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A Different Strategy Book
Unlike most business books, Prepared and Resolved shows executives how to envision a compelling future for their organizations. 

The shelves in the business section of bookstores are loaded with books on strategy. Typically, these books fall into one of three broad categories. One category rehashes tired old notions like “SWOT” or “gap” analysis, perhaps with a little “portfolio” analysis thrown in.

The second category falls into what might best be described as “pop management.” Books in this category include superficial distractions like Who Moved My Cheese? and The Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun. 

The third category reveals the secrets of successful organizations. The characteristics they purportedly share are distilled and set forth as relevant to all organizations. This category of strategy book benefits from an almost universal willingness to overlook these role-model organizations once they fall from grace, even if that fall occurs within months of the book’s publication.

Many strategy books have become best sellers. And if their purpose is to entertain, perhaps they deserve their success. But if the standard against which they are to be judged is the value they add to the quality of strategic decision-making and the sustainability of organizations, then that’s a different matter. 

Missing the Map

Many of these books sidestep some fundamental questions, including these: 

· What is strategy? 

· What is the role of executive leadership related to strategy? 

· How do you ensure effective execution of strategy? 

For health care executives, there is also the question: Is strategy generic enough that basic principles and methods can be applied across a variety of industries, including one as complex as health care?

A new book by Dan Wolf (Grand Rapids, Mich., dsb Publishing, 2007) addresses those questions. It also offers the executive something most strategy books don’t: a solid return on their investment of reading time.

Wolf has an interesting background. His firm, Dewar Sloan, provides consulting services to a number of high-tech firms, several of them health care companies. He is also the strategic planning committee chairman of the board of one of Michigan’s most successful health systems, Munson Healthcare in Traverse City. In this role, he brings strategic insights to the board and to his advisory relationship with its CEO, Doug Deck. His involvement in health care shaped his book.

The title of Wolf’s book is compelling. It identifies what, in my experience, are the two characteristics most fundamental to sustainable strategic success. The title of the book is Prepared and Resolved. Although these two characteristics have been fundamental since the beginning of organizations, they’re growing even more so.

Preparedness. Today’s environment is becoming ever more complex. Complexity sucks the predictability out of things. In a world with diminishing predictability, it becomes essential to push up your level of preparedness. Because the challenges you’re likely to face are uncertain, it becomes advantageous to engender a broad set of capabilities that are well-integrated.

Furthermore, a prepared organization is an engaged organization. As Wolf suggests, people at all levels are “ready to think, behave and take action wisely.” The wisdom comes from being made aware of where the organization is headed and how it’s going to get there. Organizations become aware by being deeply and widely engaged in fulfilling the organization’s intentions—intentions they understand because they have been clearly conveyed and because understanding arises from working to make them a reality. Preparedness equips the organization to deal with both the expected and the unexpected.

Resolve. Preparation, of course, begs a question, “Prepared toward what end?” That’s where the resolve comes in. An organization must maintain its resolve despite the immediacies of distractions and demands a complex and dynamic environment creates. It is the discipline of resolve that keeps organizations from devolving into being simply reactionary or opportunistic without purpose. 

Resolve in this context reminds me of a scene from the Civil War film Glory in which a young soldier was proudly showing off his accuracy with a rifle. His commander, Col. Robert Shaw, was not impressed. He demanded that the soldier take his shots faster and faster. He also fired his revolver repeatedly into the air to add to the growing level of pressure and chaos. Not surprisingly, the soldier’s shots began to scatter wildly. Shaw had made his point. Aiming a gun at leisure was a very different thing than aiming in the midst of battle. Resolve is the discipline that keeps organizations on target.

Many executives in health care are justifiably proud of their abilities as operators. If you’re only operating day to day, you are, by definition, in a reactionary mode. Your agenda is set by whatever the next day throws at you. Many physicians also have a day-to-day orientation. Taken together, this often results in organizations with insufficient concern for the future.

Being “prepared and resolved” creates a different mind-set. “Prepared” describes a state in which you’re equipped not only to respond to what you expect but also to what you don’t expect. This suggests a future with reduced predictability and this, in turn, requires the kind of forethought that day-to-day operations will not generate. “Resolve” ups the ante when it comes to strategic thinking because it begs a question that must be answered: “Resolved about what?” 

Direction 

Wolf defines strategy as “an agenda for driving business success. Strategy . . . shapes what the company stands for, what it’s all about in the world, what it has evolved from, and what it intends to become.” He distills strategy management into three fundamental elements that frame business growth, performance and change:

· Strategy direction involves the choices that leaders make about the organization’s focus, purpose and intentions. This is where the organization defines its “course setting.” 

· Strategy integration links and coordinates the resources, cultural attributes and structural support necessary to realize strategic direction. 

· Strategy execution makes direction happen through effective everyday action plans, accountabilities and personal responsibility to adapt and evolve in a dynamic environment. 

Strategy has consequences, of course, the most important of which is performance. Wolf connects strategy to what he calls the four “natural goals of business”: financial performance, competitive advantage, customer connections and corporate stewardship. Each of these he divides into a set of more specific metrics, some external and some internal. Taken together, performance related to these goals describes not only how well the organization is doing but also how well the strategy is doing.

It is appropriate that Wolf describes these goals as “natural” because, regardless of industry or market, they remain relevant. They provide a performance checklist of sorts. Check performance in each of these areas and performance overall is likely to be well balanced and in synch.

Wolf’s natural goals are consistent with those that constitute most balanced scorecards and the “pillar” model used by many health care organizations. Wolf makes a clear distinction, however. Goals are not strategy. They are the way you measure performance. Setting goals in the framework of your balanced scorecard or pillars will not ensure sustainable strategic success.

According to Wolf, strategy management and leadership involve setting direction, creating integration and executing effectively within a context defined not only by your environment but also by the natural goals you set for the organization. Because environment and goals evolve in dynamic fashion, strategy must also evolve. The way to evolve is not on an artificial, predefined schedule—let’s say as the result of engaging the organization in an annual strategic planning process or at the end of a three- to five-year planning cycle—but by engaging it continuously in real time as the environment and goals evolve.

All of this performance taken together must contribute, Wolf emphasizes, to the business goal, which is “the creation of new strategic and economic value.” But he also warns that “all the measures and metric schemes in the business world cannot capture the thought and behavior which percolate in successful, evolutionary, innovative companies.”

Strategy Belongs to Everyone

Of particular value is an entire chapter dedicated to the application of the ideas, models and frameworks Wolf advocates in the book. He directs these comments to boards, senior executives and managers as well as to the “staff and the troops.” The focus on this last group is a unique concern in a strategy book, as most authors treat strategy, more or less, as the exclusive domain of executives. 

Wolf suggests that in the most successful organizations, everyone, in every corner of the organization, has the right as well as the responsibility to be engaged in the strategic agenda, saying: “Only then can they operate with clarity and focus, at full capacity, and with their personal talents and professional gifts in gear, fully engaged.”

Wolf also addresses the application of strategy to some of the most pressing strategic challenges facing organizations today, including quality, lean production, branding, product and service development, mergers and acquisitions, and changes in business scale and scope.

A Sum of Its Parts

A strength of Wolf’s book is that it can be digested a chapter at a time. Indeed, each chapter could easily be used as a valuable stand-alone article. But another great strength is the way it hangs together. Wolf hammers the same ideas and frameworks consistently through each chapter so, in the end, the message is connected and whole.

Executives who apply these ideas and frameworks in their organizations will find they have achieved one of the most pressing challenges facing leaders in complex organizations—helping their employees and other key stakeholders see the future in a way that is connected and whole. And out of this will come the powerful possibility of an organization that not only operates effectively in the present but also is actively engaged in creating a compelling future.
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