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Tactics - The Hot and Sweaty Work
It takes rich tactical experience to develop truly sound strategies.  Tactics and execution ultimately determine the validity of a strategy.

There is a point when the rubber hits the road.  Where, as Peter Drucker has suggested, all the planning disintegrates into work.  Where strategy becomes tactics.  Where the battle moves from board room into the trenches.

Strategy has a certain air of sophistication when juxtaposed to tactics.  It's presumably what causes the foreheads of CEOs to wrinkle as they reflect on deep intricacies.  Strategy is what you pay consultants to conjure.  It's what keeps the people who sell flip charts in business.  Strategy is a mystical rite practiced by the learned few.

Simply defined, strategy is concerned with winning wars, while tactics focus on winning battles.  Tactics are dirty things.  You've got to stoop to get tactical.  Tactics make your shirt wet with sweat.  Strategy is practiced from afar.  Tactics are here and now.  For the tactician, the challenge is acute and dynamic simply because he or she is closer to the action.  From the strategist's more distant perspective, movements appear much smoother and gradual.  The strategist rides out the waves in an ocean liner while the tactician is often left to bob violently in a dinghy.

Tactics have always been considered poor cousins when it comes to creating an advantage.  Generals ponder strategy and they send the Light Brigade out to tackle the tactics.  This is a serious deficiency in business planning.  Business lingers too long with strategy and too often the rubber never does hit the road.

German Field Marshall Helmuth von Moltke may have put strategy and tactics in the proper perspective when he suggested that, "No plan survives contact with the enemy."  Harvard Professor Thomas Bonoma put the case just as clearly, "The general or marketing manager often knows quite well what he or she wishes to get done strategically but often has trouble making strategy work.  Business training, it seems, has bred too much of an armchair general's skill at commanding an army from the safety of the rear lines and too little of the master sergeant's ability to take a platoon up a hill under heavy fire."

In examining the nature and practice of tactics, it's important to establish their relationship to strategy.  Tactics and strategy share a common life.  They are different poles on a continuum of planning.  But it is difficult to clearly ascertain where a strategy ends and tactics begin.  Some of the most important of strategies started out as tactics.  Napoleon's strategic principle of "maneuver" grew out of his tactical experience in moving artillery quickly on the battlefield.

There is a "sequencing" that exists between the two.  Strategy comes first, tactics follow.  Strategy is not  immune from tactical concerns.  Both overlap, blend into one another, shape each other.  It takes rich tactical experience to develop truly sound strategies.  Tactics and execution ultimately determine the validity of a strategy.  And tactical experience is most effectively built on the field.  Mao Tse-tung commented that, "Reading is learning, but applying it is also learning and the more important kind of learning at that."

What are the differences between the challenge of strategy and the challenge of tactics?  Tactics are:

Dirtier.  You've got to be willing to stoop from thinking to doing.  Rub shoulders with customers.  Live with them.  Think like them.  Get close to those who are closest to your product.

Quicker.  You've got to be willing to move if you're going to play on this field.  It's too fast for a spreadsheet.

More Specialized.  Do you think business skills are easily transferable from one industry to another?  Not when it comes to tactics.  The road winds in ways you may never have seen before.  Every jungle is different.

More Flexible.  "Frangi non flecti - bend but never break." You've got to be willing and able to change your direction as circumstances change.

Less Forgiving.  Strategy provides room for error.  On the battlefield, one wrong move and you could be out of the game.  Strategy may own the intellectual high ground but tactics can chew holes in your foundation.

Less Predictable.  What's the next move?  Who knows.  There is no such thing as a "trend" when your time span is measured in weeks, days, hours and sometimes in minutes.

Easier to Direct.  On the battlefield, your resources are more or less under your control.  If troops refuse to charge, you pull out your officer's revolver.  Such influence is usually much further from the reach of the strategist.

More Difficult to Redirect.  Because strategy takes much longer to impact, it is possible to change its course.  On the other hand, once the force has stormed up the hill, it's very difficult to disengage it.

More Glorious.  Let's face it; there is no glory in flip charts.  Glory belongs to those who make things happen.  Those who direct the folks in the field and those who learn to speak from experience.

More Dangerous.  No doubt about it, whenever you're out where the bullets fly the chances of getting shot increase.  It's hard to hide behind a strategic plan when you've been given responsibility for making things happen.

What tools are available for creating tactical success?  The following weapons are available and have been routinely used to win competitive battles:

Boldness - The successful executive knows that there are times made for quiet market reflection.  And there are times for rapid movement.  Those movements ought to be aggressive and display courage.  Not for masochistic fulfillment, but because such boldness creates concern and confusion among competitors.  "Boldness," real estate developer, James Rouse, once suggested, "has genius, power and magic in it."

Flexibility - The ability to react quickly to sudden changes is extremely important at the tactical level.  Changes occur much more suddenly and unexpectedly.  Only by pursuing tactics that provide options for alternative action can flexibility be ensured.  It's at the tactical level that flexibility is the most important.  There it is a virtue.  At the strategic level it is a different matter.  Strategies that are constantly being changed suggest weak strategies.  But as Cyrus, emperor of sixth century B.C. Persia, reminded us, "It's a bad plan that admits no modification."  This is particularly true at the tactical level.

Communication - The effective movement of important tactical information is essential to success.  Coordination depends upon communication.  The resources of the organization cannot be brought to bear in a systematic fashion without communication.  Organizations have a natural propensity, particularly as they become larger, to impede the ready flow of important information.  Unless consciously sought and managed, communication will not flow effectively.  

Attention to Detail - Strategy rightly concerns itself with broad movements and trends.  Those vested with tactical efforts must be concerned with more minute phenomena.  A bullet is, after all, a very small detail but deadly just the same.  "God," as architect Ludwig Mies Van Der Rohe once suggested, "is in the details."  This is especially true when it comes to tactics.  The hand-signed direct mail letter displays attention to detail.  So does the flight attendant who carefully writes down the name of each first class passenger and then remembers to call them by their name throughout the flight.

With an eye to details, Pepsi-Cola once determined that vanilla had been the essential ingredient of the "old Coke" when it noticed vanilla shipments from Madagascar fell precipitously with the introduction of the "new Coke."

Intuition - Intuition is a primal collection of personal and inherited experiences that often transcend the rational and are brought into play in a way that's almost instinctual.

Ross Perot once described intuition as being able "to bring to bear on a situation everything you've seen, felt, tasted and experienced."  Armed with mountains of market research that told Gannett that USA Today was, at best, a "maybe" success, Allen Neuharth defaulted to intuition and decided to gamble and go for it by establishing a national newspaper.

Simplicity - The more complex the effort, the greater the chances you'll end up tangled in your own cleverness.  Brilliance is most clearly demonstrated when the complex is distilled to the simple - when "common sense" is made common.  As events become less predictable - more transitory, more dangerous - the need for a simple game plan becomes increasingly important.

Quickness - The ability to move with dispatch is the sign of a tactically able organization.  "Timing" often is everything.  Many opportunities pass by as fast as they arrive.  Spend too much time aiming a gun in the midst of a heated battle and you're more likely to get shot in the head.  Strategy benefits from its broader perspective.  It can afford to be introspective.  Tactics usually provide no such luxury.

Initiative - To control your success, you must control your destiny.  If you're constantly reacting to your competitors' moves, then you're letting them write your game plan.  You have to write your own game plan.  That means moving before your competitors move and forcing them to react.  As Sun Tzu, Chinese general and author of The Art of War, suggested, "The clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy but does not allow the enemy's will to be imposed on him."

Surprise - Surprise dislocates the enemy.  It leaves them confused and panicked.  Some experts suggest that after size, surprise is the most important tactical weapon.  General Mark Clark once remarked that "surprise is worth a thousand soldiers."  Surprise is largely a tactical weapon.  It depends almost entirely on the circumstances of the moment.

Too long a planning horizon limits the ability to mount a meaningful surprise.  Surprise demands quickness, security and deception.  Surprise is one of the least used of all tactical weapons in business.  Executive egos and a preoccupation with "strutting your stuff" in front of peers and security analysts has rendered surprise almost useless in the corporate setting.

Intimidation - Gesturing, signaling and harassing competitors can be done in such a way that it demoralizes them.  Stony silence of a market leader in the face of a competitor's new product can be as disarming as public pronouncements.  When John Deere began to investigate a more aggressive position in heavy construction equipment, Caterpillar responded quickly by signaling an interest in manufacturing farm implements.  John Deere backed off.

Genghis Khan provided a vivid illustration of the power of intimidation.  The very appearance of the Khan's armies increased the dread in the heart of his foes.  Armored in black lacquered leather, filthy and stinking, they appeared suddenly out of nowhere, maneuvering in complete silence in response to hand signals passed from their commander's standard bearer to standard bearers of smaller units.  They closed in confidently and steadily against their terrified victims.  No war cries were made.  There was only numbing silence.

Intelligence - As von Moltke once suggested, "You will usually find that the enemy has three courses open to him; of these he will adopt the fourth."  You've got to know what your competitors' intentions and capabilities are, just as you must keep a watchful eye on the needs of customers.

Years ago when Procter & Gamble developed its secret recipe for "Soft Batch" cookies, competitors flew light aircraft low over P&G's plants to photograph the trucks delivering the ingredients that would make the new dough.

Deception – Some companies have used "disinformation" to confuse competitors by leaking false information.  Disinformation has much precedent in history.  Stonewall Jackson advised, "Always mystify, mislead and surprise the enemy."  Sun Tzu consistently advised the use of deception.  "All warfare," he said, "is based on deception.  Hold out baits to entice the enemy.  Feign disorder, and then defeat him."

Morale - Competitive struggles are won, to a great extent, in the hearts of the men and women who wage them.  The ability to elevate and direct those hearts remains one of the most elusive talents.

Morale is a function of inspired leadership.  Leaders come in all shapes and often use distinctively different styles and approaches to accomplish the same objectives.  There is no one right way to lead.  All leadership is situational.  As Stephen Vincent Benet suggested, "So few empire-makers have looked the part.  Fate has a way of picking unlikely material, greasy-haired second lieutenants of French artillery and bald-headed dubious Roman rake-politicians."

Morale relates to the mental state of the organization.  Its most meaningful indicators are resolute commitment, enthusiasm and confidence.  Morale is a variable.  An organization can slip from "turned on and focused" to "despondent and aimless."  An army that is worked into a fervor and is focused on its objectives can make the difference between failure and success.

Discipline - Discipline is an important ingredient of morale.  Although the goal of the leader must be to energize his organization, energy misdirected can quickly run amuck.  Despite the perception of Japanese management style as highly participative, another element is key to its success - fear.  Discipline is a constructive force that contains and directs the energies of the organization.

The ancient Athenians had discipline down pat.  In one instance, they executed six victorious admirals who had failed to recover the bodies of drowned Athenian sailors from a stormy sea after a battle.  All of that, of course, runs in the face of warm-hearted participative organization.  Allan Kennedy, co-author of the popular book, Corporate Cultures, in which he extolled the advantages of an open and participative culture, attempted to apply the principles outlined in his book to a new venture he started up.  The results were disappointing.  He's jokingly commented that the experience inspired him to write a new book.  The title he suggested was going to be Kicking Ass and Taking Names.

Innovation - Just before the Battle of Crecy, the general in charge of the French troops displayed his obvious lack of respect for an innovation introduced by his foes, the English.  The innovation was the long bow.  The Frenchman promised that after he defeated the English he would cut off the two fingers the archers used to draw their bows.  But the French lost and as the battle concluded, the English archers held their two fingers high in what would become the familiar "V" for victory sign.  It was an explicit demonstration of the power of innovation.

Retreat - It's much better to back away and fight another day than to continue throwing yourself into an obviously hopeless battle.  Besides serving as a defense against further losses, retreat can also serve as a technique to lure competitors into traps.  The appearance of a retreat can encourage a market underdog to pursue, unwisely assuming that the market leader has been wounded and is vulnerable.  But instead, the underdog can find itself at the end of a very long alley, resources spent, facing a hungry lion.

Avoidance - Different than retreat is the decision to simply not fight.  The objective here is to conserve resources by refusing to commit them until the critical moment or on the most advantageous battlefield.

The Japanese intentionally avoided involvement in the American auto market until they had refined their products and marketing techniques in Europe.  Having scored there, the Japanese began to take on the American car manufacturers.  Their first move was in California.  Initially, they avoided confrontations in the conservative Midwest.

Without effective tactical execution, strategy is just a spark.  It can light no fires.  And the executive who has his hands around a strategic plan but hasn't the capacity to "make it happen" is holding wasted paper.  The best leaders spend time in the field, in the thick of things, getting hot and sweaty.
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