
 

I just heard futurist Bob Johansen speak in front of the Alliance of Chief Executives and 
he was great.  I got his book and am reading it every chance I get.  He said that even 
though no-one can predict the future, we get a lot of clarity from the work we do after 
looking into the future.  This holds true even if the forecast turns out to be wrong.  
WAIT! I thought, that’s what business planning is too.  We decide where we want to go 
in the future, then work out the details.  We don’t always get there, but we fight a much 
better battle for having done the exercise.  This month’s essay  ties in nicely to this 
theme. 

 
 

Recent Client Work 

1-day Tactical Onsite.  I facilitated 
this one-day weekend working session 
to help a team align on its key priori-
ties and to nail down key action steps 
for the next six months.   

Business Plan Development.  I 
coached this client as he laid out a 
business plan that he and his team will 
follow all year long. 

Board Meeting Presentation.  This 
client got their first VC money and now 
the CEO needs to lead the board 
through more formal meetings.  I cre-
ated the template and we talked board 
strategy. 

 
Presentations 

(I’m always interested in speaking op-

portunities) 

Thursday February 25th, 5:30 pm 
(Pleasant Hill) Keynote: Business Plan-
ning made Simple.  This is the keynote 
for a event called Financial Business 
Summit, put on by Invision Develop-
ment Company.  Look at the full event 
description.  Open to business owners, 
CEOs and professionals. 

Thursday, March 18, 2010, Noon 
(Walnut Creek) “Delivering Help in 
your Circle: Strategic Networking for 
Business Development”, delivered to 
CREW, Commercial Real Estate 
Women’s Network.  

 

By Robert Sher 

We CEOs and our top teams will have to double-time it for a while 

in the early recovery period until new opportunities turn into free 

cash flow.  Simply put, we will be asking our teams to tackle new 

challenges without giving them new resources to offload other 

tasks. 

I don’t feel sorry for them, and many will be eager to dig in know-

ing that such work means a return to health for their organizations.  

But will they really execute well?  Will these key projects and op-

portunities be harnessed or will they be fumbled?  The answer, in 

case you haven’t guessed it already, is that many will be fumbled. 

Fumbled not because the executives in charge aren’t bright or well 

intentioned.  But fumbled because many executives don’t take the 

time or have the skills to do basic project planning and project 

management.  This concern may not be keeping you awake at 

night, but it should.  In my years of consulting, I have had too 

many engagements where I see light bulbs coming on as I take a 

team into their own details, forcing them to break apart their inten-

tions into actionable steps, with dates and names attached.  I then 
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help them search their own short-term future to an-

ticipate conflicts, obstacles and surprises. 

If you’re about to stop reading because you don’t 

think your team has this problem, please ask each of 

your executives to show you a simple sheet detail-

ing each step of their top projects.  If they hand it 

over, congratulations are in order.   If not, continue 

reading. 

Here are the key steps to moving a team through a 

detailed, integrated project planning process. 

1. The team must debate priorities, isolating the 

most important and critical projects.  Few teams have time and resources to tackle much more than the top priori-

ties. 

2. Break each project into five to ten steps, in chronological order, with a start date and an end date.  Identify any cross 

departmental dependencies, and identify any contingencies or prerequisites for each step.  A critical path may 

emerge. 

3. An executive must be in charge of each step (the champion).  That doesn’t mean that they do all the work, it just 

means they project manage the step and insure it stays on track. 

4. Once all the top projects have been broken down and laid out, sort the action items chronologically.  Each cham-

pion should look at all their tasks and see if they still believe they can accomplish them on time in addition to their 

day-to-day work.  Adjust as needed. 

5. The team should sit back, look at all the project steps holistically and search for obstacles that can be anticipated 

over the next six months or so.  The pace of the projects should be compared to the firm’s business plan to be sure 

the most critical strategies and objectives are being sufficiently addressed.  Adjust as needed. 

6. You are done when the team (and the CEO) agrees that; “We can do this”, “We are doing the most important work 

for the company”, and “We’ve studied the near term future and there is nothing we can see that will derail us that 

we haven’t taken into account”. 

If you click here, you’ll see an example of an excel sheet that is simple, easy to sort and effective in laying out the steps 

of multiple projects.  Most all executives are comfortable with Excel, so they won’t get slowed down or distracted try-

ing to use project management software.  I’m not against such software, and it certainly is nice for showing the critical 

path, for tracking resource utilization, and for producing nice Gantt chats.  But this is not a software exercise:  The 

benefit (at least half) comes from doing the thinking into the future and being detailed and realistic about the bite-sized 

steps to take to execute well. 

The other half of the benefit comes when you and your team follow up in weekly operations meetings, checking the 

progress of each step, making adjustments as needed, and holding people accountable for their performance. 

Heaping the work onto good executives without strong prioritization and project management can burn out your best 

people.  Carefully assess what they can handle & how their stamina is holding up.  One of the best ways to blow several 

projects in one moment is to have a key player on your team walk out. 

On a final note:  This is not an excuse for CEOs to micro-manage.  I’ve facilitated many teams through this process and 

find that the team themselves can problem solve easily, have strong mastery of the operations and make good decisions.  

The CEO should act more as a moderator, requiring the team to go through the process with discipline and without dis-

traction, then hold the team accountable to their own decisions.  

 

Robert Sher is principal of CEO to CEO, special-

izing in assisting CEOs and business leaders as 

they navigate critical passages. He is the author 

of The Feel of the Deal; How I Built a Business 

through Acquisitions. He may be reached at 

Robert@ceotoceo.biz. www.ceotoceo.biz  

 

Want More Insomnia Factor? 
Get access to all past editions of The Insomnia Factor. 
Get a digital copy of this newsletter, with all links live. 
Subscribe to get your own copy e-mailed every issue. 

Go to:  www.ceotoceo.biz/insomnia.html 

Networking Success is about HELPING 
Somebody’s father once said, “It’s not what you know, but 
who you know”.  That’s what a network is all about.  I’ve got 
a great network that is growing all the time, and many peo-
ple ask me how to build a network.  So after giving six 
speeches on it, I did a webinar which has been recorded.  It’s 
called Delivering HELP in your Circle: Strategic Networking 
for Business Development.  Perfect to view while you eat 
lunch at your desk.  By the way this father thinks that both 
are important — what you know and who you know! 
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