members to be a particularly effective size, and an odd number tends to
prevent the standoffs that even-numbered groups fall into.

Choosing the physical setting matters just as much as choosing the people in the room.
NASA's own group experiments found that collaboration happens more easily on neutral
ground, meaning spaces that do not belong to any single team involved in the discussion.
Some leaders apply what researchers call the teddy bear principle, the idea that childhood
cues, toys, informal colors, relaxed seating, tend to loosen up adult behavior and encourage
candor. Equity of voice closes the loop: leaders need explicit rules that give everyone a turn
to speak and require everyone else to listen without interrupting. Google has invested
heavily in understanding these dynamics, treating psychological safety as a first-order
design decision for every team it builds rather than an afterthought.

Ask Questions That Open New Ground

Every question asked in a meeting creates an invisible frame around the conversation that
follows, and strategic leaders design that frame deliberately. Rather than asking closed
questions that narrow toward a single answer, they favor adaptive questions, the kind that
invite a group to search for solutions using its collective intelligence. Examples include: how
do we become the employer of choice, or what is the most effective way to respond to a
new technology. Framing also determines tone. Instead of asking what the company can do
to reduce customer complaints, a strategic leader might ask when customers have been
most satisfied and what the organization can learn from those moments to repeat them.
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Good questions do not shy away from sounding unusual, because the most useful ones are
often the ones nobody has asked before. Steve Jobs illustrated this when he skipped the
obvious competitive question, how must we compete with IBM, and instead asked what
would happen if personal computers were small and portable. That single reframe helped
set Apple's direction for a generation. Research on organizational questioning backs this up:
professionals in fields like law and medicine train specifically in questioning technique, yet
most executives never treat it as a skill worth developing3. Leaders who want richer
conversations should approach every problem with genuine openness, resisting the urge to
control the outcome before the discussion even starts, and should ask questions that
prompt personal reflection, since those tend to produce the stories that build trust across a
team.

Take Inventory of What You Already Have

Many managers default to what might be called an "if only" mindset, imagining what they
could accomplish with more money, more people or more time. Strategic leaders instead
start by cataloging what is already available and asking how to combine those resources
differently. Assets fall into four broad categories. Physical assets include buildings, meeting
spaces and infrastructure such as high-speed internet. Knowledge assets cover the skills
people bring, from public speaking and budgeting to data analysis and subject expertise.

Social assets: the networks and relationships a team's members can call on
Capital assets: financial resources plus support such as advertising space or
administrative backing

This skill matters most when finances are thin and staff is small, which describes most new
ventures. Instead of asking what the organization lacks, the useful question becomes how
far the organization can get with what it already controls. A group of researchers working
with several nonprofit organizations funded by the same city government discovered that
many of those organizations had never sat in a room together, despite years of overlapping
work and shared funders. Bringing them together surfaced assets, relationships and
expertise that no single organization had recognized on its own.

Improving this skill starts with adopting network thinking over strict hierarchy, since rigid
reporting lines tend to hide resources that sit just outside the formal chain of command.
Every new person who joins a team brings a fresh network, and a simple exercise, listing
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every asset a group possesses on a single sheet of paper, often reveals more than
expected. Leaders should also talk directly to their people to surface hidden assets,
including hobbies and outside expertise that rarely appear on a résumé. Turning an asset
into something usable requires a further question: if someone knows people who
understand a new technology, what specifically do they know, and which markets does that
knowledge cover. Over time, this process shows a leader exactly where their organization is
asset-rich and where it is not.

Connect Assets Across Disciplines

Listing assets is only half the job; innovation happens when those assets combine with
thinking that crosses disciplinary lines. Most professionals are trained to think vertically,
going deeper into a single area of expertise, which is valuable but incomplete on its own.
Horizontal thinking pulls from unrelated fields and often produces the insight that vertical
expertise alone cannot reach. Creating what researchers call an extended mind, involving an
entire group in the thinking process, gives individuals a stronger stimulus for this kind of
cross-disciplinary connection than working alone ever could.

Structure helps here more than most leaders expect, since breakthroughs that look
serendipitous from the outside are frequently the product of a deliberate process. The
Regenstrief Center for Healthcare Engineering was itself created by combining two fields,
health care and engineering, and it applies that same horizontal approach daily. That
combination led the center to redesign infusion pumps, the devices that deliver fluids into a
patient's body, making delivery more accurate through web-based monitoring tools. The
lesson generalizes well beyond health care: a leader who deliberately pairs unrelated
expertise, marketing with data science, operations with design, tends to generate options
that neither field would have produced alone. Building this habit requires leaders to protect
time for cross-functional conversation rather than letting departmental silos dictate who
talks to whom.

Choose a Decision Method Before You Need One

Moving from ideas to action requires a leader to select a specific opportunity and commit to
it, along with a way to measure whether it worked. Economist Herbert Simon described this
kind of choice as satisficing, selecting an option that is good enough to meet a defined
threshold rather than searching endlessly for the theoretical best one4. How a leader
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reaches a decision shapes how much people trust that decision and whether they
collaborate willingly on the next one.

Several decision methods work well depending on context. Consensus asks everyone to
support a choice, and a common variant, sometimes called consensus minus one, requires
agreement from everyone except a single dissenter, on the theory that if two or more people
object, they have likely spotted something real. Consensus is thorough but slow, and it can
stall entirely in a large group. Majority voting moves faster; some organizations, including
NASA, use a weighted variant where members distribute multiple votes across several
criteria and the option with the highest weighted total wins.

1. Pick two criteria that matter most, commonly impact and ease of implementation,
and rank each opportunity against both

2. Define the outcome you want to see and identify whose lives it will change
3. Set metrics for that outcome before locking in a budget, so the measurement is not

distorted by cost constraints from the start

This simple two-by-two approach, ranking opportunities against two axes, tends to surface
options that are both practical and consequential, which is exactly the combination a leader
needs before committing scarce resources.

Turn Ideas Into Shared Ownership

Good ideas fail almost as often from weak follow-through as from weak thinking, which is
why strategic leaders build shared ownership before implementation begins. Shared
leadership means giving people real authority to lead pieces of the work themselves, not
simply assigning tasks and monitoring compliance. This approach draws more of an
organization's talent into solving its hardest problems, and it tends to match responsibilities
to the people best suited for them rather than to whoever happens to hold the relevant title.

Gore Associates, a Delaware-based manufacturer with roughly 9,000 employees, runs
without traditional supervisors or managers. Employees choose the projects they want to
work on rather than receiving assignments, and each office is capped at around 150 people
to keep decision-making close to the people doing the work. The company relies on
collective judgment to shape both its ideas and its workflow, and it has sustained that model
for decades. Leaders who want similar results should treat themselves as part of the team
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rather than as a figure standing above it, set modest and achievable expectations that
compound over time, and give people real autonomy over both task completion and
resource use.

Regular review matters as much as the initial handoff of authority. A thirty-day cycle of
taking stock, reporting results and revising course keeps ownership honest without
micromanaging it, and some organizations extend this logic further by giving employees
dedicated time, a well-known example being a fixed percentage of work hours, for
independent projects and experiments. What undermines this entire approach fastest is a
leader who second-guesses decisions at every step, since that habit erodes morale and
trust faster than almost anything else a leader can do. Research on leadership development
backs the underlying premise: treating leadership behaviors as learnable and distributing
them across an organization produces measurably better outcomes than concentrating
authority at the top5.

Put the Skills to Work Together

None of these six capabilities functions well in isolation. A leader who asks brilliant
questions but cannot build psychological safety will still get shallow answers, and a leader
who inventories every available asset but never decides how to combine them will still stand
still. Strategic thinking is less a single talent than a discipline built from self-examination,
structured questioning and consistent practice. It teaches a leader how to reach a workable
answer even when no perfect one exists, and it clarifies the role that the right question,
asked at the right moment, plays in spotting opportunities both inside and outside the
organization.

One recurring failure point deserves attention: research on strategy execution across more
than a hundred organizations found that executives routinely overestimate how well their
own priorities have reached the people responsible for executing them, with understanding
dropping sharply between the top team and their direct reports6. The single strongest
predictor of alignment in that research was leaders consistently explaining why a given
priority mattered, not just what the priority was. Strategic leaders who build the six skills
above, guiding conversation, framing questions, inventorying assets, thinking horizontally,
deciding deliberately and distributing ownership, close that gap because each skill forces
clearer communication with the people expected to act on a strategy. The organizations
profiled here, Google, Amazon, Gore Associates and the Regenstrief Center, did not stumble
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into these habits. They built them on purpose, and any leader willing to practice the same six
skills can do the same.

1understand team effectiveness
2amazon's two pizza teams
3the surprising power of questions
4bounded rationality
5what is leadership: moving beyond the c-suite
6no one knows your strategy — not even your top leaders

Summary

Strategic leadership rests on six practical skills rather than instinct alone. Leaders who guide
focused, psychologically safe conversations, frame questions that invite fresh thinking,
inventory the assets already available to them, connect those assets across disciplines,
choose a decision method deliberately, and hand ownership to their people consistently
outperform those who rely on authority alone. Google, Amazon and organizations like Gore
Associates show that structure, not charisma, produces this outcome. None of these six
skills works well in isolation, and each one reinforces the others once a leader starts
practicing them together. Executives ready to build these habits should begin with their next
team meeting, testing whether the room feels safe enough for someone to say something
wrong.
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