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A Good Strategy Requires Focus
Appropriate focus – neither too narrow nor too broad – leads to a better future.

In central London there is a 169-foot-tall monument dedicated to the power of focus. It is topped by a statue of England's greatest admiral. It is such an iconic symbol of national resolve that Adolf Hitler promised to move it to Berlin once he successfully invaded Britain.

On Oct. 21, 1805, Admiral Lord Nelson faced Napoleon's combined French and Spanish fleet off the southwest coast of Spain near a place called Cape Trafalgar. His fleet of 27 ships was outnumbered by the enemy's 33. He commanded 17,000 men; his opponent, 30,000. By the end of the day, the French and Spanish had lost 22 ships with 3,200 dead. The British lost no ships; only 450 men were killed.

In those days, the orthodoxy of naval battle dictated that fleets fought in two parallel lines that pounded away at one another. Nelson broke from convention, splitting his fleet into two lines, then slamming at full speed perpendicularly into the enemy's line, severing it into three parts which he then enveloped. Nelson had focused his smaller resources with historic impact.

Leaders Focus
Recently, I was walking down the hallway of a large academic hospital. Ahead of me, a physician in a white lab coat stopped for just a moment, rubbed his foot back and forth on the floor, and then proceeded on his way. I'd seen this move before in smaller community hospitals – pause, rub and move on.

The shuffle removes scuffmarks from the floor. Get enough people to pause and shuffle and a hallway stays relatively scuff free. Some call this little pause "the Baptist shuffle." From all accounts, it originated at Baptist Health Care in Pensacola, Fla. Under the focused leadership of Al Stubblefield, Baptist was the architect and catalyst for what became the service excellence movement in American hospitals.

The shuffle is a small move, a symbolic gesture. But it's a gesture with an important message about focus. Appearances matter. Service excellence requires organizationwide focus.

In the mid-1970s, Evanston (Ill.) Hospital spotted an opportunity in its market. A growing community to its northwest had no hospital. It was being served at a distance by Evanston and a competitor. So Evanston built a new hospital there and, in so doing, became one of the first to employ what became a prevalent strategy in the industry – the satellite hospital. But to get its new hospital off the ground, Evanston did something else that was at the time pathbreaking. It launched a full-blown marketing campaign aimed at building awareness and preference.

Although difficult to imagine today, in the early '80s explicit marketing of hospitals and physicians was a controversial move. Most hospital and medical associations had either explicit or implicit prohibitions against advertising, and it was regarded by most physicians as unprofessional and unseemly. Despite the distraction of grumbling opposition, Evanston stayed focused on the market it sought to serve. It didn't give in to pressures of professional correctness, and its new hospital became an important feeder to the flagship.

In 2010, Dean Harrison, CEO of Chicago's Northwestern Memorial Healthcare, was offered an opportunity to acquire a community hospital in Chicago's western suburbs. The community hospital was well-positioned. It commanded an enviable reputation in a growing upscale area and was in solid financial condition, with facilities that were relatively new. It was an attractive opportunity, but Harrison declined it. Northwestern had recently acquired another community hospital in Chicago's northern suburbs, and Harrison felt that a second acquisition would distract them from effectively executing the first. Northwestern stayed focused.

Toby Cosgrove, M.D., CEO of the Cleveland Clinic, was presented with an opportunity to acquire one of Akron's two leading health systems. Like Harrison, and for similar reasons, Cosgrove declined. The Cleveland Clinic was rebuilding its main campus, including a 1 million-square-foot facility dedicated to its core point of differentiation – heart care. The Akron acquisition would have diverted the clinic's energy and resources from its unifying focus.

Making Strategic Priorities
In his book Good Strategy Bad Strategy, Richard Rumelt observes: "At the core, strategy is about focus, and the most complex organizations don't focus their resources. Instead, they pursue multiple goals at once, not concentrating enough resources to achieve a breakthrough in any of them.… A good strategy draws power from focusing minds, energy and action. That focus channeled at the right moment onto the pivotal objective can produce a cascade of favorable outcomes." 

Focus is the essence of strategy because it demands choices that are important – choices that require evaluation of myriad interacting considerations often woven tightly into a Gordian knot that must be unraveled into simplicity. Such evaluation can be informed or naive, thoughtful or thoughtless, inspired or pedestrian, brilliant or dull. Where it operates on the continuum of bad to good determines the quality of the strategies that arise from it. And the quality of strategies and their execution determine the quality of organizational success.

As Rumelt notes: "If resources were not limited, there would be no need to select one objective over another. If rivals could easily see our moves and quickly mobilize responses, we would gain little from concentrating on temporary weaknesses. If senior leadership did not have limited cognition, they would gain nothing from concentrating their attention on a few priorities."

Focus becomes strategic when it deals with the important. In my experience, strategic focus is not a punch. It is a push. It is imbued with subtlety, nuance and flexibility – a little pressure here, a lot more there, backing off some, but never letting up completely. And so it goes. Focus involves balance. It's like putting the broomstick on your fingertip and keeping it there. If you could keep your arm perfectly rigid, the broomstick might balance there perfectly, too, but you can't. Keeping it balanced requires constant adjustment.

Strategic focus isn't rigid in its execution. It is fluid and persistent. Rigidity is problematic because rigid things can break. There is a difference between rigidity and resolve. Resolve flows like water manifesting itself as persistence across space and time. Take resolve and amplify it and it transforms into relentlessness. Resolve is a calm, unyielding stare backstopped by an unwavering commitment to consistent action. Relentlessness is what resolve looks like when it becomes energetic. It is the coonhound on the scent.

Unwavering Focus
Strategic focus is soft at its edges and hard in the middle. The softness is made of flexible persistence and many small bets. There's compromise and give at the edges. But at its core, focus is unyielding. There, it is made of resolve and a few big bets. At the edges, focus is in constant flux as it encounters uncertainty and resistance. The soft edges allow focus to absorb shocks and make the adjustments that keep it flowing on the path of least resistance whenever possible. But there are times when the only path is the hard path and then focus sheds its soft edges, bears down and becomes relentless.

Using the term "bet" may cause uneasiness among those who see themselves on a highway into the future that is clearly marked and conveniently resourced with plenty of gas stations along the way. Why place a bet when you can pull out a map that plainly shows the path forward? Why gamble when you can calculate the miles, determine fuel consumption and project your arrival time with relative precision? 

The problem with this view, which a surprisingly large number of leaders seem to hold, is that it is a hallucination. There is no map. The path forward and the road, where there is a road, dissolve into darkness just beyond the headlights. The sober reality is that all strategies are informed bets. Any pretense of quantifiable certainty is a delusion.

Focus also involves narrowing. Well-focused organizations become very good at some things while quite intentionally forgoing the opportunity to become good at other things. In organizations, focus invariably transitions into competence. And meaningful competence often can be transformed into competitive advantage. Such focused competence is instilled into people over time through experience, knowledge and skills. It doesn't happen overnight. It requires adopting new values and learning new habits. This results in a distinctive culture focused on being very good at a few things. When such competence makes the organization different in a way that's meaningful and valuable, it becomes a value proposition that differentiates products and services.

Unfocused organizations are rarely good at things that matter. Being good at something that matters requires intentionality. Intentionality makes focus strategic because it requires forethought about what is worth becoming good at. And that requires identification and selection of the best opportunities.

Few companies exemplify focus that transcends into a powerful value proposition better than Honda. Unlike its competitors, Honda focused its competencies to manufacturing the most advanced internal combustion engines in the world. It applies this competence to anything that has an internal combustion engine, including automobiles, motorcycles, ATVs, outboards, lawnmowers and generators, to name a few. And in each instance, Honda tends to be a preferred, if not the preferred, manufacturer. Other companies distinguish their products by trumpeting their use of a Honda engine.

Focus in Turbulence
Strategic focus reaches into the future. The big bets at the core of strategic focus ought to have coherence toward some broader end. That broader end is what's usually called a vision. Realistically, for most organizations, a vision may have a time horizon of three to five years. Vision provides a focused future worth reaching. It is an organization's aspirations projected forward. Vision lives in the future. If it's compelling, it reaches back and orchestrates actions in the present, guiding "what to do" and "what not to do."

It is not enough to suggest "stay focused in the present." Such advice always begs the question, "Focused to what?" If things truly worth achieving can be achieved only as the result of sustained effort, then all things worth achieving also live in the future. Is it possible that worthy accomplishments can emerge from very little effort across a short time horizon? Of course, but if they are not the result of intention, then they are the result of luck. Organizations do not become sustainable by accident because luck always runs out. Organizations are sustained by intention. And realizing a worthy intention takes time.

Focus requires both persistence and consistency over time. It is difficult, indeed almost impossible, to maintain focus in the face of pervasive turnover in leadership. In its 60-year history, Baptist Health Care had only three CEOs until Al Stubblefield's retirement in 2012. Do the math; that's an average 20-year tenure for each CEO.

Focus is perhaps nowhere more important than in times of turbulence, when rising uncertainty can undermine the confidence of leaders and those they lead, undercutting their strategic commitments. In such times, organizations can embark on a flurry of reactive, unfocused initiatives; or worse, organizations can dissolve into panic or paralysis, reflecting the personal belief of Frederick the Great: "He who defends everything defends nothing."

The key to maintaining focus, in the words of Rudyard Kipling, is to "keep your head when all those around you are losing theirs." Kipling described in dramatic fashion the importance of staying focused in the face of disruptive distraction.

Extreme turbulence also can produce clarity that can be used, as Samuel Johnson observed: "When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully."

The same is often true for organizations. GE's legendary CEO, Jack Welch, sought such clarity when he told the leaders of the company's operating units they had to be No. 1 or No. 2 in their industry or he would sell them.

Cutting Losses
Focus can have a dark side. What if the big bets are wrong? It is this question that separates the great leaders from the not-so-great. The answer is simple enough, of course. Pull your bets and make new ones. But this can be extraordinarily difficult to do, for reasons good and bad.

The bad reasons relate to ego and self-preservation. Many leaders position themselves as infallible. Being right justifies their positions, prestige and compensation. There is also an unfortunate but very human tendency to believe your own press clippings, and there are always plenty of subordinates willing to whisper in your ear, "You're right," even when it's apparent the wrong big bet is in play. Blind ego and self-preservation can be exceedingly destructive because they cause organizations to double down and throw good money after bad.

There are, however, some good reasons to be slow in abandoning the big bets at the core of strategic focus. One good reason has to do with "thresholds." For many efforts, there is a critical point at which the past investment of resources, energy, time and emotion begin to pay off. Short of that threshold, returns may be negligible. Beyond it, there can be a flood of rewards. Fail to pass that threshold and much previous investment is lost through premature abandonment.

According to Rumelt: "A 'threshold effect' exists when there is a critical level of effort necessary to affect the system. Levels of effort below this threshold have little payoff." Sensing this threshold and pushing past it is what extraordinary leaders and organizations do. I say "sensing" because where the threshold lies is one of those great unknowables. It can be sensed only by people who have pushed through thresholds before and who are close enough to the realities of their situation to develop informed sensitivity. Such sensitivity rarely accrues to executives hunkered down in their offices staring at numbers rather than spending time out in their organizations and markets. To feel the wind shift, you need to be in the wind.

One of America's greatest competitive sailors hails from a tiny town called Zenda in Wisconsin where, in nondescript buildings, he designs and constructs high-tech racing boats that populate lakes throughout the world. Harry C. "Buddy" Melges Jr. grew up racing sailboats in the fluky winds that characterize Midwestern lakes. This gave him a decided edge when he began to race in America's Cup boats on the ocean.

Melges developed a keen sensitivity to the wind. He could feel a shift on his face long before his competitors could. And he could see it darken the water before they could. Melges was focused on the dynamics of wind. He knew how to play a wind shift better than anyone on the water. This earned him a nickname in sailing circles worldwide: "the Wizard of Zenda."

The Right Amount of Focus
Focus dissolves into fog when it is stretched. Strategic planning is the allocation of scarce resources to an organization's best opportunities – not to all its opportunities. The essence of focus is that some opportunities are sacrificed to pursue the best opportunities. Leaders and their organizations are capable of making and profiting from more than one big bet. But they can't make too many. For most organizations the capacity for productive focus erodes beyond a handful of driving strategies. As the philosopher George Santayana once observed: "The human mind is not rich enough to drive many horses abreast." 

Another danger of focus is the potential to ignore other important initiatives because of the "myopia of the one." At Baptist, the organization continued to roll up accomplishments and recognition in the clinical arena as well as in the realm of service excellence. There's ancient advice: "Beware him of the one book." "One Focus" can be as dangerous a place to be as "No Focus."

Rumelt relates an oft-told story about steel magnate Andrew Carnegie's encounter with the early management consultant Frederick Taylor in 1890: "Young man," said Carnegie, "if you can tell me something about management worth hearing, I will send you a check for $10,000." Taylor responded: "Mr. Carnegie, I would advise you to make a list of the 10 most important things you can do. And then, start doing number one." A week later, Taylor received a check for $10,000. In the end, it's all about focus.
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