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Overview 

It may seem difficult to get past the proverbial box that looms large in strategic processes.  The 
dozen approaches that have been applied to strategic thinking sessions have de facto become their 
own boxes, due to their frequent deployment over the past decades.  To think truly differently, 
individuals have to take their minds to different vantage points.  From there, management can start 
to evaluate their businesses in a way that is simply impossible within normal business contexts.   
 
To escape the traditional box, an organization must learn how to access the “right brain” of as 
many people as it can within the group, thereby disrupting the typical thought processes residing 
within the organization.  The result?  Innovative, creative outcomes and unexpected discoveries 
arise when employees tap a part of their brains not often used to solve problems. 
 

Getting Beyond the Box 
 
“Inside the Box”:  Traditional Strategic Planning 
 
For the past fifty years, groups of many kinds throughout the world have conducted SWOT analyses 
to explore their Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats.  This method rapidly became 
the conventional way in which many complex organizations undertook strategic planning.  Virtually 
everyone recognized that the SWOT process brought a clearly defined, rational method to the job 
of assessing an organization’s position in the marketplace.  Furthermore, this approach typically 
helped an organization identify likely future impacts. 
 
Many organizations and their constituencies have deployed SWOT analyses repeatedly since Albert 
Humphrey identified the technique in the 1960s at Stanford University, implementing its outcomes 
more than once.  One wonders, however, if traditional strategic planning may not have run its 
course.  Can SWOT analysis really continue to be very effective when it is overused and overly 
familiar?  Does it have any more tricks up its sleeve?  An old aphorism may be evolving into a 
cliché:  If you do the same thing over and over again, can you really expect different results? 
 
Why do familiar things appear advantageous? 
 
Research suggests that the average person is most comfortable with what he or she already knows. 
The human brain most easily processes information when it moves along those neural channels it 
uses most often.  All of us operate most efficiently, we believe, when we are working in familiar 
territory.  Of course, all of society gains great value when citizens follow rules and perform their 
assigned tasks in an organized and systematic fashion.  No social institution—corporate or 
otherwise—could operate effectively on a day-to-day basis if chaos and anarchy prevailed. 
 
Is left-brain thinking limited? 
 
Neuroscientists have determined that the process that derives from and dominates the left brain is 
a systemic organization skill set.  The left hemisphere of the human brain thinks best when it does 
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so in linear, sequential and rational ways.  Human organizations, then, would not function very 
effectively if they did not establish a sense of order for behavior at every level through their 
governing processes.  At the same time, however, is the familiar not just another word for the 
proverbial “box”? 
 
Many people spend their entire working lives “inside the box,” following rules, tending customers, 
forcing themselves to perform dreaded administrative tasks, and simply getting on with little else 
than everyday business. 
 
Can we reconcile the familiar with the future? 
 
The principles that drive order and efficiency in an organization do not necessarily help in shaping 
the group’s future direction.  Admittedly, sometimes the current strategy can serve the 
organization well into the future.  Very often, however, the future is too unpredictable, and in the 
rapidly changing environments of contemporary business, many current strategies no longer serve 
adequately.  There are many examples of companies that have had trouble adapting quickly 
enough to meet a changing landscape (American automobile manufacturers, for instance).  
Likewise, we can find examples of other companies that quickly filled voids in markets that did not 
previously exist (think Internet search companies). 
 
When it comes time to face an uncertain and volatile future, organizations that function primarily 
from a left-brain, rationally dominated worldview may find it nearly impossible actually to put aside 
their conventional methods and try thinking differently.  How many times, however, have 
organizations encouraged their employees to think “outside the box”?  Vaunted goal though it may 
be, the notion of getting “outside the box” is almost as much a business cliché as SWOT analysis is a 
tired process.  To actually think differently, we have to come up with some new methodology.  
Defaulting to the standard SWOT analysis, or one of other well-worn processes, as a principal 
planning strategy, is highly unlikely to provide an organization with fresh and invigorating insights. 
What is missing in most cases are the insights from the right brain.   
 
Our philosophy of strategic planning revolves around the principles of “strategic democratization,” 
remodeling hierarchies and disrupting the typical brainstorm.  This process can and does lead to 
transformational results in corporations. 
 
Why tap into the right brain? 
 
Neuroscientists tell us the brain is the most complex and least understood of human organs.  It is 
clearly amazing in its ability continuously to aid mankind in evolving throughout a variety of 
conditions since the beginning of time. Yet the brain has been proven not to be an efficient “super 
computer,” as individuals simply do not remember facts precisely. 
 
When someone remembers a dream, it is clear that individual has captured and stored away 
information rarely expressed in the waking world. Similarly, what happens when an idea dawns on 
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a person like a bolt from the blue?  What if this rich, otherwise untapped source could be mined to 
gain better insights about individuals and organizations, tapping “Aha” moments that otherwise are 
all too fleeting?  Could such a process result in new opportunities, untried solutions and fresh 
strategies?  The objective of our Beyond the BoxTM strategic thinking sessions is to access this type 
of useful information at the very moment it is needed. 
 
How does an organization benefit from a fresh approach like right-brained thinking? 
 
Learning something new as a group is a great way of equalizing the participants; no one has an 
edge over anyone else.  When everyone is playing at the same level, strategic thinking improves 
precisely because the organization can harness the brainpower of the whole group, rather than 
relying on the resources of one person or an executive team. Secondarily, the process itself builds 
more effective teams by uniting the group in the act of focusing on key problems or issues.  
Moreover, adding dynamism to the standard business process keeps everyone fully involved.  
People leave the session energized and more committed to the organization than when they 
entered the room. 
 
We believe that ideas that have not previously surfaced can give an organization a competitive 
advantage.  We’re interested in helping management and organizations discover what is probably 
not in the existing plan, as no one has thought of or expressed it before.  It may reside deeply 
within the confines of the collective right brain of the organization, awaiting discovery. 
Given that we all have work-filled, time-starved lives, not many organizations provide their people 
occasions for free association, innovative or truly creative thinking.  Worse still, very few have any 
inkling as to how to accomplish this feat. 
 
Typically, most people are not very good at right-brain function; it is not a skill taught in formal 
schooling.  Meanwhile, however, the world is changing more rapidly than most humans can track 
with their left brains.  Some posit that the 21st century is moving from the Information Age to what 
might be called the Conceptual Age, in which innovative thinking and as yet undiscovered solutions 
will carry the day.  A new way of thinking is vital for competing in this rapidly changing world.  
Recharging and reinventing strategic thinking in order to better harvest the mind’s full potential is 
absolutely necessary if people are going to become more innovative, insightful and progress-
oriented in planning for the future. 
 
How does the “Beyond the Box”, right brain process work? 
 
Typically, participants experience planning as a process driven by the logical, analytical left brain, 
omitting the creative, intuitive right-brain function, which connects with ideas more deeply 
embedded in the subconscious.  The result is that participants tend to come up with the more 
typical and obvious solutions to problems—not necessarily a bad result, as obvious solutions may 
sometimes be the best.  What may be completely ignored in this conventional approach to 
strategic thinking, however, are those deeply rooted, intangible, “outside the box” ideas.  To think 
“beyond the box” one has to do something truly different and outside one’s comfort zone—
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specifically, learning a new methodology for tapping into the right brain. 
 
Participants are taught a specific methodology to tap into their right brain.  It is based on Roger 
Sperry’s 1981 Nobel Prize-winning discovery of the independence of brain function between the 
two hemispheres of the brain.  Fortunately, this process is a great deal easier than one would 
expect and does not involve any wires!  Although admittedly unusual, it simply involves learning a 
technique that calls upon the use of both the dominant and non-dominant hand to access the 
opposing hemisphere of the brain.  This technique is both the easiest and the fastest way to get the 
analytical, logical, controlling left brain out of the way for a few minutes so that the creative, 
intuitive right brain has an opportunity to answer a few pertinent questions.  Problem-solving skills 
are actually thought to reside in the right hemisphere, providing another important reason to “go 
there.”  Participants have reported that their answers almost seem as if they had been pulled from 
someone else’s brain. 
 
After participants have learned the process, the focus is turned to posing specific strategic 
questions about the company.  Questions are answered from both a left- and right-brain 
perspective, alternating between both the dominant and non-dominant hands.  When the data 
dump is complete, participants share their findings and insights, and work through the results in 
small group sessions.  These sessions allow participants to filter” responses that came to mind, 
while keeping in mind that “odd’ responses can be the basis of an important insight about the 
company or an honest appraisal of a major issue the company is facing. 
 
The small groups report out to the larger group the ideas that they deem to be the most promising.  
Participants then “vote with their feet” by migrating to ideas to which they are attracted and to 
which they choose to spend the balance of the session further developing.  This final process can go 
several rounds before being timed out.  It is designed to unlock the insights that otherwise may not 
have surfaced from a more traditional and conventional process.  After the major ideas have been 
identified, topic champions are recruited to shepherd multidisciplinary team discussions 
throughout the organization over a specified period of time (weeks or months).  Executive 
management determines approval levels needed over the course of the endeavor. 
 
By identifying truly strategic, innovative, game-changing insights upfront, an organization has a 
much better chance of integrating and achieving significant results over the course of the 
implementation process.  More weight is placed on the truly strategic “thinking” part of this 
process rather than on the more traditional “planning” part. 
 
Outcomes of the Process 
 
The most tangible deliverable of the right brain-influenced thinking process will be specific 
feedback that relates to the organization’s current strategy and business plan.  Beyond that, expect 
new concepts to emerge from the group processes:  revolutionary, break-through ideas that could 
have a transformational impact on the business, or to a lesser degree, those that may help the 
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organization reshape or reevaluate itself in the future, if that is what is called for.  Less tangible 
deliverables include:  

1) The value of bringing a larger, more inclusive group of the management team together;  
2) The show of respect for and further encouragement of teamwork;  
3) A bit of risk-taking without any danger;  
4) The joy and camaraderie of collaboration; and  
5) The leveling of hierarchical barriers—all while having some fun in the process. 

 
The philosophy this approach brings to strategic thinking begins with the vital maneuver of 
stepping “beyond the box,” for it is only from that vantage point that management can evaluate 
the business in a unique way that simply is not possible from within the normal routines.  At the 
same time, keep in mind that the notion of stepping “outside the box” can be not much better than 
a slogan.  To truly escape the traditional box a person must learn how to access the right brain. 
 

Call to Action 
 
New and exciting outcomes come from a mix of left-brained and right-brained thinking.  Thinking 
differently has worked for a number of organizations that have allowed us the privilege of 
demonstrating how it can be achieved.  Most probably your management already knows what a 
typical strategic planning process will produce—the results could be sitting on a shelf or in a file 
cabinet near your desk.  Are you really interested in pursuing a different outcome from your 
group’s strategic thinking and planning? 
 
Think differently; think right-brain access. 
 
 

Case Study Results 
 
Eye Care Retailer and Surgical Provider 
 

The organization faced the diverse challenges expected to surface when a disparate group of 
people comes together.  In this case, the company employs entry-level hourly retail staff, 
operations staff, and a range of eye care professionals, from nurses to specialized surgeons.  Since 
the company operates multiple stores and surgical centers in a number of states, a significant 
management staff component also exists. 
 
The entire managerial team and all of the practicing physicians came together for a strategic 
thinking process in the summer of 2010.  The gathering represented the first time this diverse 
group had been assembled.  Participants learned the prescribed methodology for tapping into the 
right brain.  They reported they were able to cut through the traditional barriers existing among 
various facets of the company.  They were able to get past the “politically correct” response bias in 
the organization to discover and enumerate the factors blocking the organization from reaching a 
more profitable, functional workplace:  communication, morale, operational issues and 
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technological issues.  One particularly surprising result was the discovery of the reason the retailer 
was not successful at the higher end of the retail spectrum. 
 
Seven specific findings resulted from the four-hour process.  The company assigned a topic 
champion to each and they assigned multidisciplinary teams to tackle each one of the seven 
systemically.  Nearly two years later, the company has achieved a nearly 20 percent bottom line 
improvement through implementing most of what they learned from the seven strategic ideas.  
The CEO stated they had conducted some form of strategic exercise each of the 16 years he had 
been at the helm, but in none of the prior processes did they achieve the transformational results 
they had achieved over the past two years. 
 
 
Diversified Global Industrial Firm 

For five years the large division of a global firm had struggled with fulfilling the directive to open a 
competency center in a specific location to serve as a resource for the entire operating division 
worldwide.  A diverse team of high-level, multi-disciplinary, multilingual managers, including the 
division CEO held many meetings and produced a number of plans to initiate the project over the 
course of several years.  The objective was never realized; more disturbingly, no clear 
understanding as to why the team was unsuccessful ever surfaced. 
 
The division CEO quickly accepted the offer to attempt something different in pursuit of a more 
promising result.  His management team assembled for a five-hour, “Beyond the Box,” right-brain 
thinking session in 2012.  After receiving an overview on brain function, a description of the specific 
role the right brain plays in innovative thinking, and a tutorial to learn the process, the team was 
ready to tackle the problem that had defied solution for five years. 
 
By the end of the session, the team had discovered the reason why their previous efforts had been 
in vain and produced two paths they deemed equally acceptable for presentation to the company’s 
board of directors.  The participants were stunned by the results, as they initially had been 
reluctant to attempt such an unconventional process.  One executive, in fact, had threatened to 
skip the process, fearing it would be a waste of time.  The initial “Aha” moment consisted of an 
understanding about one of the original assumptions about the viability of the competency center.   
 
Obvious, “politically incorrect,” as well as innovative solutions resulted from the right-brain data 
mining process.  After each group had discussed its output, they white boarded their best thoughts; 
then each executive noted directly on the white board his top three results.  Group discussion 
narrowed this process down to the top two results.  No skepticism remained about the process.  
Moreover, the company committed to using the process in a number of other strategically 
important situations as a tool for more innovative thinking. 
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Large Oil and Gas Exploration Firm 

The proverbial “ship has come in” expression applied to this company as they planned to 
consummate an important deal allowing a partner to join them on their most important corporate 
initiative.  The change would necessitate a fundamental restructuring of the entire company’s 
operations.  It also represented an opportunity for the company to reinvent themselves and chart a 
new course. 
 
Given the importance of this deal and its resulting impact on the company, the CEO decided to 
gather the management team to re-imagine the future potential of the company.  Management’s 
preference was to address the bigger picture issues first, following a logical, left brain process.  
Since the team had already tried other processes, Endeavor employed Decision Analysis to frame 
the strategic choices and issues under consideration.  After one and one-half days of this process, 
the second half of the session seemed a bit daunting to those used to working independently at a 
rapid pace.  Injecting the “Beyond the Box,” right-brain thinking process into the mix at this 
juncture, however, proved successful on several counts.  
 
 Participants learned a new process, recharged their energy levels, and most importantly, pulled 
some fresh, innovative thoughts about the potential of their company from their right brains.  
Freed from a more conventional process, they were able to mine deeply-held possibilities that had 
not been considered for a long time, if ever.  Since results from both the conventional and the 
right-brain thinking processes were captured and displayed in real time on the screen, participants 
were able to compare results.  It was clear that the more innovative, “out of the box” ideas that 
gained traction with the executive team were those that had originated from the Beyond the Box, 
right brain exercise.  The executive team ended the session confident and in agreement, with a 
clear set of strategic options for the company’s future to present to the board. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This article is adapted by William A. Donius from a methodology described in his New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal and USA Today bestselling book, Thought Revolution: How to Unlock Your Inner Genius. 
(Changing Lives Press, March 2012).   Mr. Donius, is a Strategist at Endeavor Management. 
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About Endeavor 
 
Endeavor Management, is an international management consulting firm that collaboratively works 
with their clients to achieve greater value from their transformational business initiatives. Endeavor 
serves as a catalyst by providing pragmatic methodologies and industry expertise in 
Transformational Strategies, Operational Excellence, Organizational Effectiveness, and 
Transformational Leadership. 
 
Our clients include those responsible for: 

 Business Strategy 

 Marketing and Brand Strategy 

 Operations 

 Technology Deployment 

 Strategic Human Capital 

 Corporate Finance 
 
The firm’s 40 year heritage has produced a substantial portfolio of proven methodologies, deep 
operational insight and broad industry experience.  This experience enables our team to quickly 
understand the dynamics of client companies and markets.  Endeavor’s clients span the globe and 
are typically leaders in their industry.  
 
Gelb Consulting Group, a wholly owned subsidiary, monitors organizational performance and 
designs winning marketing strategies.  Gelb helps organizations focus their marketing initiatives by 
fully understanding customer needs through proven strategic frameworks to guide marketing 
strategies, build trusted brands, deliver exceptional experiences and launch new products. 
 
Our websites: 
www.endeavormgmt.com 
www.gelbconsulting.com 
www.gulfresearch.com 
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