The Strategic
HR Partner

Mastering CEO Conversations
hat Transform Your Role.
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The Negotiation Mindset

Most HR professionals approach strategic conversations with their CEO as
information-gathering sessions or presentations designed to prove HR's value.
This fundamentally misunderstands the dynamic at play.

Every conversation where you're seeking to elevate HR's role, gain strategic
influence, or secure investment in people initiatives is actually a negotiation. You
have a clear position - you want strategic partnership status and resources to
drive business impact.

Your CEO has their own position - they want business results without added
complexity, and they may be unconsciously protecting their authority over
strategic decisions.

The difference between HR leaders who successfully transform their role and
those who remain stuck in operational work often comes down to recognising
this negotiation dynamic and applying proven psychological principles to
navigate it effectively.

This isn't about manipulation or deception - it's about understanding human
psychology to create genuine collaboration where both parties get what they
truly need.
This conversation IS a negotiation. You're seeking:

Your position: Strategic partnership status and CEO buy-in for HR,

recognising its role as both strategic and operational.

Their position: Maintaining authority while getting support without added
complexity

Win-Win outcome: The CEO views HR as a strategic multiplier, and you
gain influence to drive business results.
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Key principle

Don't extract information.

Build collaboration where they genuinely
want your strategic support.
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Pre-Conversation Preparation

The success of your strategic conversation begins long before you walk into the
CEO's office.

Most HR leaders make the mistake of focusing primarily on what they want to say
or ask, rather than on what they want to achieve.

Still, negotiation psychology teaches us that preparation is about understanding
the other party's emotional state, likely concerns, and defensive triggers.

Your CEOQO isn't just evaluating your questions - they're unconsciously assessing
whether this conversation will make their job harder or easier, whether you
understand the real pressures they face, and whether engaging with HR
strategically will enhance or threaten their authority.

This preparation phase requires you to step outside your own perspective and
anticipate the unspoken fears or resistance that might surface.

By addressing these concerns proactively, you create psychological safety that
allows for genuine strategic dialogue rather than defensive positioning.

Assume positive intent: They want business success, not to exclude HR
Prepare for defensive reactions: They may feel evaluated or judged

Know your "why": You're here to make their job easier, not harder

Practice these opening acknowledgements:

"You're probably thinking HR should focus on HR stuff and leave strategy to
you..."

"You might be wondering if | really understand the business pressures
you're facing..."

"You could be thinking this sounds like I'm questioning your strategic
approach..
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Opening Sequence

The first three minutes of your conversation will determine whether you have a
strategic dialogue or a defensive exchange. Research in negotiation psychology
shows that people make unconscious decisions about trust and safety within
seconds of an interaction beginning.

If your CEO perceives a threat to their authority, competence, or control, they will
spend the entire conversation in protective mode rather than collaborative
problem-solving mode.

The opening sequence is designed to systematically disarm these defensive
reactions through tactical empathy, mirroring, and strategic vulnerability. This isn't
about being soft or deferential - it's about creating the psychological conditions
where honest strategic conversation becomes possible.

Many HR leaders rush into their agenda, but the most successful strategic
partnerships begin with the CEO feeling genuinely understood and supported
rather than evaluated or challenged.

The techniques in this sequence may feel counterintuitive, but they're based on

how the human brain actually processes social threat and safety in high-stakes
conversations.

"I imagine you're juggling competing priorities and dealing with pressures |
probably don't fully see. My goal is to make your job easier, not add to your plate.”

Watch for: Relaxed body language, forward lean, "that's right" nods

Listen for keywords they use about priorities, then mirror:

They say: "Growth is our biggest challenge"
You miirror: "Growth is your biggest challenge?"

Then label: "/t sounds like growth brings both opportunity and
complexity..."
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"Is it a bad idea to assume our people strategy should directly support your
business priorities?"

Expected response: "No, that's not a bad idea" (creates buy-in without pressure)
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Strategic Assessment Questions

This is where most HR conversations either build a strategic partnership or
accidentally create defensiveness.

Traditional business questions, such as "How are we performing?" or "What's our
completion rate?" trigger evaluation anxiety in executives because they sound like
performance reviews.

Calibrated questions, however, are designed to make the other person think
rather than defend. They cannot be answered with simple yes/no responses, and
they psychologically position you as a collaborative problem-solver rather than an
assessor.

The word choice is critical - "How do you think about.." and "What would need to
happen.." invite strategic thinking, while "Why don't we..." or "How often do you..."
can sound accusatory or judgmental.

Each question in this section is specifically crafted to reveal strategic insights
while making the CEO feel like the expert sharing wisdom rather than the subject
being evaluated.

The goal is to understand their strategic reality through their own lens and

language, creating a foundation for genuine partnership rather than extracting
information for your own purposes.

Instead of: "How are you performing relative to competitors?"

Calibrated approach: "What would need to be true about our market position for
you to feel confident we're winning?"

Follow-up mirrors

"Winning means...?"

"Market position depends on...?"
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Instead of: "What percentage of strategic initiatives get completed?"

Calibrated approach: "How do you think about the gap between having good
strategy and consistently executing it?"

Label potential frustration: "/t seems like execution consistency might be more
challenging than strategy development..."

Instead of: "How quickly can you make strategic decisions?"

Calibrated approach: "What prevents us from moving as quickly as you'd like on
key decisions?"

If they reveal bureaucracy: "So bureaucracy slows things down... What would
have to change for decisions to flow more smoothly?"
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Advanced Negotiation Techniques During
Conversation

Once psychological safety is established, you can deploy more sophisticated
influence techniques that deepen collaboration and reveal critical strategic
insights.

These methods leverage how the human brain processes information under
social pressure - when people feel safe, they think more creatively and share more
openly, but when they feel cornered, they become rigid and defensive. The "How
am | supposed to.." technique creates what negotiation experts call
"implementation pressure" - it forces the other person to help solve your problem,
transforming them from gatekeeper to collaborator.

The summary technique builds trust through demonstrated listening while
creating "that's right" moments where the CEO feels genuinely understood.
Labelling emotions and obstacles serves dual purposes: it shows emotional
intelligence while giving the CEO permission to acknowledge challenges they
might otherwise minimise or hide.

These aren't manipulation tactics - they're psychological tools that create
conditions for honest strategic dialogue by working with, rather than against, how
people naturally process high-stakes conversations.

The timing and delivery of these techniques matter enormously; used skillfully,
they build partnership, but used clumsily, they can feel calculated and damage
trust.

When you need critical information

"How am | supposed to build people's capabilities that actually support your
priorities without understanding what success looks like from your perspective?"

"So what I'm hearing is [summarise their points]. Is that accurate?"

Look for "That's right" response - this indicates deep agreement and trust
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When sensing frustration: "/t seems like this has been frustrating..."

When they reveal challenges: "/t sounds like you've been carrying the weight of
this.."

When they show pride: "You seem really confident about that approach...”
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Handling Resistance and Defensive Reactions

Resistance and defensiveness are inevitable when discussing strategic territory
that CEOs typically guard closely.

The natural human impulse is to explain, justify, or push harder when we
encounter pushback, but negotiation psychology reveals that this approach
backfires by escalating the defensive response.

When a CEO becomes defensive, their prefrontal cortex - responsible for strategic
thinking - literally goes offline as their limbic system activates threat responses.
Your job is to de-escalate this neurological reaction, not overcome it through logic

or persistence.

The techniques in this section are designed to acknowledge the emotional reality
while redirecting toward collaboration.

Labelling their defensive state ("It seems like I'm asking questions that might
sound like evaluation") permits them to lower their guard without losing face.

The key principle is tactical empathy - you must genuinely understand their
perspective rather than just using these as techniques to get what you want.

CEOs can sense authenticity versus manipulation, and any attempt to use these
methods calculatedly will damage rather than build trust.

The goal is to create space for them to move from defensive to collaborative
naturally, at their own pace.

Don't: Explain or justify your questions.
Do: Label and deflect with tactical empathy.
"It seems like my questions might sound like I'm evaluating your performance -

that's not my intention at all. How can | better understand your priorities so | can
support them rather than complicate them?"
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Don't: Offer solutions immediately.
Do: Label and make it their idea.

"That sounds really challenging... What would need to change for this to become
one of our competitive advantages rather than an obstacle?"

Use the "That's right" reset
"Let me make sure | understand - you want HR to be more strategic, but you also

need us to keep operations running smoothly. You're looking for ways to get both
without creating more complexity on your plate. Is that right?"
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Information Gathering Through Collaboration

The shift from extraction to collaboration fundamentally changes how you gather
strategic insights.

Traditional information gathering treats the CEO as a data source to be mined -
you ask direct questions and hope for honest answers.

Collaborative information gathering recognises that the most valuable strategic
insights emerge when the CEO becomes your thinking partner rather than your
interview subject.

This approach leverages a psychological principle called "cognitive co-creation".
When people help formulate solutions to problems, they become emotionally
invested in those solutions and are more willing to share the underlying
challenges.

The calibrated questions in this section are designed to make the CEO think
through strategic issues out loud with you, revealing not just what they believe
but how they think about complex business problems.

Their reasoning process often contains more valuable information than their
conclusions.

Additionally, this collaborative approach creates what negotiation experts call
"discovery momentum" - as the CEO articulates challenges and explores solutions
with you, they naturally begin to see you as part of the strategic solution rather
than an external observer.

The information you gather this way is not only more accurate but also more
actionable because it comes with built-in CEO buy-in for addressing the issues
uncovered.
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Calibrated question: "What would employees need to understand about our
strategy for them to make better daily decisions?"

If they struggle to answer: Label it "It seems like communicating strategy
clearly might be one of those things that's harder than it looks..."

Calibrated question: "What gets in the way when good strategic plans hit
day-to-day reality?"

Follow-up: "So execution challenges... What would have to be different for
strategic initiatives to flow more smoothly?"

Calibrated question: "Where do you see the biggest capability gaps between
what the business needs and what the team can deliver?"

Mirror their priorities: "Capability gaps in [area they mentioned]... How do you
think about developing those?"
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Closing Sequence - Building Partnership

The conversation's ending determines whether you've achieved information
exchange or genuine partnership commitment.

Most HR professionals make the mistake of summarising what they've learned
and promising follow-up, which positions them as the recipient of CEO wisdom
rather than a strategic collaborator.

The closing sequence reverses this dynamic by creating what negotiation experts
call "implementation pressure" - you make the CEO think through how success
will be measured and what the partnership actually looks like in practice.

This isn't about getting immediate commitments or decisions; it's about planting
psychological ownership for the collaborative relationship you're building.

The "How will we know..." questions force them to envision a future where HR is
strategically integrated, while the summary close ensures they hear their own
priorities and challenges reflected back through an HR lens.

The most critical element is getting them to articulate what a strategic
partnership would look like from their perspective, because people support what

they help create.

By the end of this sequence, the CEO should feel like they've co-designed the HR
strategic relationship rather than been sold on it.

This psychological shift from recipient to co-creator is what transforms
transactional HR interactions into genuine strategic partnerships.

"How will we know if our people strategy is actually supporting your strategic
goals rather than just being busy work?"

"What would need to happen for you to see HR as a strategic multiplier rather
than just a support function?"
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"So if | understand correctly: [summarise key points]. Your biggest priorities are
[their priorities], and the main obstacles seem to be [their identified obstacles].

The question is how people's capabilities can help you overcome those obstacles
and accelerate progress. That's exactly what | want to focus on. Is that right?”
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Post-Conversation Processing

The conversation's actual value is determined by how skillfully you process and
act on what occurred, not just what was said.

Most HR professionals focus primarily on the content - what strategic insights
they gathered or commitments they received.

However, negotiation psychology teaches us that the most critical information
often lies in behavioural patterns, emotional responses, and what wasn't said.

The CEO's body language when discussing specific topics, the energy shifts
during different parts of the conversation, and the areas they deflect or rush past
often reveal more about the strategic reality than their direct answers.

This processing phase requires you to separate facts from interpretations - what
actually happened versus what you think it means.

Additionally, you must resist the temptation to immediately share insights with
other stakeholders or use information in ways that could breach the CEO's trust.

The goal is building a long-term strategic partnership, which requires
demonstrating that confidential strategic conversations with HR remain
confidential.

Your follow-up actions in the next 24-48 hours will either reinforce the

collaborative dynamic you've built or undermine it by revealing whether you
genuinely understand the partnership you're seeking to create.
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What you observed:
Emotional reactions (defensive, frustrated, excited, confident)
Language patterns (words they repeated, energy shifts)
What they emphasised vs avoided

Body language changes

What they didn't say:

Topics they deflected or rushed past
Areas where they seemed uncertain

Subjects that created tension

High-quality insights (actionable)

Specific challenges they articulated clearly
Priorities, they showed genuine passion about

Problems they acknowledged needing help with

Low-quality insights (requires follow-up)

Vague or superficial responses
Areas where they seemed guarded

Topics that need triangulation with other stakeholders
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Follow-Up Strategy

Follow-Up Strategy

Your actions in the 24-48 hours following this conversation will either cement the
strategic partnership you've begun building or reveal it as merely another
meeting.

The follow-up phase is where negotiation psychology meets operational
excellence - you must demonstrate that strategic conversations with HR produce
tangible value, not just good intentions.

The CEO is unconsciously evaluating whether engaging with you strategically was
worth their time investment, and their assessment will determine your access to
future strategic discussions.

This requires a delicate balance: moving quickly enough to show competence and
urgency, while being thoughtful enough to avoid premature or poorly considered
actions.

The most critical principle is maintaining the collaborative dynamic you've
established - your follow-up should feel like the natural next step in a partnership,
not a unilateral HR initiative triggered by the conversation.

Additionally, this phase tests your ability to maintain confidentiality while still
taking action on insights gained.

CEOs share strategic vulnerabilities only when they trust those insights won't be
weaponised or spread inappropriately.

Your follow-up approach demonstrates whether you understand the difference
between being a strategic confidant and being a strategic operator - both are
valuable, but they require different behaviours and boundaries.
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"How should we follow up on this? What would be most helpful - if | came back
with specific ideas about [their priority], or would you prefer to see this in writing
first?"

Demonstrate competence: Follow through quickly on any commitments
Show business acumen: Reference industry benchmarks and competitive
intelligence

Maintain confidentiality: Never share CEO insights with other stakeholders

Add value immediately: Solve one small problem they mentioned
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Red Flags - What NOT to Do

Understanding what destroys strategic conversations is as crucial as knowing
what builds them.

These red flags represent common mistakes that instantly shift the dynamic from
collaboration to confrontation, often without the HR leader realising what went
wrong.

Each of these behaviours triggers predictable psychological responses that
undermine trust and partnership potential.

The "explaining" trap is particularly insidious because it feels logical - when
someone questions your approach, the instinct is to justify it.

However, explaining your methods when faced with resistance actually escalates
defensiveness by making the other person feel manipulated or managed.

Similarly, offering solutions before the CEO has fully acknowledged problems
violates a fundamental principle of human psychology - people resist ideas they
didn't help create.

"Why" questions feel accusatory because they implicitly suggest the current
approach is wrong and demand justification.

The urgency trap destroys partnership by creating pressure rather than
collaboration. When you push for immediate decisions or commmitments, you
force the CEO into a defensive position where they must either comply or resist.

Perhaps most critically, these behaviours reveal that you're focused on getting
what you want rather than creating genuine value for the CEO, which
immediately shifts their perception of you from potential partner to someone
with an agenda to advance.
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Explaining why your questions matter (defensive and weakening)
Offering solutions before they acknowledge problems (pushy)
Using "why" questions (sound accusatory)

Arguing with their perspective (breaks rapport)

Rushing to fill the silence (prevents them from revealing more)

HR as a strategy expert (threatens their authority)
Evaluation or assessment tone (creates defensiveness)
Information extraction focus (one-sided negotiation)

Urgency pressure (forces resistance)
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Success Indicators

Recognising whether your strategic conversation achieved its objectives requires
observing specific behavioural and psychological markers, not just evaluating the
content discussed.

These indicators operate on two levels: immediate responses during the
conversation that signal genuine engagement, and post-conversation behaviours
that reveal whether the CEQO's perception of HR has actually shifted.

During the conversation, "That's right" responses to your summaries indicate
deep agreement and psychological buy-in - this is neurologically different from
"ves" responses, which can be polite compliance.

Forward body language and engaged tone suggest the CEO has moved from
defensive evaluation mode to collaborative problem-solving mode.

The most significant indicator is when they begin asking questions back about
your ideas rather than simply answering yours - this reveals they're actively
thinking about solutions with you rather than passively providing information.

Time distortion is another reliable marker - when the CEO stops checking their
watch or seems surprised the conversation is ending, it indicates genuine
engagement rather than obligation fulfilment.

Post-conversation indicators are equally critical but often overlooked. References
to your discussion in future interactions demonstrate that your conversation
created lasting mental frameworks rather than temporary exchanges.

Spontaneous sharing of additional context via email or informal conversation
reveals increased trust and partnership thinking.

Most importantly, when other stakeholders mention that the CEO spoke
positively about HR strategy, it indicates they're advocating for your elevated role
rather than just tolerating it.
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"That's right" responses to your summaries

Forward body language and engaged tone

They start problem-solving with you rather than defending
They ask questions back about your ideas

Time passes quickly - they're not watching the clock

They reference the conversation in future interactions

They invite follow-up or suggest next steps

They share additional context via email or informal conversation
Other stakeholders mention that the CEO spoke positively about HR

strategy
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Key Mindset Shifts

From: Information gathering » To: Collaboration building

From: Proving HR competence » To: Demonstrating business partnership

From: Asking for support » To: Offering strategic value

From: Assessment mindset » To: Alignment mindset

The goal isn't to extract strategic insights - it's to position yourself as the strategic

thinking partner they genuinely want to collaborate with because you make their
success more achievable.
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About ZOKRI

ZOKRI is a consultancy that helps companies bridge strategy and execution, with
a specific focus on building compound advantages that strengthen with success,
acting as a flywheel for growth.

Traditional approaches treat strategy and execution as separate phases. This is
why they fail. Our approach integrates them from day one:

e Strategy informs OKRs: Your compound advantage becomes the
foundation for measurable objectives.

e OKRs drive management development: Leaders learn to coach the
behaviours that build advantages.

e Management capabilities create team performance: High-performing
teams deliver compound value consistently.

This creates "Strategy to Value and Advantage in a single thread", ensuring your
strategic insights become competitive advantages that compound over time.
Projects range in scope, but they typically involve:

e Situational assessments - artefact review

e One-on-ones with leadership teams to understand ‘what’s going on’

e Workshop facilitation to reveal or hone winning strategies

e Metric identification to ensure measurements-that-matter are tracked
e Training of frameworks like OKRs (Objectives and Key Results)

e High-performing ritual and habit building

e Strategic communications for enhanced awareness and recall

e Performance Management optimisation

e Manager development and mentoring

e Management systems enhancements

e Al enablement for core functions
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Is your strategy creating competitive advantage, or just creating meetings?

You're not the first person to suspect that, despite all the strategic planning, your
company isn't pulling ahead of competitors the way it should.

You're also not the first to wonder if there's a fundamental difference between
having a strategy and having a strategic system that actually works.

The Strategic Execution Gap

Here's what we repeatedly see: CEOs invest significant time and resources in
strategic planning, yet 18 months later, they're still fighting the same competitive
battles with the same weapons, while watching other companies seemingly
accelerate past them. The symptoms are familiar:

e Strategic initiatives that sound impressive but deliver modest results.
e Competitors are matching your moves faster than expected.

e Teams that understand the strategy but struggle to translate it into daily
decisions.

e Crowth that requires increasingly more effort to achieve.

e Market position that feels more vulnerable each quarter.

Matt Roberts has spent the last decade working with CEOs who've successfully
transformed their strategic approach from static positioning to dynamic
competitive advantage systems.

The companies that make this transition don't just grow; they make growth easier
and more defensible over time. This isn't about changing your strategy. It's about
understanding whether your current strategic approach is designed to create
compound advantages.
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Matt Roberts founded ZOKRI after recognising that most
strategic frameworks fail not because they're conceptually
wrong, but because they're built on strategic statements
rather than strategic systems.

His approach combines rigorous strategic analysis with the
operational mechanisms that make strategies actually work.

Matt has worked with over 200 CEOs across various sectors,
from 50-employee companies to multinational corporations.
The common thread: leaders who wanted to move beyond
hoping their strategy would work to building systems where
strategic success becomes systematically more likely.

Book Meeting

N

"We already have a strategy that's working."

Perfect. The consultation will help you identify whether it's designed to get
stronger with success or if there are compound advantage opportunities you
haven't fully developed."l don't have time for another strategic planning process."

This isn't strategic planning. It's a strategic system diagnosis, determining
whether your current approach is built for sustainable competitive advantage or
requires architectural changes to achieve it.

"Our execution is the real problem, not our strategy."

Strategy and execution aren't separate issues. If execution feels difficult, it often
indicates that strategic choices aren't aligned with operational capabilities in ways
that create reinforcing advantages.
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"We're already profitable and growing."

The question isn't whether you're successful now, it's whether your strategic
approach makes future success more likely or requires you to work harder for the
same results.

Organisations working with ZOKRI typically see:

e Clearer strategic direction based on compound advantage thinking rather
than generic positioning.

e Better execution through OKRs that measure advantage-building, not just
outcomes.

e Stronger management capabilities that coach compound value creation

e Higher team performance that consistently delivers strategic value to
customers

e Measurable competitive advantages that strengthen with success rather
than erode over time

The question isn't whether you need a better strategy; it's whether you're ready to
transform your approach from static positioning to a dynamic growth catalyst.
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