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I t has never been easy to produce a successful 
event. The pace of change in all aspects of our lives 

and businesses is only increasing and that trend shows 
no sign of reversing. For generations of event 
producers, the old annual cycle of event, analysis, 
rest, tweak and repeat worked well enough. That 
model began to fail in the early 2000’s and as is so 
often the case in our industry the largest events began 
to feel the change first. Fast forward to present time 
and virtually all of us have felt the pain and the panic 
of tried and true methods no longer achieving the 
classic results. 

A mentor once taught me that everything in business 
happens gradually, then suddenly. Over the past 10 
years in particular I have seen the notion of formal 
long-range strategic planning for events evolve from 
something that was not widely understood, to 
becoming a nice-to-have, to becoming essential. 
Setting annual goals and following through is no 
longer good enough; the environments we operate in 
change far too quickly now. 

A critical component of strategic planning is to clearly 
understand the various perspectives each of us hold. I 
use an airplane analogy that describes our 
perspectives in terms of altitude.  

Sometimes we are on the ground. The ground is 
analogous to our every-day work. You could also call 
this the weeds. The ground perspective represents an 
internal view of your event or organization; it is how 
the team sees itself. When we look out our airplane 
window while on the ground, we see busy people all 
around. This environment is full of detail, and you can 
never quite get ahead of the work, nor is the work 
ever truly done. This environment is relentless and 
ultimately this is where we make our magic. Your 
value proposition, mission and vision live here. 

Occasionally we climb to a bit of altitude, say ten-
thousand feet. Up here we can still breath the air, 
although the air is getting thin and as a result we 
might have a little difficulty thinking clearly from time 
to time. This altitude is synonymous with our industry. 
All the other players live here, our partners, our 
competitors, our suppliers, our sponsors and so forth. 
When we look out the window of our airplane now, 
we no longer see a lot of the fine detail, but we can 
still easily orient ourselves. We can see roads and 
lakes and houses. For most events, this might be 

where we try to get to at our annual planning retreat. 
This is a different perspective than we have on the 
ground, but it’s an important perspective because we 
don’t exist in a vacuum. 

At thirty thousand feet our perspective is very 
different. We can no longer see any degree of detail. 
We can tell the difference between mountains and 
oceans. We can see larger cities down below, but we 
can’t easily tell one from another. There are no people 
to be seen, no cars…not even any festivals can be seen 
from up here. This is the macro environment, and in 
my experience most event producers spend no 
material time at this altitude whatsoever, nor do they 
understand its importance. 

The macro environment is where the most important 
longer-term trends live, including trends in 
technology, politics, economy and social trends as 
well. In the 21st century you simply cannot develop 
meaningful strategy without identifying and 
understanding the macro environment. This altitude is 
loaded with uncertainty. Our long-term risk lives here, 
which is why it is so essential to understand. Sadly, 
very few events manage to ever achieve this altitude 
in their planning. Of those who do, virtually all find it 
disorienting and difficult to work in, much like they 
are trying to breath the air and it is far too thin. It is 
easy to abandon this altitude and retreat to the more 
familiar and controllable environments below. It is 
hard work to be this high in the air, but if we approach 
our planning smartly we don’t have to be up here 
long. 

An easy way to visualize how the macro environment 
can affect business is to use the Boeing Company 
Commercial Airplanes division as an example. Boeing 
makes the world’s best commercial aircraft, period. 
Some of their products have enjoyed very long 
lifespans, like the 747 and the 737. Others had much 
shorter lifespans, like the 757 and 767. All are equally 
brilliant aircraft. But over time macro forces impacted 
different aircraft types in very different ways. For 
example, global population and business centers 
shifted geographically, new economies emerge 
around the world that made air travel more 
accessible, and most importantly technology 
improved the efficiency of new aircraft which allowed 
for vastly improved fuel mileage.  
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Put all of those macro events together, none of which 
has any direct correlation to Boeing’s day to day 
ground-level activities, and the playing field shifted 
under the entire industry. The result was old air 
routes, for which the 757 and 767 were specifically 
designed in terms of mileage and capacity, were 
phased out and new routes with new design 
requirements were phased in. That is where the 777 
and 787 came from… new products designed to keep 
up with the changing macro environment. 

But the 767 was and still is an outstanding airplane! 
That does not matter. The 757 is universally known as 
an all-time pilot’s favorite aircraft to fly! That does not 
matter. Generations of passengers have used these 
aircraft for important life events! That does not 
matter. The future customer needs changed, gradually 
then suddenly. The macro environment always drives 
these changes. 

Another absolutely critical component of strategic 
planning is outside facilitation, and I say that for one 
simple reason: Without fail, it is impossible to 
objectively analyze your world from inside of your 
own bubble. By virtue of being human beings our 
brains are hard-wired for bias. We can be aware of it, 
and endeavor to be better than our biases, but we can 
never totally defeat them.  An experienced outside 
facilitator easily shines a friendly light on our biases, 
allowing an opportunity for true objectivity and also 
freeing up every team member brain to fully engage 
in the analytical and creative processes at hand. 

A modern strategic plan should make crystal clear the 
vision, mission and value proposition of the event. It 

should be able to concisely name the categories of 
customers served and their needs, as well as make a 
big bet as to who the future customers are going to be 
and how their needs will be different. The plan should 
allow for no ambiguity as to the events true position 
in the marketplace, not per our ground-level opinions 
but from altitude.  

Aspirations should be determined on a three-year 
timescale, but there should be no illusion that there is 
a set-and-forget path from today to those aspirations. 
Instead, one-year bold steps should be identified that 
begin to define a road that heads in the general 
direction of the aspirations with the understanding 
that the route is going to come across many twists 
and forks and obstacles and will need to be revisited 
occasionally along the journey. 

Lastly, from the annual bold steps a series of quarterly 
key objectives should be derived that constitute a 
road map for the year. Everything… the aspirations, 
the bold steps, the key objectives… everything needs 
to be measurable. I use the formula “X, as defined by 
Y, by Z timeframe”. If you can’t measure your goals, 
you are not likely to know if you ever got there or not. 

Modern strategic planning is hard work, but it need 
not take inordinate time. Often I find a good initial 
plan can be developed in a total of 24-40 hours of 
focused, facilitated group time, spread out over a 
period of a few weeks. Once you go through the heavy 
lift of developing a proper plan, subsequent annual 
planning becomes much less time consuming and 
burns fewer brain cells. 

Strategic planning is essential in today’s business 
environment. A defining characteristic of proper 
strategic planning, counterintuitive as this sounds, is 
that you can be dead wrong. Strategic planning at its 
essence is positioning for future competitive 
advantage. In order to do that, you have to gather all 
the information you possibly can from your various 
altitudes and form big bets about what the future is 
going to look like, thus you can easily be wrong. If you 
have an annual plan and it feels safe and comfortable 
and easily achievable to you, that’s not a strategic 
plan. That is simply repeating what has already 
happened in the past. 

 


