CHIEF OF STAFF RESOURCE COLLECTION « EHBENADOM.COM

7 Frameworks for
Strategic Thinking

The consulting toolkit every Chief of
Staff needs, adapted for the operator
context.

By Erika Benadom

7 Frameworks ——>  Consulting tools adapted for the CoS role and operator reality.

7 Templates —>  One working template per framework. Ready to use immediately.

CoS Context ——>  Where each tool works, and where it breaks down in practice.
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WHY THIS MATTERS FOR A CHIEF OF STAFF

The Strategic Thinking ToolKit

Unlike any other role, the CoS sits at the intersection of information and decision-making. You receive half-
formed problems from your executive and incomplete data from the teams beneath them. Your job is to
synthesize it into something actionable. Fast. Most CoS operate on pattern recognition and instinct. That

works until you face a novel problem, a skeptical executive, or a high-stakes decision with no obvious
answer.

These 7 frameworks will assist you to:

—= (Communicate complex ideas clearly

Structure any recommendation so your exec can absorb and act on it immediately.

—= Break hard problems into solvable parts

Decompose any messy question into a clean work plan with owners and testable assumptions.

—= Prioritize ruthlessly when everything feels urgent
Know which 20% of work delivers 80% of the insight, and act on it.

CAUTION: These tools have been specifically designed by consultancy agencies for use when they are
tasked with solving a business challenge. When doing so, they typically engage with a company for a
finite amount of time. The CoS who leads continuously with consulting frameworks in every conversation
signals that they're more comfortable with tools than with people. Use the frameworks, but wear them

lightly. Below is a table that showcases the differences between a consultant and CoS and how the tools
evolve accordingly.

Dimension Consultant Chief of Staff Tool Implications
. Relationship cost is high.
. . External, time- Internal, trust-based, p. 9
Relationship L ) Never lead with bluntness
limited ongoing )
when diplomacy serves.
. The 'so what' often h
L . . Multiple stakeholders + . © S0 . at ote . as
Principals Single client exec multiple audiences. Tailor the
framing.
20 and hypothesis-driven
Structured Decision in hours, not 89/ .O and ypo' esis .d ©
Speed L thinking are survival skills, not
timeline weeks
shortcuts.
Your issue trees and
Memor Fresh start each Institutional memory = frameworks accumulate. Share
y engagement part of your value them — they become org
capital.
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Barbara Minto, McKinsey - 1970s

Lead with the conclusion. Then support it with arguments. Then support those with data. This is the inverse
of how most people naturally communicate. We build up to the conclusion as a way of showing our work.
Executives don't have time for the build-up. They need the 'so what' first, so they can decide whether to

engage with the reasoning at all.

HOW TO USEIT

CoS APPLICATION

-> Write your conclusion first. Always
- Group 2-4 supporting arguments

- Data and evidence sit below the
arguments

- If your intro leads with context, cut it

- Apply to emails, decks, and verbal
updates

« Brief your exec: recommendation - why -
evidence

» Rewrite team updates to lead with the key
message

e Structure board deck narratives end-to-end
» Open every exec prep document with the ask

» Teach it to direct reports who bury the point

ARGUMENT 1

EVIDENCE 1

ARGUMENT 2

EVIDENCE 2

ARGUMENT 3

EVIDENCE 3

ASK [/ NEXT STEP

Self-check: If you removed the Recommendation row, could the audience still figure out your conclusion from the arguments? If yes, it's not leading clearly

enough.

Where it breaks down: When you don't yet have a clear recommendation. In sensitive
conversations where leading with the conclusion lands as blunt. When the audience needs to
feel heard before they receive a recommendation.
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PROBLEM STRUCTURE

MECE 02

McKinsey standard for problem decomposition
No overlaps. No gaps.

Mutually Exclusive, Collectively Exhaustive.

When you break a problem into parts, those parts should not

overlap and should cover everything. This prevents two persistent analysis errors: double-counting the
same factor, and missing a category entirely.

HOW TO USE IT CoS APPLICATION

« Structure leadership meeting agendas without

- List your categories, then check for
gaps

overlap

» Decompose org design into clean,

- Revenue / Cost is MECE. . ) .
non-overlapping dimensions

Sales / Discounting is not

» Check your exec's proposals for missing

-> Apply at every level of any categories

decomposition

« Strategic planning — are we covering all

- When in doubt: draw it. Overlapping dimensions?

circles = not MECE

« Build any framework for your exec's thinking or

- Re-test after each breakdown level .
board audience

Category Checker
CATEGORY EXCL? I3 CH NOTES
Pre-purchase factors 0 ° Covers expectations set, onboarding
experience
In-product factors 0 ° Feature gaps, reliability, UX issues
Post-purchase factors a 0 Support, pricing at renewal, expansion

experience

Click the check circles to toggle Yes / No / Unknown. Any No in "Exclusive” = categories overlap and need splitting. Any No in
‘Exhaustive” — you're missing something.

Where it breaks down: Messy real-world problems often don't decompose cleanly. MECE-
obsession can stall work when good-enough categories exist. Human and political problems
resist tidy mutual exclusivity.
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PROBLEM STRUCTURE

The Issue Tree

Also called a Logic Tree. A core McKinsey tool

03

Turn a fuzzy problem into a concrete work plan.

A visual decomposition of a problem into its component parts. Start with the central question and break it
down using MECE at each level until you reach something you can actually measure or test. The tree makes

work visible and assignable.

HOW TO USE IT

CoS APPLICATION

-> Start with the central question at the
top

- Break into 2-4 MECE branches
- Break each branch further until testable

-> Each leaf = a specific analysis, dataset,
or interview

-> Assign owners at leaf level — leaves
become the work plan

« Structure a strategic question before
assigning research

« Align a cross-functional team on what needs
answering

» Make invisible analytical work visible to your
exec

« Identify where real leverage is before anyone
starts

» Annual planning: decompose the growth
target first

Logic Tree Builder

The leaves with HIGH priority = your analytical work plan. Run those first. If a HIGH leaf changes the answer, you may not need to run
the others.

Where it breaks down: Time-consuming for fast-moving decisions. The tree only finds what
you already know to look or blind spots remain blind. In political orgs, structure can obscure the

real constraint.
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Standard consulting method for efficient analysis

Rather than collecting all possible data and then forming a view (Issue Tree), form an early hypothesis; the
best current answer based on available information. Then design the analysis to confirm or Kill it. This makes
analysis faster and far more targeted.

HOW TO USE IT CoS APPLICATION

-> State your hypothesis in one sentence

i Bring a hypothesis t ur exec, not
before starting * g a hypothesis to your exec, no

open-ended questions

- Identify the 2-3 tests that would most

1ol e e LAl e Frame work as 'we believe X is true — here's

how we'd know'

-> Run those tests first. Let results guide

» Redirect teams from boiling-the-ocean
the next step

toward targeted tests

- Update the hypothesis as you learn.

. . Hel ur ex ide under uncertainty with
Iterative, not final * Help your exec decide unde g

structured instinct

- If the hypothesis survives all tests: act —— .
yp » Make your own instincts explicit and testable

on it
HYPOTHESIS WHAT MUST BE TRUE HOW TO TEST OWNER STATUS
Enterprise churn is concentrated in Churn rate among incomplete onboarders Pull CRM data segmented by CS lead
customers who didn't complete onboarding significantly exceeds rate among completed onboarding completion flag;
in the first 60 days onboarders compare 12-month churn by
cohort
Sales overpromising on implementation Churn spikes at months 5-7 post-close; Cross-reference churn dates RevOps
timeline is creating churn at the 6-month correlated with deals where implementation with CRM close date and
QUEUED
mark promised <4 weeks implementation timeline in
contract
The product gap in reporting is driving churn Exit survey data shows reporting/analytics Analyze exit survey free-text; PM +CS
among data-heavy buyers (analytics teams) cited in >30% of churned accounts in target interview last 5 churned CONFIRMED
segment analytics-team accounts
QUEUED

Click status badges to cycle: Queued — Testing — Confirmed — Killed. A "Killed" hypothesis is not wasted — it's information. Record what disproved it.

Where it breaks down: Hypothesis bias. Analysts unconsciously confirm rather than test. When
the situation genuinely requires discovery before pattern-matching. In novel situations with no
good analogues, early hypotheses mislead.
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COMMUNICATION

The “So What?”

Universal consulting practice; connective tissue between analysis and action

05

Data without implication is worthless.

The So What principle acts as the "filter" that identifies the single most important insight from your data. You
may choose to organize your discovery into The Pyramid Principle. This provides the "blueprint" to organize
that insight at the top, supported by logical arguments and evidence below.

CoS APPLICATION

HOW TO USE IT

-> After every data point you write, ask 'so
what?'

» Rewrite every status update to lead with the
implication

- The answer to 'so what' is the » Prepare your exec: 'here's the so-what going
implication. Lead with that in'

-> Data sits below the implication. Never
above it

» Every metric in leadership reviews should
carry an implied action

- If you can't answer 'so what,' the
analysis isn't done

» Coach direct reports whose updates are
data-heavy, insight-light

-> Apply recursively: so what about the
so-what?

» Board prep: every slide needs a clear,
defensible so-what

Insight - Action - Impact (lAl)

SO WHAT —+ ACTION IMPACT

If we don't act: we hit our ARR number

Market growth is only 3% — well below
the 8% we modeled in our plan

Q3 conversion rate in two regions is
40% below target for three consecutive

quarters

Organic expansion won't move the
needle. We need to choose: acquire,
enter an adjacent segment, or explicitly
reframe our goal as market share rather

than growth.

Pause enterprise outreach in those
regions. Redirect capacity to Southeast
where 4 inbound opportunities are

unworked.

but miss our relative positioning target.
If we acquire: 6-month execution risk
but resets the trajectory.

Status quo: we miss Q4 pipeline target
in those regions while leaving Southeast
opportunity unaddressed. Estimated
cost: $1.2M ARR at risk.

Where it breaks down: Premature so-what — forcing an implication from incomplete analysis.
Audiences who need to see the data to trust the conclusion. When the honest answer is 'we
don't know yet." If your exec has to ask 'so what?', the communication already failed.
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PRIORITIZATION

80 / 20 Thinking 06

Pareto Principle applied to analysis and time
80% of insight from 20% of possible work.

Roughly 80% of the insight in any analysis comes from 20% of the possible work. The skill is knowing which
20% that is, and doing that piece first. Resist the pull toward completeness. Done is often better than
perfect.

HOW TO USE IT CoS APPLICATION

» Redirect teams from comprehensive analysis

- Identify the highest-leverage 20% of e (e eied kel

the work before starting

« Identify which stakeholder relationships drive

- Do that piece first. Let it determine 80% of decision influence

whether the rest is needed

» Which exec calendar meetings have highest

- If it changes nothing, deprioritize the
9 9. dep leverage? Protect those.

remaining 80%

« In strategic planning: size opportunities before

- Resist the pull toward completeness .
going deep

- Apply to your own time, not just the

i Apply to your own time allocation, not just the
analysis on your desk VRl wey j

team's work

Effort / Impact Prioritization Matrix

INITIATIVE EST. % TOTAL EFFORT PRIORITY
IMPACT
Expand top 40 enterprise accounts $18M ARR 45% MED
L}
Fix onboarding completion rate $6M ARR 15% LOW
L}
Mid-market new logo acquisition $10M ARR 25% HIGH
New market entry — Southeast Asia $6M ARR 15% HIGH
[ J

Sort by impact size descending. Draw a line after the items accounting for ~80% of cumulative impact. Everything above the
line = your focus. Everything below = explicitly deprioritized, delegated, or deferred.

Where it breaks down: When the 80% assumption is wrong and the answer lies in the tail. Risk
and compliance work cannot be 80/20'd. Relationship-building requires consistent investment.
It cannot be rationed.
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ANALYSIS METHOD

Disaggregation of Impact 077

Core consulting method for sizing and prioritizing
Make the invisible visible through quantification.

When something is big and complex, break it into components and size each one. This tells you where the
real leverage is and makes the resource allocation argument with data rather than intuition.

HOW TO USEIT CoS APPLICATION

-> Break the big number into MECE » Make the case for strategic priority with data,

component parts not intuition

- Size each component — roughly is » Disaggregate your exec's time: where is the

enough to rank them highest-leverage hour?

- Rank by size and by actionability « Size the cost of a recurring problem to justify
solving it

-> Focus deep analysis on the largest,

most actionable components » Annual planning: show which growth bets are
load-bearing

- Always show the range — rough

estimates mislead when treated as » OKR design: which key result accounts for

precise most of the progress?

Value Bridge / Component Sizing

COMPONENT SIZE % ACTION. RANK VISUAL
TOTAL
Expand top 40 enterprise accounts $18M 45% HIGH 1 CE—
Mid-market new logo acquisition $10M 25% MED 3
Fix onboarding — reduce churn $6M 15% HIGH 2 -
New market — Southeast Asia $6M 15% Low 4 -

$40M 100%

Priority rank = sort by (size x actionability). High-actionability items move up even when slightly smaller. The first two rows
should account for 260% of the total — if not, you may need to decompose further.

Where it breaks down: Only works if components are actually independent. Rough estimates
can mislead if treated as precise. Some of the most important work — culture, trust, capability
— doesn't disaggregate neatly.
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YOUR STRATEGIC TOOLKIT

Seven tools.
One meta-sKkill.
Infinite applications.

FRAMEWORK USE IT WHEN THE CORE MOVE

These frameworks don't make you a consultant. They make you a sharper operator — someone who can
structure any problem, communicate any insight, and prioritize with confidence when everything is
urgent and nothing is clear.

The full interactive toolkit — including all 7 working templates — is free.
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