By J. Daniel Beckham




Strategic Thinking and the Road to Relevance
A Strategic Thinking organization "knows" what to do.  It has "situational wisdom."

On October 14 of 1987, Lawrence Bossidy, then Vice Chairman of the Board and CEO of the General Electric Company, opened his speech to the Strategic Management Society by saying, "Tonight, I'd like to tell you about strategic planning at General Electric or, more specifically, why we no longer do strategic planning."  

He stunned his audience.  After all, GE had pioneered strategic planning.  It endorsed and popularized many of the concepts and models that for more than a decade held sway not only at GE but at companies worldwide (not to mention providing the stock and trade for thousands of consultants).

Bossidy's speech was one of the more dramatic and visible watersheds in a major shift in how organizations plan for the future.  Traditional strategic planning was being scrapped by many of the same companies where it had once been the most influential.

Strategic planning wasn't working.  And it wasn't working for several reasons.  The environment was changing too fast and was becoming too complex.  Many of the models that provided the foundation for strategic planning (such as portfolio analysis) had too often proven impotent.  The strategies that emerged were frequently devoid of ownership and failed to evoke any sense of organizational passion.  Many of the companies that embraced strategic planning got their clocks cleaned by the Japanese who weren't doing anything resembling American-style strategic planning.

GE didn't abandon the fundamental components of the strategic planning "process."  It concluded that something more was needed.  The strategic planning process had to be surrounded by greater flexibility and by more involvement.  In other words, it had to become more relevant to the environment in which it would be used and to the people who would ultimately be called on to implement it.

Although often clothed in different labels, most strategic planning processes share some common components including these: a mission statement, a situation assessment (built on a body of data and analysis), key strategic issues (frequently defined through "S.W.O.T." or "gap" analysis), a set of high‑level goals including a vision, strategies (formulated in response to the key issues), and tactics (action plans designed to execute the strategy).

That's the typical strategic planning structure.  It's logical.  It's reasonably easy to develop.  And it's important.  But it's not enough.  It's a skeleton unconnected by muscle and ligament and too often disconnected from the heart.  Like any pile of bones, it's rigid and spiritless.  By itself, it lacks the ability to marshal the energy it needs to sprint towards a goal worth reaching, dodging rocks, potholes and serpents along the way.  That's what "Strategic Thinking" is all about - fleshing out the skeleton and filling it with focused passion.  There are some characteristics that are fundamental to this "fleshing out."  Strategic thinking:

Is a mindset (not a process).  Strategic Thinking describes a state of mind, an attitude that looks at a given situation and applies a disciplined perspective, an orientation that constantly seeks out opportunities for improvement and advantage.

Seeks quality.  A Strategy is a plan for getting from a point in the present to a point in the future in the face of uncertainty and resistance.  Without uncertainty and resistance, there is no need for Strategy.  Well executed strategy is the ultimate goal of Strategic Thinking.  Strategic Thinking recognizes that all strategies are not created equal, some are superior to others.  And it recognizes that even the best strategies are useless without superior execution.

Recognizes the primacy of the customer.  The central reality for any business is the customer.  A customer is anyone in a position to purchase or influence the purchase of your product or service.  Patients are customers.  Physicians are customers.  Health plans are customers.  Employers are customers.  Employees are not customers.  Strategic Thinking views customer satisfaction as the ultimate prize.  Strategic thinking relies on creativity and innovation to serve existing customer needs as well as needs not yet even imagined.  Useful imagination is fueled by closeness to the customer.

Is focused to differentiation.  Strategic Thinking takes its cohesion from an overall commitment to being different.  It values differentiation as the key to competitive advantage.  It delivers benefits that add up to an organization that is unique in a way that's meaningful and valuable.

Is eclectic.  Robust Strategic Thinking draws insight from a rich tapestry including biology, sports and economics.  A sailor provides strategic insight when he steals the breeze from his downwind competitor in a race.  A football coach provides strategic insight when he overloads the center of the offensive line to punch through to the goal.  In the Japanese game of "Go," a player provides strategic insight as he encircles his opponent's stones.  Strategic Thinking values these insights as highly as it does quantitative analysis.

Is flexible.  The Romans had a phrase for it, "Frangi non Flecti" - "bend but never break."  A central value of Strategic Thinking is flexibility - an ability to meet each new situation, no matter how unexpected, quickly and with a high level of effectiveness.  Strategic Thinking cultivates confidence in the face of change.

Values intuition.  Intuition is a valid management asset.  It is a critical ingredient in Strategic Thinking and should be respected.  Responsiveness often demands quick decisions.  Sometimes there's no time to wait for more data.  A Strategic Thinking organization "knows" what to do.  It has "situational wisdom."  It embodies organizational intuition that helps people at all levels know what to do when confronted with a challenge.

Is coached (not directed).  The role of leadership is to guide the rest of management so that Strategic Thinking skills are developed and applied with consistency.  Strategic Thinking can be taught.

Prizes integrity.  Integrity is the "quality or condition of being undivided."  Strategic Thinking hates functionality and territorialism.  Because Strategic Thinking seeks to create flexibility and responsiveness, it works to drive out organizational rigidity and hierarchy while reinforcing alignment.

Improves with experience.  Experience hones "Strategic Thinking" skills.  Strategic Thinking ability can be built through training, but experience provides the best education.  Strategic Thinking is validated and enhanced through application.  It translates into organizational muscle memory.

Is passionate.  People don't jump out of bed in the morning to "increase market share" or "enhance productivity."  They jump out of bed because someone's flipped a switch in them that matters.  Strategic Thinking strives to connect with people at a personal level.

How can an organization give legs to its strategic plan?  What things can it do to build muscle and passion?  There are several vehicles that can move the strategic plan off the shelf and into action.

1.  Reach into the haze and pull out "purpose" and "vision."  The big problem with many mission statements is they they're just not relevant.  Mission statements live somewhere out there over the horizon.  They last longer than the people who create them.  Mission is a statement of purpose.  It defines in the simplest language possible why the organization exists.  To cultivate relevance, reach into the haze and pull out "values" and "vision."  There's body heat in these things.  They've got a lively glow to them.  (A value is defined as "a principle, standard or quality considered worthwhile or desirable.")

Ask the question straight.  No philosophical journeys into the esoteric.  What do you really care about?  Soldiers value each other.  At Ford, the folks on the line who built the Taurus said they didn't really give a hoot about Ford.  What they cared about, what they worked for, what they really valued - were their fellow team members.

No organization has one value.  It has a set of values and these values, in combination with mission, set parameters for vision.  If values burn with a red glow then vision goes to a blue flame.  Vision is defined as "a mental image produced by the imagination.  A thing of beauty."  "Imagination!"  "Beauty!"  Most hospital vision statements lack a sense of direction or differentiation.  In many instances, if you change the name, the vision could belong to anybody.  It's often empty, and worse, it's also often dishonest.  You can almost see the eyes roll back in people's heads as the guy at the head of the table reads through the thing.

Values are centered in the heart and vision lives in the head.  Values are felt and vision is conceived.  Organizational survival is a function of relevance, both internal and external.  The distance between where the external and internal environment is and where the organization wants to be represents a "relevance gap."  The goal of Strategic Thinking is to minimize that gap.

So the question becomes, "If we value these things, how do we imagine an organization more fully aligned with them?"  The leader's challenge is to help the organization see itself as it wants to be, not as it is or was.  If it had the collective will and means, how would the organization shape that nose, sculpt that lip, paint that brow, color those eyes?

Like a painter, the leader must take all of the things that are important to the organization, all its aspirations and dreams, each shining a different color and create a vision that, when you stand back, makes sense and is compelling.  Up close, it's a collection of splashes, strokes and dots but from ten yards out, maybe it portrays an afternoon in a park, relaxed, and united by civility.  Everyone contributes the paint, but it is into the leader's hands that the brush and pallet must go.

Vision requires that you imagine what you want to be then work backwards to become what you've imagined.  Sports trainers have long advised athletes to use visioning as a tool to improve their performance.  Imagine yourself, for example, hitting the ball with precision and power, time and time again.  Form follows function.  Vision can redefine function and thus redefine form.

2.  Find something to put your hands around.  Vision is not enough.  Yes, I can imagine a new world filled with exotic creatures and teeming with riches, but how do I get there?  If I know we sail west, what is my first landfall?  "We must strive to get to the Canary Islands."  If a new world is our vision, then the Canary Islands must first become our intent.  It is not the ultimate destination.  It is a marker that we must reach first or else the crew becomes overwhelmed by the immensity and the uncertainty of the voyage.  

If values are red, and vision is blue, then intent glows white hot.  Strategic intent articulates an organization's ambition over a time frame most employees will feel is personally relevant and motivating.  While a vision can be described in a paragraph or less, a strategic intent can be distilled to a single sentence.  

The classic example of strategic intent was President Kennedy's challenge "to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade."  Suddenly, we could begin to put our hands around the nation's intent.  We all knew what a man was, we knew where the moon was at, and we knew when the end of the decade would occur.  That intent centered the nation until we achieved it and there's the rub - the reason why you need a vision too.  

The fate of the U.S. space program reinforces the importance of having both a vision and strategic intent.  We never had a vision for the space program.  We never really looked past the moon.  We launched off space shuttles in a casual routine and the spark was gone.  Why?  Because we weren't going any place in particular.

An important characteristic of Strategic Intent is that it changes.  As one intent is achieved, a new intent is defined that will take the organization the next step in its journey toward its vision.  A man on the moon becomes one inspiring road marker in a journey that included an earlier intent of putting a man into orbit around the earth.  Mission and values ought to stay relatively unchangeable.  Vision and strategic intent, once achieved, must be redefined.  Thus, strategic intent provides not only focus and inspiration, it also provides flexibility.

The path to vision is rarely direct.  And there's no real sense of how far you've gone.  The best an organization can really hope for is to move in zigs and zags yet relentlessly towards its vision.  External and internal forces will often cause the organization to veer off the most direct path.  This is wise.  After all, it's better to take a detour then slam into the rocks.

3.  What are we good at?  The pursuit of a unique value proposition causes an organization to ask, "Is there something we're really good at that nobody else is really good at?"  Then it raises a second question, "Is what we're good at important?"

Examples of value proposition include Honda's focus on engines as a basis for its business.  Honda regards itself in the engine business.  It is Honda's commitment to engine technology that has set it apart from its competitors.  Although American auto manufacturers have been quick to outsource engine production, Honda would never consider such a move because it is core to how Honda is different and creates value.

A value proposition requires everyone to become intimate with the knowledge and skills required to create and sustain the proposition.  It impacts the way work is done and the way the organization creates value.  And perhaps most important, commitment to a truly differentiating value proposition forces an organization to go looking for new places to apply its unique competencies.  That broadens its perspective and protects it from the kind of tunnel vision that a preoccupation with a single market can foster.  So a value proposition fosters focus and opportunities.

4.  Stop drawing lines and boxes.  A systems perspective is key to Strategic Thinking.  There is an "interconnectedness" that pulses through organizations and their environments.  Organizations that are able to enhance their interconnectedness, both internally and externally, are going to be better equipped to adapt quickly.

One of the most common observations about systems is that they are circular.  This is a critical observation.  Circles roll.  Lines cannot.  Even in ancient cultures, a circle was connected with immortality and renewal.  It is a uniquely human geometry.  Monkeys do not draw circles.  Pushing a line is tougher than pushing a circle.  To locomote, to move, an organization must become circular.  

Ever watch a sprinter in motion?  The runner is passionately committed to moving in a straight line as fast as possible.  But track the movement of one shoe through one full motion and it will describe a circle.  That's because the bones, muscles, joints are a system working in harmony, not only internally but in harmony with physics.  Little moves forward as the result of a purely linear phenomenon.

One way to make dramatic progress towards a systems perspective is to stop drawing lines and boxes.  Force yourself to draw circles.  Start with your organization chart.  Can you convert it to a circle?

5.  Use scenarios and "trigger points."  On the front end, as part of the planning process, the future can be anticipated (as opposed to predicted).  Peter Schwartz, who played an important role in scenario development at Royal Dutch/Shell, emphasizes that "scenarios are not predictions."  It is simply not possible to predict the future with certainty.  An old Arab proverb says that "he who predicts the future lies even if he tells the truth."  

Scenarios are vehicles for helping people learn.  Unlike traditional business forecasting or market research, they present alternative images:  they do not merely extrapolate the present.

Scenarios allow an organization to be prepared.  "It is," according to Schwartz, "this ability to act with a knowledgeable sense of risk and reward that separates both the business executive and the wise individual from a bureaucrat or a gambler."

Another useful vehicle for adding flexibility to a strategic plan is the concept of "trigger points."  Triggers are a set of potential events which, if they should occur, will cause the management team to convene and reconsider its strategies.  Scenarios and trigger points add fluidity to a strategic plan.

6.  Let the roots run deep and wide.  Deep involvement is the mother of ownership.  People tend to own what they help create.  Mission, values, vision, value proposition and strategic intent can be viewed as an acorn containing the nutrients and genetic map for a great oak.  It will grow given sufficient light, water and space, but it must grow above and below the ground.  Management's job is to plant the acorn and to provide the water, light and space.  But management must also take care that the soil is suitable, that it can sustain the growth of a strong tree.  

Involvement is the vehicle for making the soil rich and facilitating a strong root system.  Without involvement, the roots never reach wide and deep.  Pathways for involvement must be fostered.

Strategic direction prescribes the direction of the pathways.  But every traveler must feel that the journey is worth the trip and that they have a role to play, a contribution to make.  And every traveler must have the insight, tools, freedom and motivation to pursue, within their own work situations, opportunities to make a contribution.  There must be broad organizational involvement.  But involvement is meaningless unless it is guided toward greater purpose.  Strategic direction must be relevant, communicated and understood.

7.  Move authority all the way out to the edges.  Pervasive high impact Strategic Thinking is made possible through "enablement."  Organizations that can't respond to opportunities and threats as they arise will always march backwards.  Management that doesn't give employees the authority to make decisions and act freezes the organization's extremities.

Tom Peters put it well, "The leader's job is at once to articulate the empowering vision and to stay in touch with followers to ensure that she or he is in tune with the needs of the real world where the vision is implemented."  When the environment begins to shift, it's often the folks who are furthest from corporate headquarters who feel it first. 

There has to be a set of tools provided - ways of thinking and responding quickly and effectively.  No plumber arrives with a single wrench.  He arrives with a full kit of tools, each designed to meet a specific challenge.  He usually doesn't know which one he'll have to use, but he knows how to use them all.  "Empowerment" plus "mastery of tools" generates enablement.  

Management cannot build relevance from the executive suite.  It must ensure that the organization can move quickly and stay relevant "at the edges."  Relevance demands readiness and responsiveness.

8.  "Once upon a time…"  As apparent as the need for compelling communication is, it is often overlooked in most strategic planning efforts.  Strategic direction needs to be communicated frequently and with a sense of theatrics.  It should be enriched with all the earmarks of good drama.  There should be a story line.  "Once upon a time, long ago, there was a hospital that embarked upon a great journey..."  The story should be filled with vivid imagery.  It should tantalize, tempt and tickle.

Strategic communications should be powerfully crafted and packaged.  In an age of high impact, high intensity sensory bombardment, a typed strategic plan can be a pretty dry and lifeless thing.  What kind of animals inhabit your story?  Does a cheetah in full sprint best represent the kind of organization you intend to become?  Is there a similarity between your situation and that of the British at Dunkirk?  Use a film clip, a slide, a well told story to drive the message home.  Break a bottle of champagne against the bow of your vision when you launch it.  

Language is important.  A simple phrase can unite and motivate.  People need concepts they can get their hands around - simple notions that create meaning, "We will put a man on the moon."..."We will fight them on the beaches."..."A city on the hill"..."A thousand points of light."  These are all rich concepts built from simple but powerful words.  They act as catalysts for Strategic Thinking.

9.  Seek.  Hunt.  Learn…nonstop.  Constant learning is one of the most distinguishing characteristics of Strategic Thinking.  Learning is the most powerful form of evolution.  Constant learning is central to what advancing civilization is all about.  We "seek."  It is perhaps our most distinguishing and enduring characteristic as a species.  A constantly changing environment dictates a strong commitment to continuous learning.  

It's no accident that some of the most successful companies in world markets have had long-standing commitments to continuous learning.  Hospitals that have found themselves committed to programs like patient focused care and continuous quality improvement initiatives have found that these commitments quickly translate into significant investments in education throughout the organization.  

"Hunting" is an obsession in Strategic Thinking organizations.  Hunters actively seek out ideas, and then adapt them for their own use.  They constantly look everywhere for things they can steal and apply.  They forage far beyond the boundaries of their own industry for new thinking.  

10.  Make the whole march or don't take the first step.  "Transformation" is a critical element of Strategic Thinking.  Transformation has to do with altering the culture of an organization and enabling change at all levels.  When embracing Strategic Thinking, transformation is the fundamental commitment the CEO and top management must make.  Skepticism often crumbles in the face of honest conviction which is not to say transformation is easy.  It's immensely difficult.

Every organization operating in a business environment needs a business strategy.  The range of options is endless.  The options likely to succeed are limited, however.  Thinking through those options and identifying those most likely to lead to success is what strategic thinking and leadership is all about.
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