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Preface

International business leaders are in full agreement that the growth mindset required of leaders tomorrow is far more complex than those being taught or learned today. Among the most sought-after capabilities are those that are not easily defined and not easily taught. Given that strategy is the number one leadership responsibility, leaders need to be clear about what strategic thinking is and laser focused in applying it with confidence and ease. In other words, rigorous strategic thinking needs to become part of their overall strategy-making repertoire. In order for this to occur, it’s helpful to understand how we learn it. As Albert Einstein famously reminds us, “You can’t expect to solve a problem with the same mindset that created it.”

In addition to dealing with incongruencies and polarities, successful strategists benefit from well-honed intuition and a vivid imagination. They are also supported by cognitive fluency with conceptual and abstract thinking and mastery of the critical reflective processes. These help with pattern recognition – viewing multiple problems at once, observing problems from various perspectives, and seeing an issue from various points of elevation (i.e., flying above and burrowing beneath the problem) to gain a broader perspective.

Mastery of the above further supports sustained concentration, an ability to prolong the inherent tension of complex strategic problems, and to suspend problem solving – instead of jumping to an immediate solution. For leaders to become strategists, they need to muster the courage and patience to turn problems inside out, to diverge and distort them, and to dive deeply into the oft-invisible underlying assumptions.

Interestingly, learning to think strategically requires and develops all of the above advanced levels of thinking. It also encourages innovative thought. Learning to tap into strategic thinking capabilities that frequently reside outside of our habitual day-to-day thinking requires more than jargon. While the term “strategic thinking” is all too often used as a vague term encompassing strategic planning, implementation, and strategy in general, this book differentiates and defines strategic thinking based on the underlying cognitive cluster that supports it. Strategic thinking is not learned by reading about it; it is learned by engaging in some unfamiliar, unpracticed, and unconventional approaches over an extended period of time.

Hot air ballooning is a sport of which I am an avid fan. In fact, balloon piloting is a metaphor at the forefront of my mind that illustrates strategic thinking at its finest. Not that I’m a balloon pilot by any stretch, but rather, I’m an enthusiastic spectator when my husband competes in international balloon races. I stow away for the sheer pleasure, and I take special delight as an unofficial observer in the balloon basket. Flying through blue skies over the sunflower fields of Umbria, Italy, watching the other balloons and observing the maneuvers of the champions, I can’t help but notice how piloting a balloon in a race mirrors the findings of the strategic thinking data that I work with. Ballooning has become an anchor metaphor for my study and practice of learning to think strategically – one that has continued to serve as such for more than a decade.

Balloon flying is a very special kind of sport. Pilots have minimal control over their environments, and to a high degree the flight is unpredictable, uncontrollable, and risky. And a race is all about winning. A pilot can control only vertical movement of the balloon by using a propane burner to warm up the air inside the balloon envelope. The inertia of the huge balloon is a critical factor; it takes several minutes before it responds to any effort. And pilots are at the mercy of Providence and the weather – especially the winds. Balloons can shift horizontally only if taken by the wind; and, at different heights, the winds gust, veering direction without warning. Sure, there is some data from the weatherman, but trusting the weatherman with your life is like playing Russian roulette.

A good balloon pilot is a strategist par excellence. I notice that the winning pilot ascends to a space far above the other balloons and, from this panoramic vantage point, calculatingly assesses the “big picture”: which balloon at what height is taken by the wind in which direction at what speed? Instruments and gauges are available, but they compete with time and are no substitute for “knowing.” As other pilots burn propane, bobbing up and down, seeking the right wind to take them in the right direction, the champion pilot suspends motion, carefully observing, and quickly decides his course. He “knows” when to ascend and descend ever so slightly. The pilot has a “feel” for the subtleties and nuances required and trusts his judgment, learning from past experiences.

I am struck by how much this sport is reflected in making global strategy – watching the competition and learning from their successes and failures, rather than imitating the successes, or making or repeating their mistakes. Recalling this metaphor, and the similar stories of so many clients, has made me ever more curious to understand how successful strategists learn to think strategically. This was the initial research knot that I needed to untie.

It wasn’t strategy formulation or strategy implementation that compelled me to launch a systematic inquiry into the learning aspect of strategic thinking; it was my intense desire to understand what happens before strategy is made, about which I was truly curious. I wanted to find out how successful strategists learned to think strategically. I wanted to explore and to understand the first link in the strategy chain – learning how strategic thinking occurs.

Based on more than two decades of experience working as an international consultant with key corporate and public-sector executives and government leaders who are responsible for making global strategy, I came to the simple conclusion that there were those executives who were able to think strategically and those who were not. Given the impressive educational credentials and the equally impressive strategy budgets of the key strategy makers with whom I worked, it became clear that learning to think strategically was sufficiently more complex than being adept at problem solving, applying a model, or implementing a vision. These instrumental types of cognitive functions were skills the executives had mastered – with little effect on the success of their actual strategic thinking.

There was something curiously common about the thinking process of the successful key strategists with whom I worked in Asia, Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and North America, regardless of their respective cultural and business backgrounds. I couldn’t help noticing a pattern among the successful strategists – something seemed to inform their thinking process. Having lived and worked abroad myself for much of my career, and being well versed in cross-cultural theory, I sensed that this learning process transcended culture.

It appeared that those who were able to make and remake successful strategy under very different circumstances had a particular way of thinking. I wanted to explore the nature of what that particular thinking process was. My quest was to understand how the successful strategists actually learned to think strategically, and I wanted to understand it from the perspective of the executives’ own self reports.

This book is my journey on the road to understanding how the successful strategists learned to think strategically. In this book, I offer a synthesis of findings from several years of qualitative research in pursuit of three questions: How do successful executives learn to think strategically? What learning approaches do they use? What factors and conditions are essential for learning to think strategically? As part of an initial interpretive case study, I originally conducted in-depth interviews with nine successful executives in Japan, Poland, China, Germany, the United States, and Hong Kong to pursue this inquiry. Since the original research was conducted, the study has expanded into a body of data gathered from intensive interviews of 153 executives from 42 countries. I visited the executives in their work environments and outside of their offices to see what their worlds were like, to ask questions, to listen, and to observe.

Early on, I decided that to understand how these executives learn, I should ask them directly. So I did. The personal interviews paint an entirely different picture from the kind of information that is derived from a large-scale, check-box-style quantitative survey study. While there are many circumstances in which statistical quantitative surveys are an outstanding format for gathering data, for this particular research I believed personal interview offered a special depth and richness that no check-box questionnaire, however well designed, could deliver.

Personal interviews are loaded with details. It is one thing for an executive to check a box indicating that a particular experience or event had an impact on his thinking. It is another thing for me to understand why this experience had such power, how it occurred, and whether other executives can benefit in their work from the experience. The more illustrations and quotations an executive can offer to buttress a point, the better and more helpful that point is for others.

Each executive had a story to tell. Collectively, their narratives reveal certain common themes. Their stories emphasize the critical role of informal learning, the imperative of crucial reflective processes, and the importance of identification of five essential attributes required for learning to think strategically: imagination, broad perspective, “juggle,” dealing with things which you have no control over, and a desire to win. It is striking that their learning was so similar in nature, given the diversity of backgrounds, industries, and histories.

I was impressed by the powerful, heartfelt, passionate stories about the subject: learning to think strategically. Interviewing these executives was a special pleasure for me. They had strong viewpoints and high expectations and were enthusiastic and productive. The best part was that all of them had suggestions for improving academic and business aspects to facilitate learning to think strategically. They constantly question what they do and look for ways to do it better.

All the findings in this book came from structured, in-depth interviews. Every executive participated in several interviews, each preliminary interview lasting six to eight hours. Analyzing responses to each question of the in-depth interviews was a long, tedious, and fascinating process. Slowly but steadily I developed a process for categorizing schemas and experiences, coding the rich stories told by real executives. It was not the numbers and the statistical tests that told the truth of this research – it was the stories. The lessons of their experiences were vivid, emotional, and anything but objective.

Strong findings emerged that have influenced my professional practice of consulting, teaching, training, and advising, and I hope they will do the same for readers. Do these findings generalize? This is just a single series of interpretive qualitative research studies on a handful of successful global executives. Definitive conclusions cannot be drawn from the reporting of the results of the study – only insights and an understanding that will hopefully generate more studies. My work with companies and organizations around the world has convinced me that the findings in this book do apply broadly. But this is up to the reader to decide. Is it their story as well?

I am struck by how much of what executives in other organizations say is similar to what the executives I interviewed for the study said. Maybe a select few findings will not generalize, but it is clear to me that most do so quite well. I know that enormous differences exist among organizations and individual executives. Yet nearly all of them have a wish to enhance their learning, to improve learning development initiatives, and to organize their businesses in such a way that they can make a positive contribution to the learning process of others. If the findings I present here help readers take a few steps toward achieving these outcomes, I will consider this book a great satisfaction.
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Introduction

Learning to Think Strategically is structured around three key questions: (1) How do successful executives learn to think strategically? (Is it something they are taught? Where? By whom? How?) (2) What learning approaches are used by successful executive strategists? (3) What factors and conditions are essential for learning to think strategically?

One of the most frequent and impassioned requests I hear from executive leaders, regardless of industry or geographic location, is “How can I develop my people to think strategically?” As we discuss their observations and needs, these executives deftly identify their greatest need as being able to shift course, rapidly and effectively, and to have more strategic thinkers in the “pipeline.” Their wont, however, is to acquire a quick and easy, step-by-step model from which they can develop a foolproof strategic plan, once and for all.

Being strategically competitive in today’s global, unpredictable, complex, and rapidly changing environment requires a different way of looking at how we develop strategic thinkers. The strategic landscape makes it difficult to distinguish and decide which of our interests are most vital at any given time. Understanding how we learn to think strategically is increasingly critical for sustaining competitiveness in a world that is becoming ever more turbulent.

This fourth edition has been thoroughly revised and expanded. Several chapters have been consolidated, reorganized, and updated. In an effort to provide a snapshot of global perspectives on strategic thinking, a new Chapter 3 has been added. More scenarios have been included throughout the book and enriched Summary and Questions sections have been added at the end of each key Part. Readers of previous editions have expressed particular interest in the role of arts engagement as a learning approach to strategic thinking. Consequently, Chapters 16 and 17 have been added. And lastly, a substantial listing of suggestions for individuals and organizations is presented in Chapter 18.

This book is focused on the learning aspect of strategic thinking – moving beyond strategic planning and implementation models to a more expansive and complex notion that includes perpetual change. Learning to Think Strategically is intended for leaders at all levels – experienced and emerging – around the world who are serious about increasing their capacity to think strategically in order to create, re-create, and sustain strategic effectiveness. It is also aimed at those who are tasked with and committed to leveraging learning to develop strategic thinkers in their organizations:


	Executives

	Policy makers

	Chief learning officers

	Professors

	Country managers

	Directors

	Entrepreneurs

	Government leaders

	Senior line managers

	Human resource leaders

	Organizational development leaders

	Learning and development leaders

	Internal and external consultants

	Graduate students.



This book attempts to provide an understanding of how we learn to think strategically in order to help leaders to better understand and develop strategic thinking. Although the strategic management literature clearly agrees on the importance of strategic thinking, there is a wide variation of thought and opinion on what it is and how to develop it. Learning is more often implied and inferred than studied. Articles and books that contain a discussion of strategic thinking and provide a coherent framework are hard to find. An excessive focus is cast on what we do rather than how we learn to think strategically.

While we seem to have no difficulty recognizing those who think strategically and those who do not, there is a gaping hole in the literature and in practice that we have not examined, about how strategic thinkers learn to think the way they do. Therefore, it is difficult to support the development of strategic thinking. An enormous collection of studies on the best practices of formal learning about strategy has emerged; but scant reference regarding the informal learning aspect of strategic thinking is available. I endeavor to address this vacuum by defining strategic thinking and detailing the underlying informal learning process that supports it. Particular emphasis is given to the role that the arts play in supporting the learning aspect of strategic thinking.

Since the first, second, and third editions of this book were published, my own interest, research, and practice have continued to grow and expand. This book represents a version of my current understanding about how we learn to think strategically, which has been influenced by my work with clients in corporations, governments, international agencies, and entrepreneurial businesses as well as my graduate students in various countries.

Based on my experience consulting and advising business executives, and teaching strategic thinking to graduate MBA and doctoral students, I have noticed that executive development professionals, university faculty, and strategy consultants have become intent on the teaching aspect of strategic thinking without first addressing the underlying learning supposition of thinking strategically.

Learning to think strategically is largely an informal, nonlinear, “messy” process that is reliant on a cognitive cluster that is distinctly different than the traditional cognitive cluster emphasized in conventional teaching approaches of strategic planning. Well-intentioned, overloaded executives understandably prefer to teach and be taught with the brevity of bullet points and sound bites, without the hassle of acquiring the necessary insight or understanding of how we learn what we need to know – wanting to “produce” a strategy rather than generate a learning process of sustainable and re-creative capability.

Executives, consultants, and leadership development professionals often succumb to the business culture myth of simple and short with regard to strategic thinking, seeking a quick and tidy, how-to approach for even the most complex of problems. Our unchallenged mantra is fast, faster, fastest equals good, better, best! The lure of the myth has enticed us to deny or ignore the complexity, ambiguity, paradoxes, and contradictions that are inherent in the learning process required to think strategically.

While leaders talk about wanting to develop organizational strategic capability that is sustainable and competitive, and they recognize internal strategic capability as the most valuable human capital asset, these same executives often cling to their habit of wanting to learn strategy as a “fast fix” planning model. Efficiency in the “production” of strategic thinking is rewarded and perpetuated in many business schools and organizational development programs over a mucky, unpredictable learning process that can create a sustainable competitive advantage.

It is easy to be dismissive and avoidant of the extraordinarily complex factors of everyday business reality – voluminous data, contradictory and complex information, laser-speed decision making – which require a very different approach to factors of time, problem solving, discipline, and decision making. But the long-term return on investing in the learning process pays dividends by creating sustainable, innovative, agile, and adaptive organizational strategic capacity that creates and re-creates winning strategies.

As you will discover, this is not a how-to book. Learning to think strategically is hardly a quick, easy, or step-by-step formal learning process. Rather, the process rubs against the conventional grain and raises questions about much of what most of us have learned and been taught in traditional strategy courses.


Organization of the book

This fourth edition is organized to reflect the informal and dynamic approach that I take toward the development of learning to think strategically, based on the findings of the research studies. The book comprises eight parts, with each part consisting of several chapters.

Part I sets the framework by presenting a very brief historical and global snapshot of strategy perspectives.

Admittedly, Parts II, III, and IV are theoretical in nature, as they detail the informal learning process required of strategic thinking. Part II posits a definition of strategic thinking and a model that I have created and work with, while Part III discusses the foundational role of framing and reframing and the learning domains. Part IV explores the role of critical dialogue and critical inquiry. Part V positions intuition as a vital complement to analysis in learning to think strategically, while Part VI looks at socio-national culture as a factor of influence in learning to think strategically and at five critical attributes of strategic thinkers. Part VII links the roles of intuition and analysis with regard to strategic decision making. And finally, Parts VII and VIII put forth some thoughts and suggestions on applying the foundational elements of learning to think strategically on the individual and organizational levels.

Although the list of possibilities is infinite, engagement in the arts is a learning process that I suggest as a starter, as it synthesizes the five attributes and critical reflective processes required of strategic thinking. The suggestions in Part VII and VIII are not prescriptive, formal, or structured in nature, but rather broad and flexible in scope and depth, reflecting my professional belief that strategic thinking is a long-term informal development process, best learned from experiences outside the work environment and applied and supported within the work environment.

Three features distinguish this book from others. First, its focus on the learning aspect of thinking strategically, in contrast to an emphasis on planning and implementing strategy. The second point of differentiation is that this book invites the reader to select a strategic thinking development approach that is based on a cognitive cluster of an informal, nonlinear learning process rather than on a conventional approach that is structured according to a linear planning model. The third feature is the emphasis on engaging in the arts as a means to learning to think strategically.

There is a profound and urgent need to understand the underlying learning process of strategic thinking so that we can facilitate our own and others’ strategic development. It is my intent that this fourth edition of Learning to Think Strategically provides just that. I hope that reading this book will generate questions and ideas that readers can use to create alternative ways of facilitating their own strategic development and contribute to the learning experience of others, and to the strategic success of their organization. My intention is for this book to be a starting point for further exploration of learning to think strategically.





I

How did we get here?

Strategy: a snapshot


All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.

—Sun-tzu (fourth century bc), Chinese military strategist





1

Chronology of strategy

Developing organizational capability for strategic thinking can be one of the most significant contributions leaders can make to organizational performance. By developing a “pipeline” of strategic thinkers within their organization, companies can truly begin to harness human capital as their greatest asset and build sustainable strategic capability.

Prior to discussing the learning aspect of strategic thinking, we will briefly review notions of strategy from the past. Although this book focuses on the learning aspect of thinking strategically, this preliminary overview of strategy will provide readers with a historical and cultural context from which Western strategy emerged. While there are many excellent texts and resources that provide detailed histories of strategy, my intent is simply to offer a useful snapshot – with some deliberate and obvious omissions.

Part I frames organizational strategy within a historical and cultural context, focusing on a learning perspective. Curiously, we will see that everything old is new again – or at least, understand that current trends in organizational strategic thinking are not incompatible with concepts of strategy in ancient civilization. In fact, current views of strategy are strikingly similar to veins of the past. Knowing a bit about strategy in ancient history can make the present debate on strategy less perplexing and inform current decisions.

Most often, discussions about the history of business strategy start with the twentieth century. Chapter 1, however, harks back further and begins by tracing strategy from ancient Western civilization to the present. Chapter 2 discusses contemporary competing views of strategy, and Chapter 3 acknowledges some of the implications of the cultural history of strategy in terms of strategic thinking.

Although the term strategy is commonly and conveniently used, its meaning is far from shared. Despite volumes of academic research on the topic, there is remarkably little agreement on what strategy is. Essentially, its meaning depends on whether we are looking toward the future or back to the past. For those who look into the past, strategy is a repeated pattern on the path to a success; for those who look toward the future, strategy is a broad framework for actions that will culminate in a win. While strategy’s complexity defies simple description, there is consensus on its basic characteristics. Regardless of any particular definition, all definitions imply a will to win, an element of competition, a process or framework for success, an extended time horizon, the determination of a broad and major aim, a unifying intent, and decisions about resource allocation.

Within Western civilization, the term strategos can be traced back to the ancient Greeks, for whom it meant “a chief magistrate and military commander-in-chief responsible for employing the science and art of the political, economic, psychological and military forces … to afford the maximum support to adopted policies in peace or war.”1

The purpose here, however, is not to elaborate on the history of strategy but, rather, to provide a glimpse of history before highlighting the imperative of learning to think strategically.


Ancient Greek concept of strategy

The ancient Greeks, whose view of strategy influenced Western civilization, likened a military or political strategist to the helmsman on a seafaring vessel. These early strategists had to interpret their maps and their understanding of the prevailing currents in relation to their journey’s purpose and their own skill at the rudder. The Greeks regarded strategic wisdom as oscillating between different positions and perspectives relative to a particular purpose.2

The concept of pre-modern strategy emphasized the personal and relational rather than the objective and rational qualities of spatial order. Consequently, pre-modern maps were evolving and “organic,” in the sense that they could be added to, reinterpreted, and modified according to the traveler’s experience. A depiction of mountains, valleys, or other important milestones could easily be added to the maps.3 This subjective relativism had a significant influence on the ancient Greeks’ concept of strategy.

While such relativism may be attributed to what is now deemed a lack of knowledge perspective, it was a reasonable by-product of a pre-modern worldview and a different way of conceiving one’s relationship with the world. Rather than the prevailing modern Western worldview of ascertaining objective knowledge from a detached perspective over and above particular events, the ancient Greeks saw the world subjectively. In other words, their relation with things was knowledge. And because they saw the individual human being as a microcosm of the universal macrocosm, the ancient Greeks sought knowledge by finding certain characteristics in themselves before going on to create relationships with other things.

There are cultures and societies today that hold a somewhat similar worldview, to varying degrees – cultures that are highly relational, contextual, subjective, and fatalistic in their perspective. If an executive holds this worldview, it could be difficult for him or her to conform to a contemporary Western view of strategy as detached, rational, and objective. While the frameworks and worldviews that influence the conception of strategy can be very different, these differing ways of thinking are not inferior in any way. Different worldviews are, however, manifested (and can be exacerbated) during conversations about strategy when conceptual expectations become explicit and possibly discordant. Over the years, I have found that understanding the learning process that supports strategic thinking can mitigate some of the fundamental conceptual differences.

Given the subjective, interpretative, and unfolding nature of knowing, wisdom was also perceived differently by the ancient Greeks. Furthermore, the ancient Greeks assumed an irresolvable tension between, and mutuality of, chaos and cosmos (order). While we have learned to see paradox and contradiction as something of an obstruction to strategy making today, the ancient Greeks saw paradox, ambivalence, and contradiction as natural and necessary.

Consequently, the Greeks did not see wisdom as the ability to represent the order of things with objective certainty in the interests of predictability and control but, rather, they saw it as metos. Metos referred to the ability to oscillate between the cosmos (a world of forms and laws) and chaos (a world that included the multiple, unstable, and unlimited nature of affairs) in order to map and steer a prudent course.4

In keeping with this concept of metos, strategy was about moving between order and uncertainty, and about detached long-term forethought, planning, and ordering in advance of action. At the same time, the front lines were the best place to get a feel for the “becoming” of events, to implement plans, or to adapt plans as circumstances changed. Strategists understood that strategy making also happened here, and were expected to be at or connected to the points where action took place in order to reinterpret things.5

Pre-modern strategy was focused on the interplay of seeming paradoxes and contradictions, playing off and balancing one another. Metos expresses nimble oscillation between cosmos and chaos, structure and circumstance, design and emergence.



Military influence on strategy

Throughout history, the concept of strategy has been closely associated with the military. The ancient Greek concept of metos survived through most of the Middle Ages; however, a slow, methodical process of change began to take place between the fifteenth and late nineteenth centuries. The expansion of the monetary-based economy had a dramatic impact on the agricultural aspects and mindset of medieval society. This forced a transformation from a feudal state into a more bureaucratic state, which “reached its climax in the eighteenth century.”6

While there are many examples of successful strategists during this era, only a select few will be highlighted here, to accentuate their thinking and impact on the concept of strategy. Sixteenth-century Niccolò Machiavelli was “a theorist for the age of unregulated warfare,” and made warfare and statecraft an art as well as a science. He made the study of war a “social science, relating it to constitutional, economic, and political speculations.”7 While many of his specific ideas about conscription and his disdain for professional armies later proved to be mistaken, some of his ideas became the foundation of future thinking on strategy.

A legendary Renaissance military strategist of the seventeenth century was Sebastian LePrestre de Vauban, considered the greatest strategist of French King Louis XIV’s reign. During a military career of more than 50 years he designed several hundred fortifications and conducted many sieges. He had an intense dislike for what he perceived as unnecessary loss of life. An engineer by trade, Vauban devised a highly formalized and systematic method for defeating enemy fortifications. His theories remained active until well into the twentieth century and through World War I.8

The seventeenth century saw an unprecedented enlargement of armies, creating a need for orderly administration and control. Accordingly, emphasis was placed on discipline and the establishment of complex hierarchies of tactical units. It was during this period that military leaders became political figures. Prior to this, essentially, wars were fought between rulers; afterwards, war became “total” – a battle between nations of peoples.9 It was in the “seventeenth century that we discovered the machine, its intricate precision, its revelation … of mathematical reason in action.”10

The eighteenth century placed a “Newtonian twist” on the machine notion, and the nineteenth century simply “worshiped not the machine but power.”11 So began the transformation of military and civilian bureaucracies during this period – adapting qualities of the efficient machine to institutions and strategy. The march toward a machinist view accelerated as armies grew larger and more complex.

The eighteenth-century King Frederick the Great believed in a “single mind and will” and established that the king was the central figure in planning and strategy. He believed that military soldiers and staff must be trained repeatedly in drill and ceremony to ensure a mechanistic response in battle. Frederick never varied his military formation, but always left himself the “liberty in adapting to specific purposes.”12 He is widely considered to have been one of the greatest strategists of this period.13

Chief of the Prussian General Staff Helmuth von Moltke was the preeminent nineteenth-century military strategist who brought strategic thinking closest to the twentieth-century corporate view. Moltke stated that the “basic elements of strategy thought, hardly went beyond the propositions of common sense, but their correct execution required strength of character and the ability to make rapid decisions under stress.”14 Moltke is characterized by “his openness of mind and by the elastic changes from one device to the other”15 He seemed to embrace the spirit of weaving through treacherous waters, while supporting structured organization and processes. With few exceptions, corporations in this era limited themselves to strategies used by the military to destroy, stabilize, build up, ratify, and sanction countries.

A hierarchical structure, strict discipline, and thinking teams, called General Staffs, were deemed necessary to achieve the desired results in battle. As the twentieth century began, military leaders were placed at the center of action, and many times their own fate affected the outcome of the campaign. However, gradually, separation of the leader from the action came about. With the vast increase in the size and complexity of armies, military organization became less relational and more process oriented. Numerous volumes analyzing every action of these military strategists and the increasing complexity of the battlefield underscore the significance of and change in thinking on strategy during the twentieth century.

The military analogy became popular within a business context during the 1950s as operational plans called for companies to “attack” the competitor, “conquer markets,” “win product wars,” and so on. Today, we can peruse a myriad of excellent books on strategy and entire libraries describing its history in detail, from such varied perspectives as those of Napoleon, Jomini, Clausewitz, Bismarck, and Mahan, to Winnie the Pooh and Dilbert on the lighter side. However, for those who believe that business strategy is about creating competitive, sustainable development, the military analogy and its related imagery is no longer the only source on which to draw.

As we have seen, there was a conceptual disconnect between the pre-modern and contemporary definitions of strategy. Let us move forward and briefly examine strategy as it was conceived in the twentieth-century corporate context.



Twentieth-century corporate strategy

If we fast-forward to the twentieth-century corporate environment, we find a rather different interpretation of strategy. Although today’s business commentary is littered with references to “strategy,” use of this word in a business context is a relatively recent phenomenon. Its occurrence in business discourse dates back to only the late nineteenth century, and its use in a competitive context can be traced back to the second half of the twentieth century.

Corporate strategy, as we tend to understand it today, came about in the late nineteenth century, at the height of the scientific, technical, and rational era, amidst modernist optimism and the second industrial revolution. The concept of strategy during this period was a clear reflection of its historical context and was closely aligned with the scientific, technical rational mindset. Remarkably, this sense of strategy remains highly influential in strategy development circles today.

According to the model of technical rationality – the late nineteenth-century view of professional knowledge that shaped our thinking about professions and institutions relating to research, education, and business strategy – professional activity consists of instrumental problem solving, made rigorous by the application of scientific theory and technique.

Where does this dominant view of professional knowledge as the application of scientific theory and instrumental knowledge originate? It comes from the last 300 years of Western ideas and institutions. The term technical rationality emerged from the legacy of positivism, the powerful philosophical doctrine that dawned in the nineteenth century as a complement to the rise of science and technology. Technical rationality was also a social movement, aimed at employing the achievements of science and technology for humanity’s prosperity. Technical rationality was institutionalized in modern universities during the late nineteenth century, when positivism was at its height, and in the professional schools that established themselves in those universities in the early twentieth century. There are many excellent sources detailing this era, so we will look at only a few key points here as they relate to shaping our notion of strategy.

According to the technical rational school of thought, the systematic knowledge base of a profession is understood to have four essential properties. The knowledge base is specialized, scientific, firmly bounded, and standardized. The notion of standardization is particularly important with regard to our conception of strategy because it explains the current analytic preoccupation with which many leaders struggle today when developing strategy.

Contemporary strategy making is grounded in systematic, fundamental knowledge, of which scientific methodology is the prototype. But what happens when the industry and business environments are unstable, constantly changing, and ambiguous? Rigidly or unknowingly adhering to an outmoded framework can further complicate an already complex problem. The ability to make successful strategy hinges upon our willingness to embrace a whole new framework.

The first industrial revolution (mid-1700s to mid-1800s), driven largely by the development of international trade around commodities such as cotton, witnessed intense competition among industrial firms.16 However, most private companies were unable to directly influence or impact upon the competitive marketplace. Political and economic turbulence during this period inspired economists such as Adam Smith to describe market forces as an “invisible hand” largely beyond the control of individual companies.

The second industrial revolution (late 1800s) saw the emergence of large-scale investment to exploit economies of scale in production and economies of scope and distribution.17 In the United States after 1850, the construction of the railroads made the building of mass markets possible for the first time. A new type of vertically integrated firm began to emerge, first in the United States and then in Europe. These multidivisional corporations made large investments in manufacturing and marketing and created management hierarchies to coordinate those functions. Together with improved access to capital and credit, the emergence of mass markets encouraged companies to consider strategy as a way to control market forces and transform the competitive landscape.

Additionally, the second industrial revolution triggered the establishment of several elite business schools in the United States in response to the demand for trained managers, beginning with the founding of the Wharton School in 1881. The Harvard Business School, founded in 1908, was one of the first to promote the notion that managers should be trained to think in a strategic manner and not just act as functional administrators.18

Two decades later in the business arena, top executives of these multidivisional corporations first articulated the need for a formal approach to corporate strategy. In the 1930s, Chester Barnard, a senior executive at AT&T, argued that managers should pay especially close attention to “strategic factors” that depended on “personal or organizational action.”19

The organizational challenges associated with fighting two world wars in the first half of the twentieth century provided a vital stimulus to the field of strategic development. The need to allocate scarce resources across an entire economy in wartime led to the use of quantitative analysis in formal strategic planning. Appropriately, the concept of the learning curve was first put forth in the military aircraft industry in the 1920s and 1930s, when the military noted that direct labor costs tended to decrease by a constant percentage as the cumulative quantity of aircraft produced doubled. Learning figured prominently as a factor of operational impact in subsequent wartime production and planning efforts.

The wartime disruption of non-US multinational businesses, especially those in the European and Asian markets, enabled US companies to profit from the post–World War II boom without effective competition in many industries. Insights into the nature of strategy gleaned during World War II – that premeditated and formal planning enable an organization to exert some positive control over market forces – remained undeveloped until the early 1960s, when many large multinational corporations were forced to consider global competition as a factor in their planning.



Strategy and the academy

On the academic front, in the late 1950s Harvard professor Kenneth Andrews argued that “every business organization, every subunit of an organization, and even every individual [ought to] have a clearly defined set of purposes or goals which keeps it moving in a deliberately chosen direction and prevents it drifting in undesired directions.”20 This argument became the banner under which the proponents of the design school of thought operated, and the goal to which businesses and consulting firms have rallied since the 1950s.


Design school

The design school, the most influential strategy concept since the 1960s, provided the basis for the business school curricula, consulting firm propositions, and corporate strategy approaches that we know today. Remnants of the school can still be identified in each school of strategy that has developed since that time.

Two sources credited with the thinking underlying the design school were Philip Selznick’s 1957 book, Leadership in Administration, and Alfred Chandler’s 1962 volume, Strategy and Structure. The idea of distinctive competence was introduced by Selznick, who highlighted the importance of synchronizing an organization’s “internal state” with its “external expectations.”21 By the 1960s, academic discussions focused on identifying the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that a company faced in the market. The exercise, commonly referred to as SWOT analysis, is still used to this day, with an explicit strategic goal of creating a “fit” by manipulating both external and internal factors.

A few years later, Alfred Chandler added to the design school, contributing the notion of business strategy and its structure. Chandler’s classic 1962 definition of strategy focused on the determination of basic long-term goals and the objectives of an enterprise. He saw strategy as having “two specific characteristics: many distinct operating units, managed by a hierarchy of salaried executives.”22 In fact, a distinctive facet of the design school was its singular foundation in economics. The case study was institutionalized as its primary strategy-development technique. A highly structured, descriptive, and prescriptive tool, the case study provided secondhand data and business anecdotes as fodder for comparative analyses and implied following a “best” example.

The design school of the 1960s provided the basis for subsequent strategy tangents such as the planning and positioning schools. The premise of the design school continues to dominate strategy even into the twenty-first century.

The real momentum behind design school thinking came from the Harvard Business School. As Kenneth Andrews, eminent proponent of the design school, declared, the ensuing “establishment of business schools provided the basis for the education of strategic managers and the divisionalized structure of organizations provided the form for them to work within.”23

Of note, in 1959 both the Carnegie and Ford Foundations conducted studies on the curricula of business schools and concluded that “in order to counter the disparate ‘organic’ growth of programs with differing contributing ‘specialisms,’ it had to be realized that economics has traditionally provided the only theoretical framework for the study of business.”24 The foundations’ research proposed that economics serves as the central stem from which all other courses in a management degree would branch. The Carnegie and Ford studies advocated for the standardization of the curricula’s top level, or sharp end. They recommended capstone courses that would allow students to round off what they learned in various business fields, and courses in corporate strategy became the tip of the educational triangle.

The Carnegie and Ford Foundations’ reports on the curricula of business schools not only consolidated but also perpetuated an image of companies as triangular hierarchies. Ansoff’s and Chandler’s image of organizations was also that of a triangle. This “tip-of-the-triangle” vision was consistent with the design school notion that those at the top of an organization tend to know best – an idea that many organizations and business schools perpetuate even today.

The contextual background of the 1960s and 1970s was conducive to such strategy schools as the design and planning schools. Strategy was perceived to be the responsibility of a select cadre of highly educated planners at the tip of the corporate triangle.



Planning school

Simultaneous to the dawn of the design school was the rise of the planning school, spearheaded by Igor Ansoff. Ansoff defined strategy as “a rule for making decisions pertaining to a firm’s match to its environment” and set out to “enrich the theoretical conception of the firm.”25 Ansoff’s seminal work of 1965, Corporate Strategy, identified a gap between increasingly complex business environments and the activities of multi-business firms. He suggested that this combination of factors positioned companies to use foresight in order to exploit environmental change and offered a theory based on the prevailing microeconomic conception of a business.

Proponents of the planning school detailed the differentiation between definitions for goals, objectives, values, and so on and developed extensive procedures for construing elaborate quantitative metrics and methodical explanations. Exhaustive checklists and techniques for each procedural step and tightly crafted diagrams ensured an ability to control internal and external factors. Hundreds of forecasting and audit-analysis techniques and control measures have been developed to assess the hundreds of strategic planning models churned out.

While the planning school overlaps with most areas of the design school, it advocates a considerably more formal and systematic process – a nearly mechanical methodology that is deeply rooted in industrial-era beliefs. Strategy theorist Henry Mintzberg noted that the strategic planning process is based on the machine assumption, to “produce each of the component parts as specified, assemble them according to the blueprint, and the end product (strategy) will result.”26

A recent outgrowth of the planning school has been scenario planning and strategic control as part of a risk-management portfolio. Scenario planning is based on the idea that if the future cannot be totally planned, then by planning several futures we may increase the likelihood that the right one will be selected. In addition to formal quantitative analysis, scenario planning expands analysis to incorporate insights gained from analyzing various factors in different scenarios. An extension of planning, called strategic control, aims to review, test, and manage the strategy that was planned. In short, if the strategy was not planned and cannot be measured, then it does not count.

The planning view saw organizations as manufacturers of strategy – turning resources into outputs through a production function – with the assumption that managers manipulated variables within their control to maximize profits. This strategy assumed that the “people at the top” were to carry out strategy, and that they were best positioned to have an objective global view, to forecast and represent changes in the environment, and to position and control corporate development accordingly.




Strategy and consultancies

The 1960s and 1970s saw the rise of strategy consulting practices. The Boston Consulting Group (BCG), in particular, had a major impact on the field by applying quantitative research to problems of business and corporate strategy. BCG founder Bruce Henderson’s underlying premise was that “good strategy must be based primarily on logic, not … on experience derived from intuition.”27 Henderson was convinced that a quantitative approach would someday lead to a set of universal rules for strategy development.

In the mid-1960s, BCG had devised a version of the learning curve that it called the experience curve. It implied that for a given product segment, “the producer … who has made the most units should have the lowest costs and the highest profits.”28 A second BCG tool, Portfolio Analysis, compared the relative potential for investment of a diversified company’s business units by plotting their experience curves on a grid.

McKinsey & Company introduced a strategy planning system during the same period that divided a company into natural business units, later termed strategic business units (SBUs). The McKinsey system also presented an approach to portfolio planning called the Profit Impact of Market Strategies, or PIM program.

By the 1970s virtually every major American consulting firm applied some type of quantitative analysis to strategy making, pushing strategic thinking “down the line” to managers closer to the particular industry and its competitive conditions.29 The design and planning strategy schools had been highly influential, and in complement to one another they provided an ideal platform for consulting firms. Their emphasis on quantitative measures produced an enormous inventory of analytical tools, models, and metrics for predicting, monitoring, and measuring strategic planning.



Shift in corporate strategy role

Strategy can be viewed from several perspectives, including organizational strategy, hierarchical levels, structural strategy, and infrastructural strategy. The focus here is on the profound influence that corporate strategy has had on organizational strategy.

Three themes that emerge from the strategy literature assembled over the centuries have specific implications for the functional role of corporate planning. First, no approach or school of thought, however sound, applies to all organizations at all times under all circumstances. Successful strategy reflects both a specific and a broad context. Second, each school of strategy has limitations when carried to extremes or used in exclusivity. Specific strategy schools appear to run a natural course, coming into and falling out of favor, and tend to be self-corrective either by blending into other schools or by transforming to accommodate the context. Third, across the centuries successful strategy has proven to be dynamic and generative, not static and finite. These three observations indicate that organizational strategies need to be open and adaptable in order to be successful.

Throughout the mid-twentieth century, formal models of strategic planning gave rise to the creation of corporate planning staff functions in large companies. Corporate planners were tasked with exercising the design and planning concepts of corporate strategy. Beginning in the 1980s, however, many organizations reconsidered the value of these functions and moved to replace them with strategy planning at the business-unit level. So, while strategy, as a concept, continued to emphasize planning, the responsibility was dispersed.

Around that same time the role of corporate planning underwent change – from formulating strategy to supporting strategy by providing technical expertise and analysis. This trend has recently accelerated and has been further modified as companies move toward “intrapreneurial” and “entrepreneurial” business models – less vertically integrated structures that function more as internal market economies rather than planned economies.

In recent years, the notion of strategy-as-planning has begun to recede, while strategy-as-thinking has surfaced. With the surge of technological innovation, fluctuations in the globalized marketplace, and socio-political and environmental turmoil, leaders are starting to rethink their approaches to strategy development. They are beginning to acknowledge how the strategic thinking process encourages new challenges and tests their business. This strategic thinking process includes critical reflective processes as well as theories and models of creative and divergent thinking, rather than traditional frameworks and theories that lead to strategic imitation or planning.

Today, corporate leaders understand that being a bit better than the competition is no longer advantageous. While this notion is gaining traction in many places, the idea remains a daunting concept for executives who were brought up in an environment where incremental gains were strategic successes. In order to be strategically competitive today, leaders must be able to think conceptually, creatively, and to critically re-examine data and perceive information in novel ways. Furthermore, they also need to dramatically shift perspectives, to re-create, and to adapt continually. As I work with business and government leaders across the globe, I notice that leaders are taking particular interest in strategic thinking and are intensely curious about how people learn to think strategically.
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Contemporary competing views of strategy

As we consider the traditional approaches to strategy from 1960 forward, it may be useful to characterize them according to the Sloan School of Management’s ten major schools of thought1 (Table 2.1). These major strategy schools are commonly referred to in the strategy literature because of their influence on practice. While these ten schools depict fundamentally different aspects across similar strategy-making processes, they can be distilled into the two basic perspectives: the design school of strategy viewpoint, which we already outlined in Chapter 1, and the emergent viewpoint, which is mentioned later in this chapter.

The ten schools of strategy represent a line of chronology through history, but not descent by replacement. The planning school, for example, may be a predecessor of the positioning school, but it has not disappeared. There is a tendency for previous schools of strategy to contribute to newer schools in complicated and often subtle ways. All of the schools continue to coexist today, infiltrating new frameworks under various guises and in different circumstances.

The biggest uproar from the 1980s through the present within the academic, business, and consulting fields has been over whether companies should select and design good strategies based on rational thought or whether better strategies emerge from experimentation and honed intuition.


Technical rational influence

On one side of the argument is the perspective of the design school of strategy, which was discussed in Chapter 1 and which was heavily influenced by the technical rational period of thought prevalent in the early nineteenth century, which continues through to today. This perspective is anchored in principles of industrialism and reflects one of modernity’s key tenets – objective representationalism, the idea that the purpose of knowledge is to represent, without logical contradiction, the “way things really are,” or the linear, functional causes of actions.


Table 2.1 Ten schools of strategy making*

[image: Table 2.1]

As highlighted earlier, the design school has had a profound influence on the concept of strategy for governments and corporations. In this context, strategy is commonly perceived as oversight, separate from and levels above organizational action in a linear and hierarchical environment. The design school perspective lauds the development of the most accurate and most objective model possible, and then positions a company and formulates a rational plan for the future movement of the company.2 Traditional ideas of rationality – diagnosis, prescription, and action – underlie the technical rational school of thought. Logic, control, and linear thinking support strategic assumptions, and thinking is separate from action.



Emergent theory influence

On the other side of the strategy argument is the emergent theory, a more intuitive strategy perspective, which was the technical rational triangular-hierarchical view of strategy as a top-down affair that strategy theorist Henry Mintzberg challenged in the early 1990s. Mintzberg’s research found that managers were far less rational and foresightful strategy makers than the management literature supposed. This thinking led the way for proposals of a more “organic” view of organizations.3

Mintzberg’s challenge to the classical design view of strategy argues that the perspective of Ansoff and others was dependent on “the fallacy of detachment,” the belief that thinking and doing are separate. Managers, according to Mintzberg, are not rational, logical directors – their agendas and actions are influenced by politics, history, and human patterns of behavior over time.

Consequently, Mintzberg found that the interaction crucial to strategy does not occur between top executives and the environment; it happens where employees at the operational level of the organization interact with one another (at the coffee bar) and react to or anticipate customer needs and wants. Over time, the informal strategy making that occurs organically within various parts of the organization may create patterns of behavior that filter up to the apex to be formalized in plans. But, as Mintzberg discovered, strategy does not drop from the top.

Ansoff was equally adamant that the evidence he was gathering supported the planning school view, as mentioned in Chapter 1, of how strategy develops. This school of thought was adopted by Michael Porter, whose models are constructed on the premises of microeconomics and the design school, and are among the most popular strategy tools used today.

The debate between the emergent and design schools of strategy became increasingly polarized in the first half of the 1990s. By the late 1990s the debate had become colossal, and was a fundamental factor in the conceptual development of strategy. In his 1998 book, Strategy Safari, Mintzberg (along with Ahlstrand and Lampel) outlined many different approaches to strategy and concluded that no one is better than the others.4


Feuding factions

By the late 1990s, the design-versus-emergent debate between Ansoff and Mintzberg had crescendoed. Eventually, Mintzberg framed the difference between the emergent approach that he advocated and Ansoff’s analytical and formal approach by coining the phrase strategy as learning. Immediately, Ansoff countered by reframing his position and declaring that the debate was in fact about two contrasting views of strategy as learning. This position took the planning school’s process of learning from being implicit to being explicit and opened the debate to new possibilities.

Today, the debate continues between strategy as a process of learning through hypothesis, generation, and revision, in accordance with the view of the design school, and strategy as a process of learning through exploration and discovery, from the perspective of the emergent school.

Mintzberg does not underrate the value of formal planning. Instead, he now argues that strategic planning is analysis, as opposed to strategic thinking – something that is considerably more.5 Mintzberg proposes that the role of planners is not to discover the correct choice but, rather, to support strategy formulation by supplying the data and analyses for strategic thinking in order to inform and expand the issues considered during strategic discussions. He further develops his argument by pointing out that strategy making does not happen in isolation from the workings of the organization but, rather, involves the totality of everything that shapes the business.




Comparative discussion

If we take the strategy debate back to the pre-modern perspective as a point of reference and trace strategy back to its ancient base, we can interpret the design-versus-emergent debate rather differently. Instead of viewing the two diametrically opposed schools of thought, in competition with each other, the design and emergent schools, taken together, can represent a well-developed version that mirrors the elemental strategy concept of the ancient Greeks. If the two schools continue to be perceived in opposition to each other, businesses themselves stand ultimately to lose strategically. If they are viewed as two parts of a whole, strategy takes on an expanded and constructive role. Further, businesses may be better served by viewing this inclusive approach to strategy as one that establishes a natural, synchronous movement between these two realms, which is essential to thinking strategically.

This is not to suggest that the ancient Greek concept of strategy is identical to the strategic thinking that is required today. While our current knowledge and perspective base has dramatically expanded, due to cumulative advances in information technology over the centuries, the basic nature of our complex reality suggests a need for inclusion, dealing with paradox and contradictory or incomplete information, and being able to juggle many different things at once. This complex reality represents the same basic nature as the reality that was confronted by the ancient Greeks.



Complexity theory

Another indication that contemporary strategy is gradually moving toward a more inclusive and integrated approach is the growth of interest in a concept of natural science: complexity theory. The current interest in complexity theory is not new, but it is a new application in strategic thinking. In a nutshell, complexity theory focuses on the apparent random, disparate, and discontinuous nature of change. Complexity theory compares the nature of organizations to that of other living organisms, through a behaviorist and a Darwinian lens, referring to such naturally occurring organizations as “complex adaptive systems.”

Complexity theory presumes that such systems inherently tend toward order rather than randomness and that this kind of nonlinear world is characterized more by discontinuity than by incremental change. Complexity theorists hold that when it comes to continuous adaptation, nature is the best teacher, and that forecasting the future is virtually impossible. Therefore, with regard to strategy, the expectation that companies can plan ahead is, fundamentally, an illusion, a waste of time and resources, and an exercise in futility.

Given that adaptation is inherent in sound strategy, complexity theory looks to the world of nature for cues to creating successful strategy. As in nature, the rules of survival in competitive global business are Darwinian – businesses must keep moving, and must continually develop advantageous variations in business to avoid irrelevance and extinction.

Among the most prominent places for the study of complexity theory as theoretical and mathematical modeling are the Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton University, the Santa Fe Institute, and Caltech. The theorists in these institutions believe that human organizations are also complex, adaptive systems that instinctively “know” how to act “strategically” if left to their own devices. These thinkers’ studies suggest that the role of a corporate leader is to create conditions that will allow strategy to emerge – naturally. This process is what complexity theorists refer to as self-organization. Work conditions that encourage this kind of self-organization include decentralization, individual expression, and even chaos. It is believed that an abundance of top-down controls will ultimately doom the organization to failure. Complexity theorists insist that chaos is essential for ideas to flourish and suggest that virtually all controls should be eradicated, allowing a multitude of minds to contribute new ideas. The studies of the complexity theory perspective have very wide application in fields such as policy design and national defense strategy.6

A responsive and flexible process needs be established within organizations for chaos to emerge – one that encourages regular input, learning, and creativity throughout the organization in order to facilitate strategic thinking. Creativity, we know from current research, requires a subtle balance between chaos and order. To foster this equilibrium, support is necessary for an atmosphere that encourages novel insights, unusual perspectives, contrarian opinions, and an abundance of data to surface and be recognized.



Chaos theory

Another contemporary, high-anxiety view of strategy is to perceive the future as totally unpredictable, uncontrollable, and chaotic. The chaos theory concept appeared first in the field of meteorology in the 1960s, when founder Edward Lorenz (of MIT) was working on a project to simulate weather patterns on a computer. Contrary to the technical rational school of thought, which has deluded executives into believing that strategy is a means of controlling the future, chaos theory refers to whether or not it is possible to make long-term predictions of any system if the initial conditions are substantially unknown.

Essentially, chaos theory contends that because the universe is a chaotic and unpredictable place, predicting what is going to happen at any given time or location is nearly impossible, because everything within a given system is ultimately connected. Therefore, an action in one place can have an effect in another place. Although chaotic systems appear to be random, beneath random behavior, patterns still emerge to suggest a kind of order. Oddly enough, chaotic systems can develop in modes that appear to be smooth and ordered.7

Acknowledging that the stock market is a nonlinear, dynamic, and chaotic system, chaos theory can be applied in order to determine the patterns behind market pricing. Aspects of chaos appear everywhere around the world. Mathematical equations for predicting how a system will act have been applied to other highly complex systems, such as ecological systems, biological systems, population growth, and epidemics, and experiments have been performed in human organizational systems. Chaos theory is really about making order from apparently random data.

From a scientific perspective, chaos theory is understandable and sensible. From a human organizational perspective, chaos theory can foster alienation and a feeling of powerlessness. From a strategic perspective, there is a certain perverted fatalism that can appeal: why bother if things are going to unravel and unfold with or without my help?

Why is chaos theory relevant to our discussion of strategic thinking? One reason for its popularity in business strategy can be linked to the post-modern worldview of social change. The ancient Greeks believed life proceeded in cycles. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, social theorists believed life moved forward in stages. Current thinking has tended to swing in the direction of believing that functioning in the world is inherently something of a gamble, with direction left largely to luck. In terms of strategy, an extreme reaction to chaos theory could be phobia about the future, which might manifest itself in executive avoidance tactics such as over-analyzing (“Let’s conduct just one more study”), through incrementalizing (“Let’s just ‘tweak’ our existing strategy”), and through over-planning every minute detail (“Let’s place each sub-phase of the timeline under the microscope lens”).

Another reason for chaos theory’s relevance to strategy is its shift in the approach to how businesses view the future. When the future was seen as a variation or a projection of the past, it was predictable; determination of the future was in the organization’s hands, and an organization could control any significant diversion from the past. In recent years, political, social, and economic events have shifted dramatically and rapidly – beyond imagination and comprehension. This experience has given rise to feelings of unpreparedness, vulnerability, and powerlessness among business leaders. Curiously, the whims of chaos offer some comfort: if the future is the convergence of chaotic forces, then it is impossible to predict and control. So, why try? In some sense, there may be a natural reassurance that comes from being absolved of responsibility for the unknowable and uncontrollable future of an organization.

Interestingly and understandably, among the corporate clients with whom I work I have noticed a diminishing emphasis on long-term sustainable strategy whenever there is imminent chaos or a major economic hurdle on the horizon. Executives tend to shift their focus from a strategic horizon to a short-term, immediate, operational success. In some companies, those responsible for strategy have actually stepped back from their strategic responsibility in an effort to perform operational triage. Such a panicked emphasis on emergency, short-term results, coupled with obsessiveness about short-term financial strength, can eventually sever the companies’ lifeline to a competitive future.

If the past is considered to be a less reliable predictor of the future than was previously believed, then chance or chaos becomes an appealing and relevant alternative to strategic planning – but not to strategic thinking. Strategic thinking becomes all the more compelling. Strategic thinking is a proposition that says we can affect the future through a strategic learning process that positions strategists as adaptive influencers in this ominously unpredictable environment, rather than as victims or as controllers.

Dealing with natural contradictions, paradoxes, and polarities is a central part of strategic thinking, especially within our globalized environment. Through the frameworks of natural order, ancient Greek history, and other cultures, contradictions, paradoxes, and polarities are not regarded as opposites with an objective to conquer, crush, or cancel. Rather, they are perceived as delicate yet durable parts of a whole that are necessary for natural strategic balance and sustainability.

The tension that is inherent in uncertainty and ambivalence is a constructive component for avoiding stagnation and maintaining a dynamic process. This same tension supports strategic thinking through its emphasis on learning, creativity, critical reflective processes, adaptability, and sustainability.

The learning theorists and the complexity theorists agree that our current competitive, unpredictable, and inconsistent business environment places unprecedented demands on our capacity to re-create resilient and sustainable strategy.

An interesting notion is to overlay complexity and chaos theories onto corporations, which are artificially constructed organizations comprised of humans – organisms of the highest level – and strategic thinking. While there are of course parallels, there are also points of diversion, namely that humans have the capacity to reflect, to think, and to feel. Although nature is extraordinarily creative and adaptive, it has, nonetheless, a vital flaw. Nature is unable to understand why it succeeds or fails.8 The renewed interest in natural order, in ancient history, and in other cultures with regard to learning to think strategically points to an implicit need to explore beyond the means that we currently use to define strategy making, and hints at a willingness to extend our search for making meaning within a broader strategic context.



Implications of the history of strategy

What does our understanding of the history of strategy have to say about learning to think strategically? Interdisciplinary thinking (i.e., management, science, mathematics, education, anthropology, philosophy, and humanities) offers a degree of convergence on the current direction of learning and strategy. Although learning has intermittently been implied in strategy literature, the management development literature increasingly echoes this convergence as well.9 At present, the pendulum appears to be moving toward a more integrated and inclusive approach to strategy, as an effective counterpoint to the highly analytic, rational, linear approach that has dominated the field since the modern industrial era of the early 1900s.

As we have seen from modern strategy history, learning figured prominently in US wartime production planning efforts. The US military financed studies, and subsequently developed instructional approaches to strategy development based on the current strategy concept – economic efficiency – which translated into operational efficiency for the military. Therefore, many of the strategy approaches to learning born of the US military were based in the technical rational concept of strategy and were eventually modified for the corporate sector.

The history of organizational strategy has shown that learning became explicit when BCG articulated the experience curve in the 1970s. Learning models such as BCG’s Growth Share Matrix implied continuous learning based on market-share analysis. Porter’s popular “five forces” model of strategic positioning emphasized the need for learning as a means to discover strategic opportunities. Both models were outgrowths of the highly structured school of strategic planning that identified strategic issues as complex problems to be solved and assumed that a “best” answer exists for a given problem. This learning assumption was supported by instructional development that promoted a multitude of skills-based problem-solving approaches and analysis techniques for various levels and types of problems, which we use extensively today.

Although acceptance of strategic thinking as an emergent process is gradually gaining momentum among academics and consulting firms and within the organizational development field, most textbooks, business school courses, and corporate development approaches do not yet fully differentiate between strategic planning and strategic thinking. The terms continue to be used almost interchangeably and with little differentiation.

Emergent strategy is aligned with a learning belief that strategy-making problems have no single correct answer – only action that is somewhat better or worse.10 All too often, I see strategists move to solve a problem before they have broadly and critically scrutinized and diverged the issue at hand. Strategic thinking is about far more than problem solving; strategic thinking suspends strategic problem solving to engage in a critical examination of the underlying assumptions that support the premise and operations, rather than focus only on the problem-solving outcome. Strategic thinking relies on the concepts of critical theory to diverge thinking and to challenge, test, and explore a strategic issue. Strategic thinking is an iterative and fluid process between divergent and convergent thinking and contains both critical and creative elements. The inherent tension of these cognitive processes requires complex cognitive functions.

The schism between strategic planning and strategic thinking is an important conceptual distinction for executives and those seeking to advocate a learning approach to strategy making for their organizations. Those responsible for facilitating strategic learning can draw from the history of strategy and the cautionary tales of leaders and organizations swept away by the next new approach or trend. Perhaps the strategy jargon has changed and the formula is updated, but is the premise dramatically new?

Furthermore, history suggests that we need not be afraid to integrate and realign bits and pieces from the various strategy approaches to imagine new configurations and experiment with possibilities. As previously mentioned, schools of strategy cycle in and out of favor, and strategy making is a dynamic and messy process. Intricate models, complicated jargon, and scientific formulas have a way of creating false security and an illusion of precision within the realm of strategy. New strategies are often a recasting of the old. In a sense, old strategic ideas never disappear entirely – they simply go underground and infiltrate new practices covertly.

While risk analysis is integral to the strategy-making process, our preoccupation with hyper-rationalization and control of what we do not understand or are unable to choose between runs counter to our human nature. On the contrary, as recalled from the ancient Greek concept of strategy, balancing “among” opposing and contradictory things is inherent to the complexity of our humanity.

Today we are at a critical juncture: we recognize that the approach to strategy that we have been using no longer generates what we need, yet we fear the unknown. We are stuck in a logical, rational planning framework, which has us spinning in our place.

If successful strategic thinking is regarded as a process of continuously asking challenging questions and critically and creatively thinking through the strategic issues, then learning to construct effective critical reflective processes is just as important as finding “the solution.” Thus, we must invest as much (if not more) in learning to think strategically as we do in pursuing strategic plans.



Strategic planning and strategic thinking: two sides of the coin

The changes in the corporate strategy function and role have implications not only for those responsible for facilitating the learning of strategic thinking, but also for all who are increasingly involved in strategic thinking. The highly analytical, data-based strategy decisions need to be strengthened with a process of challenge and testing that shifts from a linear planning model to a thinking model.

There is nothing wrong with any of the current linear planning models; they are simply insufficient for strategic thinking unless they ride in tandem with divergent thinking, critical inquiry, critical dialogue, critical reflection, and critical thinking.

Table 2.2 provides a more detailed comparison of strategic planning and strategic thinking, including how the two approaches differ conceptually, who is typically tasked with leading them, and the kinds of analysis they draw on. Hopefully, the table will paint a compelling picture not only of how strategic planning and strategic thinking differ but also of how they can complement one another in the competitive business environment.



Table 2.2 Contrast of strategic planning and strategic thinking



	Factor

	Strategic Planning

	Strategic Thinking






	Intent

	Focus on solution

Generate answers

	Focus on problem

Suspend solutions

Test for the real and right problem




	Concept

	A “product” – the plan

Analytical, logical, rational

Linear, sequential, metrics

Conducive to formal learning

Thrives on predictability

Definitive, conclusive

Resolution

Convergent

	A “process” – renewable

Re-creative, generative, adaptable

Continuous, ongoing

Anytime/anyplace/anyone

Conducive to informal learning

Insight, innovation, ideas

Thrives on tension, incongruency

Iterative

Divergent




	Key dimensions

	Financial

	Broad based, financial, innovative, sustainable, social contribution, individual development, integrity




	Anchor

	Singular, exclusive

Economics

	Multiple, inclusive

Economics, sociology, history, politics, culture, science, arts, humanities




	Formulation

	Exclusive

Executive committee

Corporate management team

VPs

Business unit heads

	Inclusive

Corporate management teams

“Pipeline” of strategists

Involvement – across, up, and down




	Analysis

	Quantitative

Neutral

Fixed, static

Objective

	Qualitative and quantitative

Subjective and objective

Relationship-based

Dynamic

Contextual

Subjective and objective
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Global sketches of strategy

History and cultural values tend to influence our orientation towards strategy. The variables that influence how people across the globe approach complex strategy challenges are vast. Socio-national identity, religion, social customs, and business practices are but a few examples. In a world that is increasingly interconnected, the importance of understanding strategic thinking across a global context cannot be overstated. Resolving difficult challenges requires an understanding of the historical and contemporary influences that inform various approaches to strategic thinking. While Chapters 1 and 2 described elements of strategic thinking in Western society, Chapter 3 takes a more global perspective.

The purpose of this chapter is not to provide an exhaustive analysis of global strategy. Instead, it will briefly explore salient sketches that highlight commonalities and differences among strategic thinkers across the globe and provide a relevant historical context. Several contemporary challenges will be outlined and a presentation of various regional or country approaches to these complex strategic challenges. We also turn back the clock to investigate historical examples of strategic thinkers and extrapolate important concepts of strategic thinking in the context of their time and place.

The first section discusses three historical strategic thinkers across the globe, such as the legendary Japanese Miyamoto Musashi, who wrote the strategy guide A Book of Five Rings in the seventeenth century. This is followed by a reference to Russian military strategist Generalissimo Prince Alexander Suvorov, who penned “The Science of Victory” in the late 1700s. The last section covers how the Arabic Bedouin tradition called Majlis has influenced leaders including Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, founder and former president of the United Arab Emirates, to institutionalize dialogue, discussion, and debate in policy making.

The second section describes the cultural influences and historical context that inform the way China and India may tend to approach complex strategic challenges. Thinking frames in China are contrasted with Western frames by comparing the games of chess and Weiqi to underscore how the concept of Guanxi, or interconnectedness, influences strategy. Strategic thinking in India is linked to Hindutva, which is a concept of a great Hindu state that transcends time. The third section looks at current geopolitical challenges on the Korean Peninsula and in Mongolia to illustrate complex challenges where historic relationships complicate modern alliances.


Three legendary strategists from across the globe and across the ages

The following three important strategists lived in different countries, societies, and times. What they share is a vital contribution to the study of strategic thinking and to human endeavor.


Miyamoto Musashi, Japan, seventeenth century

Shinmen Musashi No Kami Fujiwara No Genshin, or Miyamoto Musashi as he is more commonly known, was a legendary Japanese Samurai and strategic thinker in the early seventeenth century. The time of Musashi’s life was a relatively peaceful period in Japan’s history.1 The Samurai were considered among the social elite, yet struggled to find a means of livelihood. These Ronin Samurai roamed the countryside engaging in duels of revenge and tests of skill to increase fame and notoriety and to attract potential employers.2 Musashi is said to have fought more than 60 contests before the age of 29, and he won them all.3

In 1645 Musashi wrote A Book of Five Rings several weeks before his death as a guide for learning strategy, addressed to his pupils.4 The rings represent the elements of earth, water, fire, wind, and the void. The content is as much a how-to instruction for killing one’s enemy in combat as it is a guide for the lifelong search of wisdom through the “Way of the Sword.” According to a translated document summarizing the spirit of Musashi’s message, strategy is the craft of the warrior. The purpose is to win, and the way to win is practice.5 “When you have attained the ‘Way’ of strategy there will be not one thing that you cannot understand,” and “You will see the ‘Way’ in everything.”6

Musashi wrote that learning strategy required a broad perspective and attention to detail. He used the metaphoric polarity of “ox’s neck–rat’s head,” to describe the quick transition from broad to detailed. When preoccupied with small details (the rat’s head), we must repeatedly interchange a broad perspective (ox’s neck). When reaching an impasse in combat or life, Musashi urged his pupil to reframe the problem from a different perspective.7 He also proscribed that “in strategy it is important to see distant things as if they were close and to take a distanced view of close things.”8 He further explained, “It is important in strategy to know the enemy’s sword and not be distracted by insignificant movements,”9 and “it is necessary in strategy to look at both sides without moving the eyeballs … use this gaze in everyday life and do not vary it whatever happens.”10

Musashi also described the importance of intuition. “Language does not extend to explaining the ‘Way’ in detail, but it can be grasped intuitively.”11 Many of Musashi’s teachings end with a disclaimer that words alone cannot explain what he meant. The student must apply and experience his teachings to develop understanding. Everything is difficult at first, so the student must be deliberate and patient over the years and “step by step walk the thousand mile road” to “absorb the virtue” of his teachings.12 The spirit of his message implies that tacit knowledge enhances the senses and begets quick decisions from intuition.



Generalissimo Prince Alexander Suvorov, Russia, eighteenth century

There have been many great military strategists throughout history, but one such individual has had little fame or recognition in the world except among the Russian people. Prince Alexander Suvorov is known as one of the greatest Russian military figures of all time. He is considered to be the “father figure of Russian military thought”13 and one of “the greatest soldiers Russia ever produced.”14 Suvorov was the last Generalissimo, or the highest ranking of all generals, in Russian history. His tactical, operational, and strategic thinking influenced Russian military well into the twentieth century. Due to his profound foresight, Alexander Suvorov never lost a single battle that he commanded during his lengthy 54-year military career.

Suvorov’s greatest contribution to military strategy and thought was in his military writing, “The Science of Victory.” In this magnum opus, Suvorov heavily emphasized the “Three I’s” of initiative, intelligence, and independence of his soldiers. In linking initiative and independence, Suvorov endorsed that, on the battlefield, individual soldiers should fire when they saw fit and not at a specific target that their commanding officer had designated. With regard to intelligence, Suvorov’s soldiers stated that the general consistently asked the strangest questions of them. Such questions included “What is the distance to the moon?” “How many stars are there in the sky?” or “How many fish are there in the Danube?” – all while expecting an immediate reply. It was not the correct answer Suvorov was looking for, but rather he was testing the wit of his men and how well they responded in unfamiliar situations.15 These “Three I” attributes display the way Suvorov possessed divergent thinking, more so than his contemporaries.

In “The Science of Victory,” Suvorov refined “more than four decades of experience into a simple set of guidelines to govern the training and indoctrination of soldiers in the fundamentals of the military art.”16 The “Science of Victory” transformed Russian military thought within the Russian Empire and throughout the early twentieth century. In 1918, Communist leader Vladimir Lenin incorporated parts of Suvorov’s work into the training manuals for the Soviet Red Army. Suvorov’s ideas continue to influence military doctrine within Russia to this day.



Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, United Arab Emirates, twenty-first century

His Highness Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan was ruler of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi and president of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) since a federation of the seven Emirates of the Trucial States was established in 1971 until his death in 2004.17 As a strategic thinker, Sheikh Zayed encouraged inquiry and dialogue as a means to elicit broad ideas and insights for decision making. The British traveler Sir Wilfred Thesiger described Sheikh Zayed as “a leader that was willing to listen to people’s problems before coming to the right solution in a wise and intelligent manner.”18

Sheikh Zayed drew from an Arabian Bedouin tradition commonly referred to as Majlis to establish an open forum for dialogue, discussion, and debate about governance issues.19 Majlis, or similar traditions referenced by different names across the Arabian peninsula, serve as “sitting places” where community members gather to discuss local events, exchange news, receive guests, socialize, and transfer oral heritage. It is typically a large space with carpets on the floor and cushions against the wall open to all people.20

At an institutional level, Majlis serve as councils where a leading member of society holds an open discussion forum that allows any individual the opportunity to offer views for discussion and consideration. In 1971, while Abu Dhabi experienced rapid development, Sheikh Zayed formalized the consultation process with the National Consultative Council, a legislative body meant to connect citizens and leaders by discussing public topics and receiving citizens’ complaints or petitions.21 A similar body was created for the UAE Parliament called the Federal National Council to provide public debate of legislation amongst the UAE’s seven Emirates.22 Sheikh Zayed also helped establish the Gulf Cooperation Council, which brought together other states within the Arabian Gulf region with similar economies, history, and tribal social structures,23,24,25 demonstrating the value placed on dialogue, discussion, and debate to deepen strategic thinking.




Culture’s influence on strategic thinking


China

China’s strategic thinking can be broadly summed up in the ancient board game Weiqi, also known as Go. Compared to the Western game of chess, which is focused on tactics, Weiqi is focused on strategy. To understand how Weiqi can explain China’s approach to learning strategic thinking, one must first understand the cultural differences that divide the East from the West. One cultural difference is the concept of Guanxi or interconnectedness; in other words, it is how relationships are formed and developed between individuals and groups. In China, Guanxi is essential to the Chinese way of life. Chinese perceptions of Guanxi shape the Chinese way of thinking.26

In a speech to the United States War College regarding Chinese strategic military thinking, Lieutenant General Li Jijun, vice president of the Academy of Military Science of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army stated,


If you treat China as an enemy, you will have 1.2 billion enemies with which to contend. The price for that will be very high. In my opinion, it is time to abandon Cold War thinking once and for all. Cooperation is better than confrontation, and consultation is better than conflict. Economic policies that are mutually beneficial are preferable to economic sanctions. Mutual respect is better than discrimination, just as trust is better than suspicion.27


Jijun is expressing, conscious to him or not, Guanxi. This interconnectedness, or societal connection, drives the basis for the game Weiqi.

In Weiqi, the goal is to compete for relative gain rather than seek complete annihilation of the opponent’s forces.28 A Weiqi player needs only a slight advantage over his opponent to win the game, as opposed to chess with its destruction of a majority of pieces. Weiqi, by contrast, is a relational game where encirclement and nonaggressiveness lead to success. Concurrently, players must learn to play against their opponent using Guanxi while seeking to win the game for themselves. For a Chinese player, denying an opponent the chance to win goes against Guanxi which places emphasis on a win-win relationship. The way in which the Chinese play Weiqi can help Westerners understand how they think strategically.

As author Scott Borman states in his book, The Protracted Game,


It is safe to assume that, historically, there has probably been considerable interaction between the strategy of wei-ch’i and the strategy used in Chinese warfare. If indeed wei-ch’i and Chinese Communist Strategy are products of the same strategic tradition, wei-ch’i may be more realistically used as an analogic model of that strategy than any purely theoretical structure generated by a Western social scientist.29


For China, non-coercive measures have substantial less cost than an offensive military campaign.30 They focus more on border defense and territorial border control than territorial gain, which is not unlike the game Weiqi. Global strategists would do well to learn from the game Weiqi about the Chinese way of strategic thinking, based on the philosophy of the game and the cultural concept of Guanxi.



India

Since its independence in 1947 from the British Crown, India has wrestled with the transition between its traditional culture and the practices and influences of the modern world.31 In one sense, India’s strategic thinking can be seen as trying to preserve the past while simultaneously attempting to be a great power in modern times. Throughout its rich history, India has waxed and waned in power. From its initial birth on the Ganges River, the growth of the Vedic civilization, Muslim invasions from the northwest, nearly 200 years of British rule, to finally seeking a future on its own, India has had a patchwork of various cultures and identities that have shaped its approach to strategic thinking.32

India tends to consider itself both as an ancient civilization and also a contemporary great power.33 Part of this thinking is based on the concept of Hindustva, which is a concept of Hindu revivalism. It is the belief of a great Hindu state that transcends religion, politics, or time.34 India’s geography has also contributed to its belief of claiming a strategic position in the world. India has the Himalayas to its north, providing a natural defense while at the same time having access to numerous rivers and the Indian ocean for trade.35 Culturally in its history, India has relied upon the Arthashastra as a guide to state affairs. The Arthashastra can be viewed as an ancient Indian counterpart written prior to Machiavelli’s The Prince.36 Both manuscripts describe the political organization required and the decisions a good leader should take, albeit The Prince is written in a somewhat pejorative manner.

Due to its history as one of the first great civilizations, India tends to believe that power is granted to it naturally; in other words, that its status was given, not earned.37 This affects their strategic mindset and has influenced the way they think strategically. Part of this thinking includes goal setting. India see its goals during strategic thought as timeless, not time bound, and that strategic objectives are embedded in a long-haul outlook.38 This can be considered as a form of abstract thinking. Because of this, India has relatively gone on its own since its independence, not looking to side with any certain country more so than another. For example, during the Cold War, India took a nonalignment approach to geopolitics. This nonalignment was used for geopolitical leverage as India could receive aid from both the United States and the Soviet Union by playing each country against the other.39 This helped India to survive during its fragile first years of independence. Although it is still dependent on external sources to support various sectors in its economy and military, India has used its culture and history to shape the way it thinks strategically and how it chooses to act in future situations.




Modern strategic dilemmas


The Korean Peninsula

An old Korean proverb states that “a shrimp gets crushed to death in the fight between whales.”40

This metaphor amplifies the strategic importance and dramatic history of the diminutive peninsula among geopolitical giants. The Korean Peninsula served as a land bridge for migration, trade, and conflict for other nations’ wars.41 The ruling dynasties of China viewed Korea as a strategic land buffer against Japanese continental encroachment. Russia viewed Korea as an obstacle to southward expansion in search of a warm water port. And Japan used Korea as a gateway to continental accretion, a defensive buffer and as a source of agriculture for Japanese industrialization.42

Korea’s relationships with major powers offered security at the expense of sovereignty and susceptibility to changes in international politics.43 Korea aligned with China to preserve its national identity and discourage invasion. The rise of Japanese imperialism in the late nineteenth century marginalized Sino-Korean relations.44 The Korean War between North and South Korea in 1950 escalated to a proxy war between world powers. Though the hostilities ceased in 1953, unresolved tensions remain.45 Today, neighbors China and Japan are the world’s second- and third-largest economies.46 The United States, as the world’s largest economy, views the peninsula as a key node for national interests and is deeply entrenched in Korean affairs.47

North and South Korea appear increasingly dichotomous despite shared history, language, geography, and kinship. North Korea is isolated and tightly controlled under the Kim Communist dictatorship.48 Guided by “Juche” ideology (meaning self-reliance), North Korea has invested heavily in defense and boasts the world’s largest standing army, despite economic hardship.49 South Korea is a vibrant democracy and trading power experiencing rapid economic growth and a wave of cultural influence around the world.50

Strategic thinking on the Korean Peninsula is complex. Current South Korean President Moon Jae In must balance tension between outreach to North Korea and the security relationship with the United States; autonomy and dependence; relations with China and competing US interests; antagonism towards Japan and the need to work within the US alliance structure.51 North Korea’s current leader Kim Jong Un must balance the tension between self-reliance “Juche” and economic support; regime preservation and international relevance.52 While Kim Jong Un’s pursuit of nuclear weapons aims to achieve regime stability and strength relative to major powers, he risks potentially provoking international outrage, potential preemptive intervention, and loss of critical life support from China. The modern resurgence of China, Japan, and Russian influence will assuredly complicate future relationships.



Mongolia

Mongolia is a unique country that is landlocked between two culturally diverse and powerful countries, Russia and China. It is a large, sparsely populated country with just under half of its population located within a single city – its capital, Ulaanbaatar. In its history, Mongolia has been part of one of the largest empires in the world, and now it is a relatively confounded state that is trying to make meaning in the regional and international world. This is the contradiction that drives Mongolia’s strategic thinking. How does a small country fend for itself in a highly competitive region?

Presently Mongolia is classified as a weak power state. A weak power state is one that has a less developed economy, smaller military capabilities, a less proactive foreign policy, smaller resources, and regional rather than global interests.53 Because of its status, Mongolia’s strategic thinking has been perpetually based on the polarity of how a weak power state survives being trapped between Russia, a former superpower and China, a current rising one.

Throughout its history, Mongolia has had to find a way to use its small population size to effectively deal with the outside world. During the time of Genghis Khan, the strategy used was to make its small army seem numerically superior to its enemies. Khan would cleverly dress prisoners in Mongol military uniforms or have prisoners carry military flags so as to make it seem that his army was vastly larger than it really was. Some cities would sooner surrender rather than fight due to the sight of this Mongol “horde.”54

In modern times, Mongolia has had to use its status as a weak power to defend itself against both Russia and China. It has done this through the use of weak state strategic balancing with China. This strategy has included cooperation with NATO and the UN so as to have a potential deterrent to rely on against Chinese military or political aggression.55 Mongolia has also signed joint declarations with Russia that state that mutual disputes would be resolved by peaceful means and force or threat would not be used against each other.56 These few examples show the way in which Mongolia’s perseverance can be attributed to its success of strategic thinking and the balance that arises from the proposed solutions that polarity thinking produces.57
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I

Summary and questions

Contemporary Western strategy is rooted in technical rationality, the late nineteenth-century view of knowledge that was based on the philosophical legacy of positivism. Technical rationality sought to solve problems through rigorous application of scientific theory and methodology. This basis for contemporary strategy originated at the height of the industrial revolution and was profoundly influential in shaping the notion of strategy to the principles underlying technical rationality. Strategy, consistent with other notions of the day, needed to adhere to the tenants of proof and predictability, and resolve to be systematic, specialized, and standardized. Corporations, governments, and other organizations remain yoked to this worldview today despite the substantially more complex reality of today’s world. Executives and leaders today must deal with vastly complex strategic problems that are rife with paradox, ambiguity, and contradiction.

The ancient Greeks saw these polar, paradoxical, complex, and competing elements of strategic problems as not only natural but also entirely necessary for understanding their world and developing strategic thought. Successful armies and leaders of the time adopted the concept of metos and the subjective relational notion, but it was slowly lost to process-based approaches as both armies and nations grew. The same shift occurred in late twentieth-century corporations; strategy shifted to the concept of deliberate strategic planning that was formulated by a select few at the top of an organization.

Successful strategic thinkers seek to expose and rigorously challenge the underlying premise of a strategy by suspending solutions in an effort to identify the essence of the strategic problem. This suspension process naturally creates tension that is constructive and critical to enabling strategic thinking. It supports agility and innovative thought. Engaging in the critical reflective processes of critical inquiry, critical dialogue, critical reflection, and critical thinking is key to understanding the complexity of strategic problems. Yet, the process is often overlooked as leaders race to find an expedient solution to a complex problem. Like the ancient Greeks, successful strategists must embrace paradox and find ways to move fluidly among the cognitive functions that support strategic thinking, strategic planning, and strategic implementation.

Viewing strategic thinking from a more global perspective, it is clear that culture, religion, social customs, identity, and history certainly influence how people across the globe approach complex challenges. We briefly explored a few select examples of well-known strategists from different time periods and regions of the world in an effort to provide a mere sketch of several important approaches to strategic thinking. China and India were described as two examples of how culture and history influenced strategy. Also, we explored several modern regional dilemmas currently in need of good strategy. Throughout, various concepts of strategic thinking illustrated how it can be approached quite differently across the globe, yet common characteristics, competencies, and concepts of strategic thinking have endured over time.

Miyamoto Musashi was a legendary Samurai in Japan during the seventeenth century. For Musashi, the purpose of strategy was to win. The pursuit of strategic thinking was a lifelong journey consisting of experience, practice, and reflection. He purported that tacit knowledge informs intuition which enhances the senses. Musashi famously used metaphor to describe complex concepts, and he implored his pupils to quickly shift focus between close and distanced objects. Prince Alexander Suvorov was a Russian military strategist during the eighteenth century who emphasized initiative, intelligence, and independence. He employed inquiry and strongly encouraged divergent thinking. Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan was the founder and is currently president of the United Arab Emirates. He drew from an Arabian Bedouin tradition called Majlis to establish formal and informal forums for dialogue, discussion, and debate to resolve complex issues.

In China, the concept of Guanxi, or interconnectedness, encourages cooperation, relationships, and mutual gain as opposed to aggressive confrontation or distributive conflict. India consists of various cultures and identities that have shaped its notion of strategic thinking. Yet, the Hindu concept of Hindutva transcends religion, politics, or time. The abstract approach to timeless goals amplifies how strategic thinking can be forward thinking, future oriented, and non-linear.

Modern dilemmas on the Korean Peninsula underscore the need for strategic thinking. North and South Korea are increasingly dichotomous despite a shared history, language, and kinship. South Korea President Moon Jae In is facing the insurmountable tension of a massive strategic AND polarity: consequential outreach to North Korea AND the security relationship with alliances. North Korea’s Kim Jong Un must deal with the inherent tension between self-reliance “Juche” and dependence on allies. Mongolia, on a different note, must remain adaptive and agile to exist between two unpredictable giants, China and Russia, and to increase its relative strength and influence in the region and deter invasion from its neighbors.


	1 	Are there elements of technical rationality that you notice within your organizational culture? How is the technical rational approach reinforced in your organization’s approach to strategy?

	2 How has the approach to strategy within your organization been influenced by trends within your industry? Discuss any aspects of those trends that may have been influenced by technical rationality.

	3 Discuss some examples of how society at large reinforces a technical rational perspective.

	4 How do culture, history, and geography affect the learning of strategic thinking?

	5 Why is it important for leaders to understand socio-cultural-historical influences on strategic thinking across the globe?

	6 How does your own history and culture affect your orientation to strategic thinking? What do you consider to be the strengths and weaknesses of your history and culture as an influence on your own strategic thinking?

	7 Are there values and insights that US sports such as baseball and American football teach in terms of approaches to strategic thinking?

	8 How could leaders within your organization benefit from understanding orientations to strategic thinking across the globe?







II

How do we learn to think strategically?

Formal learning takes a backseat to informal learning


We receive three educations,
One from our parents,
One from our school-masters,
And
One from the world.
The third contradicts
All that the first two teach us.

—Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755), French political philosopher





4

What is strategic thinking?

Moving forward to how we learn to think strategically, let’s start with what strategic thinking is. It can be baffling to discover that the term strategic thinking has become a synonym or substitute for lots of vague notions over the past few years. It has unfortunately, become an overused, misused, and under-defined term. While there are many definitions of strategic thinking – some competing and some complementary – I have created and work with the definition of strategic thinking as a problem-focused, intent-driven approach to strategy based on critical theory that is supported by a complex cluster of cognitive capabilities that are distinct and different from strategic planning. This cognitive cluster includes a complex set of cognitive functions, a-rational thinking, and the critical reflective processes (critical inquiry, critical reflection, critical dialogue, and critical thinking).

Furthermore, I define the purpose of strategic thinking as being problem focused rather than solution focused, to suspend problem solving until the real and the right problem has been identified so that an innovative strategic solution can eventually be planned and implemented. I believe that strategic thinking is a sustainable capability that can be enacted anytime and anyplace by engaging in a rigorous process of diverging and challenging the underlying premise of a strategy, and to generate new options as a means to creating a winning innovative strategy. Strategic thinking is both an ongoing rigorous process and a distinct and critical mindset.


Strategic thinking is a problem-focused, intent-driven approach to strategy based on critical theory and supported by a complex cluster of cognitive capabilities that are distinct and different from strategic planning.


Drawing on the critical theory of Jürgen Habermas, the preeminent twentieth-century German philosopher and scholar, I consider both a creative and a critical element to strategic thinking – a divergent and a deep-dive thinking aspect. Habermas established the theory of communicative reason, which distinguishes itself from the rationalist tradition of a reliance on scientific experts and bureaucrats providing logical, rational, instrumental, and efficient problem solving. His theory of communicative reason rests on the argument of universal pragmatism and democratic participation through the use of critical reflective processes in complex problem solving. In other words, Habermas perceived that organizations suppressed the communicative and critical reflective processes by permitting associations, the government, and markets to control complex decisions through the use of strategic and instrumental rationality, so that the logic of the system supplants the workings of the real-life world.1

If we consider the vantage point of the overall environment in which leaders are tasked with making strategy today, strategy professor Rita McGrath succinctly states in her book, The End of Competitive Advantage, that


The assumption of sustainable advantage creates a bias toward stability that can be deadly … rather than stability being the normal state of things and change being the abnormal thing, it is actually the other way around. Stability, not change, is the state that is more dangerous in highly dynamic competitive environments.2


In search of the holy grail, business and government sectors are inundated with strategy models, methodologies, and approaches. The focus, however, should not be to find the perfect model, as our strategy environment is far too unpredictable, unstable, and uncertain; rather, the focus needs to be on strengthening people’s strategic thinking capability. We need to understand how to learn to think strategically. As strategic thinking researcher Lara Jelenc notes, “The strategy focus must change from the models to the subject of strategy – people.”3 Once we have an understanding of what strategic thinking is, we can proceed with endless options for development. In this way, people can become strategic assets in the most fundamental and sustainable way.


Cognitive Clusters for Strategic Thinking and Strategic Planning™

As mentioned in the definition I offer in the previous section, strategic thinking includes a specific set of complex cognitive capabilities that are distinctly different from those required of strategic planning. Figure 4.1 shows a cluster of cognitive functions that are required for strategic thinking. These cognitive functions include conceptual, divergent, a-rational, generative, nonlinear, metaphoric, conceptual, abstract, panoramic, polarity, symbolic, intuitive, and creative cognitive processes, as well as critical reflective processes. The intent of strategic thinking is to suspend problem solving in order to diverge and deep-dive with critical reflective processes. How often do we rush to solve a so-called strategic problem without taking the time to explore and critically examine the fundamental premise of the problem, to determine if we have the real problem, and explore alternative perspectives and propositions?


[image: Figure 4.1]
Figure 4.1 Cognitive Clusters for Strategic Thinking and Strategic Planning™



The complexity of the cognitive functions required of strategic thinkers is interesting to note, as we consider how little of formal strategy course content and time are devoted to strengthening and enhancing this cluster. Creating a winning and sustainable strategy is dependent on this cluster, yet a scant amount of emphasis is given to this cluster in our traditional business and policy educational curricula. Among the most challenging cognitive functions is what I refer to as AND polarity thinking, which thrives on the tension of competing and contradictory elements to fuel imaginative and innovative thought. Another curious distinction of this cluster is the visual emphasis, on “seeing” strategy from a broad panoramic perspective. Strategic thinking requires the ability to flexibly use this cluster of cognitive functions.

By contrast, the intent of strategic planning is to solve a strategic problem. As indicated in Figure 4.1, strategic planning requires the cognitive functions of convergent, concrete, linear, analytical, rational, reductionist, literal, objective, and logical thinking.

While one cluster is not superior to the other, each cluster is distinctly different. Interestingly, the cognitive cluster that supports strategic planning can impede and even undermine the cognitive cluster required of strategic thinking, and vice versa.

Within our conventional formal education, the strategic planning cluster receives fair attention and support. Can the same be said about the strategic thinking cluster? What are the implications of this for the future of global business strategy? Government policy? Military strategy? National defense? Good strategists learn, develop, and are adept at both clusters, as the two clusters are complementary.

Strategy is considered to be among the most important leadership responsibilities.4 Yet, the formal educational lens tends to focus primarily on the cognitive cluster that rewards and supports strategic planning – with sparse attention given to the highly complex cluster that is essential for strategic thinking. Given our complex, unpredictable, constant, and rapidly changing environment, we need strategic leaders who have the ability to pendulate between the two clusters. My hope is that by understanding these cognitive clusters (Figure 4.1) and the accompanying informal learning process, leaders can build their strategic thinking capability and expand their cognitive repertoire as a means to enriching their contribution to strategy.



The Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™

As a practical way to clarify the considerable confusion around the term strategic thinking, I have created the following Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ in Figure 4.2 as a visual representation of strategic thinking, strategic planning, and strategic implementation. I find the model to be helpful to position strategic thinking within a broader strategy framework, and as a means to support the learning of strategic thinking. The following model can also be useful to identify individual, team, and organizational habits, strengths, and development needs.

This model appears as a rather simple illustration of how these three domains of strategic thinking, strategic planning, and strategic implementation are connected as part of a whole strategy process. Yet, as previously discussed, each domain is distinctly different in terms of the underlying cognitive cluster that supports it.

This model is an iterative triangle with movable “dots” that come in and out of focus depending on the strategic business need at any given moment. Sometimes I find that executives confuse the triangle for a smooth, linear, sequential circle because of an over-simplified, idealized misconception that strategy is a cycle – starting with strategic thinking during “strategy season,” then moving to strategic planning, and predictably concluding with implementation over the course of a year. Another misconception is that strategy is a seamless process consisting of three equal segments. It would be convenient if this were the case; but in our rapidly changing real business life, the process is actually a highly iterative, uneven, back-and-forth, boomerang process. It is dynamic, not static or invariable. Although we may wish to have a clean linear flow among the domains, it is not quite so simple or orderly. These domains are not separate or sequenced entities. In conversation with a Swedish technology CEO, he noted quite adamantly his experience with the strategy domains.
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Figure 4.2 The Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™




I tell you honestly that two things happen when I work on my strategy. Yes, I make a tight plan to appease the investors and to put in[to] the report. (laughter) It looks like A-B-C-D! This is the easy part (more laughter). It is quite routine – anyone can do this. Then there is another part that is very different. I would say it is totally confusing; it is exciting – and it is when my adrenaline runs! Like a heavy working out to prepare for a new destination. I do not know how to describe it. I am in a different place in my head. I can only focus on one of these ways or the other at a time because the way I think when I am in this place is very different from the other. This idea that strategy is linear or that it follows a flow is false. It is not. It is risky and messy. For me, it is helpful to know which is my focus at the time. The actual process? It bounces between messy and messier! (laughter)


The characteristics of each strategy domain follow.


Strategic thinking

Let us start with strategic thinking, since that is the emphasis of this book. As we discussed earlier in this chapter, the intent of strategic thinking is not to find solutions. Rather, the intent of strategic thinking is to suspend solutions, in order to diverge the problem and to dive deeply into the underlying premise of the issue in an attempt to challenge assumptions and to identify the correct strategic problem. While this may run counter to conventional approaches to strategy, it is not uncommon for businesses to be in the midst of a strategy implementation only to discover that the real problem has not been addressed, or to realize their plan is antiquated or partial. Exasperating and frustrating, it is often an indication of the absence of strategic thinking.

Strategic thinking is often well outside the comfort zone of those tasked with developing a strategy. Strategic thinking is divergent in nature, non-linear, highly intuitive, and emotional, uses critical reflective processes (critical inquiry, critical dialogue, critical thinking, critical reflection), and is iterative, a-rational, and inefficient. Tension is an important part of strategic thinking.



Strategic planning

In stark contrast to strategic thinking, the intent of strategic planning is to solve problems. It is convergent in nature, linear, rational, logical, devoid of emotion, analytical, and efficient. In strategic planning, our aim is to eliminate tension through resolution in the form of elimination and reductionist thinking with the explicit aim of moving toward a solution. Thousands of linear, analytical models of strategic planning exist today; many are excellent for the purpose of finding a solution in a predictable and relatively stable context. However, none of the strategic planning models are a substitute for strategic thinking, as both the purpose and the process of these two domains, or “dots” on the Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™, are distinctly different based on their respective underlying cognitive clusters.



Strategic implementation

And lastly, let us consider the characteristics of strategic implementation, as it tends to be everybody’s favorite and is ultimately, the aim of any successful strategy. Strategic implementation is “doing it!” This domain is also highly convergent, rational, logical, and linear in nature. A quick reminder: while executives sometimes assume that there is nothing strategic about implementation, the intent of implementation is to be strategically aligned with a delineated strategic plan that has already been rigorously tested and challenged through strategic thinking.

The three domains on the Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ are connected by what I envision as imaginary “elastic bands” as a reminder that a successful strategy requires all three domains, though not in particular succession. The domains are inseparable and are interdependent upon each other. Each is significant to the business success, but each plays a different role and proceeds to come in and out of focus depending on the business need. And those who participate in strategy conversations need to inquire about the strategic focus.


[image: Figure 4.3]
Figure 4.3 The Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ in operation, with strategic thinking in focus at the forefront



Depending on the business need, one domain advances to the forefront at any given time, in a highly fragmented, oscillating manner, while the other two domains recede, as indicated in Figure 4.3. As previously mentioned, since strategy is a key leadership responsibility, it is a leader’s role to determine and to state which strategy domain needs to be brought into focus and to zoom in and out accordingly as the business circumstance requires. Leaders need to develop the habit of pressing a metaphorical “pause button” at any point in the strategy process to advance the appropriate domain to the forefront; sometimes for a brief meeting and other times for a period of several months. Using the Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ requires agility of thought, constant cognitive shifting, and getting comfortable with the fluidity that is inherent within the strategy framework.

Executives often ask how long they should focus on one domain or the other. My answer usually is that it depends on the business need. The length of time given to any one domain of strategy is variable, and it tends not to be the same duration or sequence twice. The rhythm of the movement among the domains is different with each strategy case because the particular factors and circumstances are different. As a favorite Indian proverb states, “When the pear is ripe, it falls from the tree.” This uncertainty and imprecision is part of the risk involved in leading strategy.


Despite strategic thinking being a highly informal, iterative, and social process, there is a rigor and discipline to learning it that is distinct and different from that which is required of strategic planning.


The Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ is highly dynamic. While thinking obviously occurs within all three domains, as we discussed earlier, the specific cognitive cluster that underlies each domain is distinctly different. Those who lead strategy conversations would do well to become adept and agile at all three; being capable of moving fluidly and seamlessly from one strategy domain to another based on the business need. One caveat that strategists want to avoid is an over-reliance on any one of the three domains.

Historically, most of the strategy literature has emphasized the importance of the domains of strategic planning and implementation, or the existing gap between these two domains. Yet, without an understanding of how successful strategists learn to think strategically, the gap between strategic planning and implementation will inevitably only become only wider.

Despite strategic thinking being a highly informal, iterative, and social process, there is a rigor and discipline to learning it that is distinct and different from that which is required of strategic planning. My practice seeks to support learning to think strategically and to embed it within an organization. This is based on the belief and the findings from my studies that suggest strategic thinkers reside within all levels and across all functions and geographic locations of an organization. Strategic thinking is not the by-product of position, precedence, or status. It is not an elitist function. It is learnable.




Notes

1 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy.

2 McGrath, The End of Competitive Advantage, 7.

3 Jelenc, “The Impact of Strategic Management Schools and Strategic Thinking on the Performance of Croatian Entrepreneurial Practice,” 6.

4 Brookings Institute, Center for Leadership Capacity Services. Office of Personnel Management. “Strategic Thinking.” Internal document, January 2011.
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Informal and formal learning defined

So how do we actually learn to think strategically? The CEO of a leading privately owned Polish manufacturing company offered one explanation:


It’s not so simple as step by step. [Strategy] is not a formula or a simple pattern. It is a complex, constantly developing process; it is not an ordered process. Making strategy is not a straight line – I don’t sit at my desk and just build it like a model.


A Japanese financial executive declared:


I don’t even like the word strategy. It seems to mean that it is a model or … fixed steps to follow. To be frank, I think all the models and theories, they are only complicated planning ideas. Strategy is not so orderly.


Throughout this book, informal learning is contrasted with formal learning because, as previously noted, it is the informal learning approach – rather than the formal one – that successful strategists credit with influencing their own learning. These preferences were echoed by the CEO of an American technology company who matter-of-factly stated:


It’s a hard thing to describe – I wouldn’t say it’s at all step by step. It’s more like a ball or something that’s spinning. It’s not even a single thing. And nothing truly strategic has ever occurred to me in the office. Never.


Another president of a manufacturing company endorsed strategic thinking as an informal process, noting:


It’s not this kind of problem solving, formula, straight-line thinking – it’s more about just opening up – seeing what kinds of opinions you can draw on. How many different perspectives can you find? What precedent has been set? Is there a new twist you can give? It’s not very linear.


As explained in previous chapters, strategic thinking is nonlinear and a-rational and does not occur within a prescribed time and place. Drawing from the interviews I conducted with successful corporate strategists, clearly, we learn strategic thinking informally. In discussions about strategic thinking, learning is generally not the first word to emerge, and yet learning must be the foundation of strategic thinking if we are to have any hope of developing innovative, competitive, adaptive, and sustainable capacities within organizations. In order to encourage learning, we need to understand what informal learning is and how it applies to strategic thinking. To Henry Mintzberg, the essence of strategy making is the process of learning as we act. As he reminds us: “Strategies can develop inadvertently, without the conscious intention of senior management, often through a process of learning… . Learning inevitably plays a, if not the, crucial role in the development of novel strategies.”1


Informal learning

Informal learning warrants particular attention in order to understand how successful executives learn to think strategically, for the strategy and learning literature concur that it is informal learning, rather than formal learning, that most influences strategic thinking. However, current strategic development practices have not necessarily caught up with this notion.

During recent years, as informal learning has come into vogue, the term has sometimes been used to refer loosely to any “accidental” behavior outside predicted or anticipated norms – learning related or not. Day-to-day workplace banter makes little differentiation between informal and formal learning, and the word informal is becoming a convenient catch-all term among executive development practitioners.

This chapter establishes informal learning as the predominant learning approach used to think strategically. The next chapter presents the reflections of successful strategists on the impact of formal learning. The final chapter of this part discusses the factors of context and transfer on the strategic thinking process.

Several definitions are offered as a simple way of differentiating formal and informal learning. Informal learning is regarded as learning that is predominantly unstructured, unplanned, experiential, non-institutional, and non-routine. Informal learning takes place as people go about their daily activities at work, at play, or elsewhere. By contrast, formal learning is considered to be structured, planned, pre-programmed, and institutionally sponsored classroom-based learning where a trainer, teacher, manager, professor, or some other “education agent” is responsible for planning, implementing, and evaluating the learning that occurs.

Let us not forget that we human beings are, by our very nature, learning beings. We learn all the time by identifying and solving problems, observing other people, asking questions of friends and colleagues, requesting advice and help, and accessing records of human experience, such as stories, books, and online information. Although many people associate learning with their educational experiences, most learning actually occurs outside any formal educational environment and is often simultaneous to our struggle with the challenges of daily life and work. Learning to think strategically also follows this informal pattern.

A Hong Kong technology executive explained that strategy


is not really a step-by-step process. It’s not that black and white. It’s more ongoing and not really a structured sort of thing. There isn’t anything methodical or scientific about it. I don’t think strategically in a meeting. It’s just where I state my thinking – if I’m lucky!


According to adult learning theorists Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins, informal learning is “predominantly experiential and non-institutional, non-routine, and often tacit.”2 By its nature, informal learning cannot be fully pre-programmed. Informal learning arises spontaneously within the context of people following interests as they arise. Informal learning can be planned or unplanned and involves some degree of awareness that learning is taking place. Informal learning is driven by our everyday preferences, choices, and intentions. Self-directed learning, social learning, mentoring, coaching, networking, learning from mistakes, and trial and error are some common kinds of informal learning.



Incidental and intentional learning

Two subcategories of informal learning are particularly relevant to strategic thinking: intentional and incidental learning. Intentional learning is what we expect or anticipate we will learn. For example, if I have a phone conversation with the company’s finance director to discuss a currency-valuation formula and I learn a new currency-valuation formula, then intentional learning has occurred.


Much of the learning involved in thinking strategically is informal – either incidental or intentional in nature.


On the other hand, incidental informal learning is “a byproduct of some other activity, such as task accomplishment, interpersonal interaction, sensing the organization, trial-and-error experimentation, or even formal learning,” as adult learning researchers Marsick and Watkins explain.3

Using our preceding example, I may incidentally learn not to trust the finance director’s department because, during the conversation, I also hear that they have a very high staff turnover rate. I may become suspicious of the department because, in my belief system, longevity signifies stability and stability is an indicator of trust.

Incidental learning is unintentional and unexpected. We are virtually never conscious that it is occurring, as its modes include learning by doing, learning from mistakes, and learning through a series of covert interpersonal experiments. This type of learning is tacit, taken for granted, and implicit in its assumptions and actions.



Table 5.1 Description of informal (intentional and incidental) learning*



	

	Types of Informal Learning




	


	
Intentional

	
Incidental






	Characteristics

	Experiential

Non-institutional

Controlled by learner

Somewhat planned, but may not be a primary aim

Expect learning outcomes, but they may differ from those expected

Non-classroom site

Fair predictability of outcomes

	Experiential

Not planned

Not intentional

By-product of other activities

Unclear, unpredictable outcomes




	Examples

	Self-directed learning

Coaching

Networking

Personal study

Mentoring

Distance learning

Feedback

Performance planning

Experimentation

Research

Trial and error

	Involvement

Mistakes

Assumptions

Beliefs, values

Attributions

Hidden curricula in formal learning






* Modified from Marsick and Watkins, Informal and Incidental Learning in the Workplace.


As we will see in this chapter and the next, much of the learning involved in thinking strategically is informal – either incidental or intentional in nature. Table 5.1 outlines types of informal learning and describes some of the characteristics and examples of each type.4

In my practice, I notice that strategic thinking can be greatly enhanced by an awareness of intentional and incidental learning. Both influence our perceptions of situations, and we bring those perceptions to strategic discussions. A heightened awareness of intentional and incidental learning can help to eradicate our blind spots and lead to seeing new strategic possibilities for development.

Education theorist Peter Jarvis distinguishes formal, nonformal, and informal education by stating:


Formal [education] situations are bureaucratic, organized, nonformal situations but not necessarily in a bureaucratic environment, and informal situations are ones where there are no prespecified environments, although there are always covert, procedures of interaction.5


Many of the executives I interviewed describe instances of incidental learning as they engaged in strategy making. The Hong Kong technology executive implied incidental learning in his process of information gathering when he explained:


What’s happened to me a lot is, when I go for regulatory data or legal data, it’s easy to get – straightforward. You know exactly what you need. Then I talk about it and play out different impact scenarios with people here, and also with counsel, and expert advisors … and honestly, I’ve been burned a lot (laughter). And what I’ve really learned in looking back is that I can’t trust anybody when it comes to data – not the analysts, not the publishers, not even my advisors or mates here. You just can’t trust people with data. You have to look behind the curtain.


His intentional learning was retrieval of accurate data; what he learned incidentally through his experiences of gathering information was that he could not trust people involved in the data-collection process.

Interestingly, while we often intend to glean factual information from the data we gather, we also learn “other stuff” incidentally. In the case of the executives whom I interviewed, they all learned incidentally not to trust the media that publish the data, and sometimes even the data itself. Also, they learned incidentally to gauge boundaries among competitors and to weigh trust levels with colleagues and rivals – primarily through personal interactions and industry-culture mores when they attended trade shows, conferences, and meetings.


Thinking strategically does not tend to happen in meetings or at work – it occurs informally outside work in a very nonlinear manner.


Coaching, feedback, networking, and personal study are some common forms of intentional learning. The incidental learning of the executives in my study is apparent in their differing responses presented in Table 5.2.6



Formal learning refuted

What role do all the strategy courses and consulting seminars play in learning to think strategically? There is a seemingly weak and unconvincing role, according to the interview data. Again, differentiating between learning to think strategically and learning to plan systematically is important. As noted earlier, thinking strategically does not typically happen in meetings or at work – thinking strategically tends to occur informally, outside work, and in a nonlinear manner. This point is interesting for those responsible for strategic development. Thinking strategically is a considerably more conceptual and complex exercise than rational, sequential, and linear planning.



Table 5.2 Incidental and intentional learning acquired from information gathering



	Learning Source

	Approach

	Intentional Learning

	Incidental/Actual Learning






	Self-study

	Journals

Publications

Newsletters

Newspapers

Professional papers

Reports

	Technical information

Legal demographics

Regulations

Trends

Projections

Statistical data

	Technical and professional information

Not to trust all data or sources

Inaccurate/misleading information

Contradictions

Hidden motive to publications

Need to verify data




	Professional meetings

	Conferences

Conventions

Trade shows

Lectures

Government meetings

Financial

Currency meetings

	Competitor reports

Financial reports

Industry standards

Industry projections

Regulatory policies

Legal information

	New ideas

Different products and inventions

Inside information/gossip

“Political” savvy

Need to withhold information

Realistic data

Intellectual stimulation

Credibility “testing” of competitors

Not to trust all official data

One’s position can create dangerous distance from reality – and skew projections




	Colleagues

	CEO

President

CFO

COO

Associates

Partners

	Specific information

New ideas

Different perspectives

	Intellectual stimulation

Reactions

New ideas

Different perspectives

Gossip/agendas/hidden motives




	Professional associates

	Journalists

Experts

Other business leaders

Government officials

Politicians

	New ideas

Different information

	Intellectual stimulation

Challenge

Testing

New ideas

Different perspectives




	Strangers

	Students

Airline and train passengers

Friends of friends

People in stores

People in coffee shops

	Opinions

Ideas

Reactions

Feedback

	Reality check

Different perspective

New names of inventors/innovators/products

New ideas

Different, informal data

Good questions

Opinions

Intellectual stimulation







When senior executives were asked a series of questions about how they learned to make strategy, none referenced any formal learning approaches (e.g., courses, models, schools of thought, and theory), except through negative connotation. The executives were asked to identify background factors, particular people, or circumstances that influenced them, and to name the things to which they pay particular attention when thinking strategically. Not only were the executives negative in their recollections of formal strategy-making approaches, but also, they discredited these formal approaches or assessed them as factors of non-influence.

Formal approaches to learning tended to be rejected in favor of an informal approach, which referred primarily to experience. The formal education and training that the executives received were dismissed outright as being irrelevant to their actual learning for how to make good strategy. Therefore, formal education for strategy making appears to have been neither an asset nor an impediment to their learning. Such irrelevance is sobering, especially if we consider the budgets that are allocated for strategy courses.

A Japanese financial executive concluded: “Most of what I learned in courses was only technique – like a nice craft.” And a German manufacturing executive said: “I tell [junior executives] they must talk to many people and read everything. And I tell them not to worry about learning about the models of strategy. (laughter)” When asked to explain more about this, she continued:


You know, I have taken strategy courses in Germany from American consulting firms and I have read many books on how to make strategy. So I understand you have so many models to choose from. But they are not accurate to what really happens if you must be responsible for good strategy – because [strategic thinking] is not systematic.


This specter of doubt regarding the contribution of formal learning was further reflected by a young president of a US technology company who said:


I learned about strategy when I was getting my MBA, but it was mostly about, umm, you know, umm, well see, I can’t even remember! (laughter) I think it was mostly just theories and models for analysis and whatever. This is not about thinking strategically. Maybe they’re okay for planning.

I will be honest with you, I haven’t used any of [the models]. I don’t think what I learned – all of these different models and theories – is practical. It’s maybe okay for planning, but strategy is so much bigger, and I don’t think this way. You know, I think it’s much better – much better, to just teach people to talk to each other and to think in a hard way.


When asked to name the most important points to include if he were teaching a course on making strategy, this same executive responded by saying: “I don’t think I’d teach strategy as a separate course, I think that’s a mistake. I’d want to use a more integrative approach – teach thinking and world affairs – that’s how you get people to start thinking strategically.”

Traditional approaches to developing strategic thinking have largely been formal and instrumental, ritualistic and mechanistic, with a lopsided emphasis on analytics. While such an emphasis is indeed valuable to strategic planning, this emphasis is only one side of the coin. A reaction to its failure is the growing interest in informal learning and its role in learning to think strategically. However, just because the influence of formal learning has been refuted and disregarded, we need not discard it from strategy development. In other words, there is no need to throw the baby out with the bath water. However, this questioning of the role of formal learning in strategy making presents an invitation to reconsider what is working and what is not in the disconnection of learning and development.

If one of the fundamental assumptions about “teaching” is that it supports learning, then we must better understand how we learn to think strategically, in order to “teach” or facilitate such learning. Those responsible for facilitating strategic thinking must leverage individual learning, organizational learning, and informal and formal learning in order to build capacity for sustainable, innovative, long-term strategic performance.

Learning alone does not produce such an outcome. Learning itself is not the end result of thinking strategically. Only when learning is specifically targeted toward the creation of an innovative, adaptable, and winning strategy does learning to think strategically contribute real value to an organization.

The traditional approach to developing strategic thinking is most often anchored in a planning model rather than in a process-based model for learning and creation. The planning model of strategic thinking offers very little emphasis on creative thinking, long-term thinking, critical reflection, critical dialogue, challenge, or testing. We must regard strategic thinking as a continuous learning process rather than as a sequence of steps resulting in a strategy “product.”

As previously mentioned, formal learning was consistently refuted among the successful strategists as a primary source of influence on learning to think strategically. Reflecting on the factors that were most influential in his learning to think strategically, an executive of a Hong Kong technology company described the way he learned to think strategically:


I think I had a pretty good education; I went to Harvard for my MBA, studied in France – so that was probably good for basic education. But to be honest, I don’t remember much about strategic thinking. (laughter) Maybe I just don’t remember specifics – but I’ve learned the most important things traveling and living in a different country. These are the things that really contribute to enriching your thinking – you know, you get to see all kinds of things and hear things. And most of it doesn’t make sense at the time. But that – knowing how to make sense of things – that’s what’s required, I think, for learning to think strategically.


His point of sense making reminds us that knowledge is not always the outcome of learning. Rather, the learning outcome is the experience itself and the meaning that individuals give to the experience, as suggested by learning theorists Peter Jarvis7 and Jack Mezirow.8 In terms of learning, Mezirow sees learning as


The social process of construing and appropriating a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience as a guide to action. The learning process, as meaning making, is therefore focused, shaped, and delimited by our frames of references.9


Among the executives interviewed, travel was a dominant theme. Interestingly, they described travel as an influential factor in how they learned to think strategically. For example, when probed about the role that traveling and working in a foreign country contributed to his learning, this same technology executive explained:


You’re constantly working with mounds of information that seem unrelated, and so much data, and a lot of unknown variables … so it’s a game. You’re always working with an incomplete entity – it’s frustrating, but also exciting in a way. That’s what it’s like to make strategy!


The oldest executive in the study, a 61-year-old CEO of a Polish manufacturing company, noted:


As I continue to travel, I learn more about different ways of looking at things, and that’s a certain kind of experience too, and it’s valuable – I’d say critical to making strategy. Experience, I say, is like the answer book to your new questions. I don’t really think that being young or being old is an advantage per se. I’m still learning, and I think experience is probably the best teacher.



Learning occurs when our situation is one of imbalance, for learning is the process of seeking balance.


The connection between travel and experience goes back centuries, as indicated in the following observation from more than a few years back: “Experience, travel – these are an education in themselves” (Euripides, Andromache [c. 426 bc]). The experience of travel offers us an environment in which to challenge our own and others’ assumptions, to rattle our core belief systems, to expand our perspectives, to test and to imagine new possibilities. When we travel, we see new connections and different relationships between and among objects, people, and values. Sometimes, we are forced to break our comfortable habits and use new patterns – either we adopt something new, adapt, or retain our original frameworks.

Accordingly, the greatest learning occurs when our situation is in a state of imbalance, for learning is the process of seeking balance. As a result, travel is the quintessential metaphor for learning to think strategically. It is when and how we strive to create balance in a highly unfamiliar context that we put ourselves in an optimal state of learning. For example, when we intend to take a trip, we begin by making plans. As plans progress, we may experience imbalance if the ticket gets misprinted, and when we arrive on a stormy night only to find that the hotel reservation has been inadvertently cancelled. The sense of imbalance persists when we get food poisoning, when we address a meeting where our language is not fully understood and our objectives are misinterpreted, and when we assess financial reports that have been “fudged for foreigners.” The very success of our travel depends on other people and things we cannot control. The same is true of strategy making as we attempt to seek balance from our imperfect, incomplete, and infinitely complex world.

As discussed in Part I, strategy theorist Henry Mintzberg has made the role of learning explicit in his research, demonstrating the emergent character of much of the real strategy of organizations. In his book, The Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning, Mintzberg deciphered the “code” of how strategy is really made. His well-publicized study reported that 90 percent of the projected outcomes in most companies’ formal strategic planning processes never actually materialize. Only 10 percent of most companies’ actions arise out of their strategic planning (i.e., realized strategy).10 The source of the other 90 percent of what companies do Mintzberg calls “emergent strategy.” This is the accumulation of day-to-day decisions, disjointed initiatives, and actions taken by managers in response to everyday work demands, without any master plan or comprehensive strategic concept to guide them. When everything is taken into account, real strategy can emerge.

So why, then, should we bother to develop strategic thinkers if their strategy is just going to “emerge” anyway? While “chance” strategy or “accidental” strategy will happen – for better or worse – the aim of strategy development is to increase the positive odds, and to decrease happenstance, serendipity, or lucky events. To do this, we must understand what is required, pay attention to what works, and have a process that encourages successful repetition.



Notes

1 Mintzberg, “The Fall and Rise of Strategic Planning.”
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Context and learning transfer as factors in the strategic thinking process

The role of context as a factor in informal learning cannot be understated or ignored. Context has been found to have a significant influence on the quality of dialogue required for learning to think strategically.1 A sensitivity to signals from the environment, or context, fosters the ability to deconstruct and reconstruct frameworks and patterns, and to challenge assumptions grounded in past experiences. The importance of context with regard to memory is increasingly discussed within the broad base of cognitive literature.2

This role of context with regard to thinking strategically was consistently expressed by the strategic thinkers I interviewed. Particularly inspiring and equally interesting were the passionate reports of executives who consistently and repeatedly credited highly diverse, non-work contexts as influencing their development as strategic thinkers. These strategists tended to “see” sameness in a complex business strategy issue as what they had experienced in a non-work context, such as in an orchestra rehearsal or in the creation of a photo exhibition.3 Curiously, they reported extensive and expansive use of metaphoric thinking as a means of engaging in strategic thinking. The leaders reportedly used their non-work experience as a metaphor for their business-strategy issue and allowed their metaphor to unravel to a point at which it no longer necessarily applied. At this juncture, their thinking diverged, and they became aware of engaging in critically reflective processes.4

The executives’ success in vastly different contexts (e.g., painting, farming, sculpting, music) prior to successful strategic thinking experiences appeared to actually enhance their learning transfer into a global business context. For example, experiences in an orchestra rehearsal became a metaphor for the strategic problem of a global financial merger. A Swiss financial investor explained:


When I lose myself – totally immersed in the orchestra rehearsal – that is when I am “living” my strategy problem about this new merger. Really, it is a metaphor; and I think to myself like this sometimes. (quiet pause) It is strange, but it is how I see it … I play cello in the orchestra and I am Director of this bank merger. It is good to be in two roles because my metaphor is stronger this way; and so my decisions are better this way. I can understand and see the strategy problem more clearly in this metaphor way.


The executives’ learning appeared to be more informed by the experiences to which they are anchored than by who or what was presented at a strategy meeting. Clearly, they were aware of and carefully mitigated the contextual factors that allowed their informal learning process to remain constant, regardless of their context.

The extraordinary range of contexts from which these leaders learned and successfully transferred their strategic thinking calls into question the role of context and the function of transfer in the informal learning process.5

The places in which the executives’ prior successful life experience occurred (e.g., studio, race track, farm, rehearsal) were strikingly different from the global business environment in which they currently worked, yet the broader context was surprisingly similar. Each non-work context provided executives with opportunities to learn framing, reframing, and meaning making in environments that were incomplete, unpredictable, uncontrollable, and demanding – precisely the kinds of environments in which they are charged to develop global business strategy. This contextual transfer equipped executives to identify broader contextual factors and to trace their similarities, while they interpreted the current situational specifics presented in the learning opportunity. Instant pattern recognition, the ability to reframe, and the ability to transfer relevant segments across contexts are what the executives credit as crucial to their learning of strategic thinking.


It is the ability to transfer that allows lessons to transcend context variables such as time, history, place, and people. We “get it” precisely because we are able to transfer learning.



Metaphor as a learning transfer mechanism

Curiously, the use of metaphor was a consistent theme in the studies of how successful strategists learn to think strategically. Executives repeatedly described their strategic problem as a complex conceptual metaphor, sometimes in the form of a parable, a fable, or an allegory.

Generally speaking, metaphor is when the perception of something, is something else. In other words, metaphor is a mechanism that makes the unfamiliar, familiar. Metaphor has a strong appeal to our senses – it smells like, or looks like, or feels like something we have already experienced or already know. For example, if an associate says that the new project has positioned the team at the edge of a cliff without a rope, you get the idea they are facing a daunting challenge without a clear path forward and without a backup option. Conceptual metaphors and analogies use complex, advanced memory functions of comparative ability, content, operational, contextual, and symbolic transfer. Conceptual metaphors refer to the comprehension of one idea in terms of another and are used frequently to convey and explore theories and models.6 First written about by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in the 1980s, the use of conceptual metaphor has been explored more recently by Howard Gardner, Daniel Ariely, Daniel Kahneman, Philip Tetlock, and others. Furthermore, metaphor offers a safe way to talk about things that are emotionally charged and helps to explain complex and conceptual issues such as strategic problems. While metaphor is inclusive of several forms, parables and fables appeared commonly in my studies.

Analogies were another useful and very common tool that successful strategists recalled when reflecting on how they learned to think strategically. An analogy begins with a simple story or situation, but it becomes an analogy when it is compared with something else. Analogies do not have to be long or complicated – a simple action or anecdote may suffice – but for a metaphor or an analogy to be useful, it must be familiar. Something must be happening, a particular process must occur, or the observer must recognize a special kind of relationship in order for an analogy to resonate. Analogies are vehicles for relationships and processes. These relationships and processes are embodied in actual objects, but they can also be generalized to other situations. Such correlations can be expressed directly, in terms of the actual objects involved, or indirectly, in terms of the process involved. Analogies are useful for encouraging thought movement.

Interestingly, when we change the metaphor, we can change our thought direction. Take for example, “debate is war.” Imagine now, “debate is dance.” A strategic problem can be translated into a simple metaphor of sorts, and that metaphor can be developed or expanded along its own lines into a complex metaphor – complete with detailed symbolic representation. Subsequently, we can translate it back and see what might have happened to the original problem.

Convoluted as this may sound in writing, the process is intriguing, in that the executives interviewed made extensive use of metaphoric thinking (including analogies, parables, fables) as a means by which they learned to think strategically. I have been endlessly fascinated by the captivating and animated analogies that successful strategists from various countries share with delight – it is storytelling and imagery in all its glory. This age-old, highly complex cognitive capability has practical application for leaders who allow themselves to play with the language and the imagery of analogies.7 Using analogies is irrefutably valuable and undeniably relevant for learning to think strategically. Metaphoric thinking requires a complex cluster of cognitive capabilities. Descriptions given by the leaders showed a sequence of:


	1 Identifying a metaphor that works for their strategy;

	2 Recognizing how their strategic issue is “like” a previous experience;

	3 Engaging with the metaphor as far as they can along the progression of the metaphor;

	4 Realizing, at some point, a juncture when the metaphor may no longer apply, and the leaders’ thinking about the strategic issue diverges. This point of divergence can trigger critical assessment of variables at play, contextual factors, or data against the strategy aim and resources. Questions that typically come up are: “What, about this, is different? What is similar? What variables would need to change to make it similar or different? How do the factors and players in the metaphor react or respond? What could be the consequences of certain choices?”



Figure 6.1 is an example of an actual early stage of a strategy problem that is “drawn” first as a metaphor. A written description of the metaphor follows in Box 6.1, and the process of drawing and writing the strategy metaphor is reflected in Box 6.2. An arts administrator of a prestigious theater organization was struggling with the strategic challenge of an industry issue of how to get theaters to produce new works while not putting their revenue at risk.

When I work with clients on metaphor, I invite them to create thoughtfully the following three steps – Draw, Describe, Reflect – on their learning about their own strategic thinking. The description (writing their parable, fable, or whatever metaphoric form they choose) is actually a highly engaging, intensely focused, and very rigorous experience in reflection-on-action. While I distinguish the three steps, leaders are critically reflecting as they go along, often oscillating among the three steps; yet their focus is on constructing symbolic representation and action. They appoint representative symbols and positions, and create and clarify meaning of relationships and action. They challenge their operating and habitual meaning-making schema. Also, they get to “see,” revise, and rehearse choices, scenarios, and options – continuously engaging in an iterative and generative (i.e., highly disciplined yet messy) process.
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Figure 6.1 Metaphor: a strategist’s castle




Box 6.1 A strategist’s metaphor: the story of the castle and the moat

Once upon a time, there was an expansive kingdom, perched on the shore of a grand continent. The people lived across the peaceful land, as diverse as the terrain – mountains to the north, desert to the east and south, and a beautiful glistening ocean to the west. In the center of the kingdom there was a castle, high upon a hill overlooking the land. So high was the hill that the citizens of the kingdom had to live some distance from the castle, leaving the lands nearest to the royal family quite barren, and forcing the citizens to travel many miles to reach the castle grounds. The citizens were happy to travel this distance because their time at the castle was always so rewarding.

In past years, the castle was the center of activity, with crowds of denizens coming and going – socializing, learning, interacting, being entertained – all on the steps and grounds of the castle. The castle was where the fine people of the kingdom would distract themselves from the mundane aspects of daily life, and where they would meet new friends, discover new topics of interest, smile, and laugh.

But over the last 20 years, a curious thing happened to the grand castle. The measly moat surrounding the edifice, originally installed to protect the castle and the royal family from danger, started to widen and deepen. For reasons largely unknown to the kingdom’s custodians, the moat grew and grew, slowly eroding the earth beneath the grounds. The ocean, thought to be a safe distance away, seemed to burrow cunningly toward the castle, building inlets and streams, reaching its long sapphire arms toward the castle, grabbing at the walls of the moat and pulling them back, stretching them, warping them.

At first this oddity sparked little more than head scratching. “Perhaps it’s not such a bad thing,” the royal family thought. “Perhaps it’s better this way.” And yes, perhaps it was, for a while. The widening gap between the castle and the kingdom provided for extra security and allowed no one with ill intentions to upset the throne. Also, the citizens attending castle events, though they might have a slightly more difficult time getting in, were truly invested in being there, and the castle might benefit from this investment. There were fewer people saying “nay” to the castle’s entertainment and activities. Fewer people were challenging the castle’s programming. Also, the larger moat made the castle appear to be even higher on the hill, and reminded the citizens that the royal family was indeed in charge and the family’s authority was not to be questioned, giving the royal family solace. In fact, the family liked their unquestioned authority so much that they began trusting the advice only of people who grew up and were educated within the castle walls. This trust ensured that there were no naysayers on the staff.

While the first few years of this strange moat expansion seemed inconsequential or even beneficial, slowly, over the decades, some people began to take notice. They feared that the ground beneath the castle was starting to weaken and that this danger could jeopardize the royal family’s safety. To solve this problem, the workers erected huge flying buttresses to support the castle walls. The buttresses were anchored deep into the bedrock beyond the moat. The expense was monstrous, and the manpower was colossal, but the custodians of the castle grounds reinforced the castle walls.

Once the work was finished, the royal family realized that the castle itself deserved some attention, so they overhauled the castle, which took many years. All the while, the moat continued slowly to make small gains, each one absorbing just a tiny bit more of the earth.

Finally, the royal family unveiled the new grounds, which were a sight to behold, and devised a grand plan for a festival to showcase the grounds to the citizens. Believing that the castle crowds had waned a bit, they thought: “We’ll give them something to see and draw large crowds!” At the festival, only the most popular jesters in the land would perform, presenting games and tricks that everyone knew and loved. The royal family decreed that no killjoys would be allowed at this festival and nothing controversial would be tolerated. If the king and queen felt that a certain game – say horseshoes – would offend someone – say, a horse – then the game was removed. The same held for all the activities they planned. “We shall have no bellows blowing, as the bellows-mender will not appreciate this game!” the king’s council told him.

The royal family, who stayed safely behind the walls of the castle, was sure of the festival’s success. What the royal family did not notice was that the moat problem was becoming ever more serious. The long arms of the ocean had thickened and grown, and continued to break apart the earth and carry it away, until finally the inevitable happened.

One afternoon, while all the knaves and knights and peasant workers were stringing lights and building stages, preparing for the festival, a monstrous “crrrrrrrrrr-aaaaaaack” rang through the castle grounds. Everyone froze. Shaken and frightened, the king walked to the drawbridge, followed by his enormous legion of workers, who lowered the bridge and stepped out onto it. Looking down around them, their faces all fell in horror.

Below the bridge – where once the moat sat still and stagnant – was the ocean itself, and the castle now perched on scarcely a scrap of land. What the king saw was a stalagmite sliver poking up precariously through the shaking, shifting water, with the castle balanced on top. The buttresses, thought to be unsinkable, were eaten by the ocean, which smiled up at the king with a sea-foam grin, with the ocean’s rhythmic waves making Poseidon’s deep belly laugh. Inside, the castle was ready for a grand and festive celebration, but among the family and their enormous coterie, there was no festive spirit whatsoever.

The royal family and their cadre of employees, now marooned on the island that was the castle, and distanced inexorably from the citizens, could do nothing but sit and wait, and hope to someday be reached. With each subtle wind, the royal family and their workers took a collective deep breath, wondering if this was the wind which would capsize the castle.

The castle people hollered and cried for the citizens to save them, begging the citizens to build bridges or move earth back into the moat. The royal family schemed to get a citizen brave or nostalgic enough to come for a visit. Some tried, and a denizen or two would occasionally take a small rowboat out, docking near the base of the island cliff and climbing up through the earthworks of the grounds. But when they did so, they would find themselves unimpressed and inconvenienced. The reality of the castle did not match its memory, so they would not return. The royal family and their confidants, perplexed, sad, and convinced that they could not win the battle of the missing moat, remained forever there on the teetering island, simply waiting to topple into the ocean and to be forgotten forever.


As he reflected on the experience of drawing and writing his castle metaphor, the arts administrator described some of his thoughts in Box 6.2.

What matters in the exercise is not the quality of writing or drawing (stick figures work perfectly fine) but, rather, the quality and clarity of thinking that the process invites. The invitation to view and read others’ metaphors (parables, fables, allegories) can serve to create and clarify our ideas. We see instantly positions, players, and outcomes regardless of context, as well as points of similarity and difference in our respective strategy issues and those of the metaphor.

While the benefits to a strategic thinker of such a metaphoric exercise are many, three are particularly pronounced. First, the very act of drawing shifts the brain function from an analytical process to a divergent and creative cognitive process. A basic premise is structured; characters, symbols, a relative scale, weight, and positions are assigned. Second, an emotional detachment from the real strategic problem is required (because we are thinking metaphorically), which allows a certain emotional shield and protection. This safety enables us to imagine more freely different associations and possible movement and can ease the removal of blind spots. Also, metaphor creates a broader perspective and an expanded horizon, allowing for a panoramic view. Third, we can safely test various strategy hypotheses, and can engage in sensitive conversations far more easily within the metaphoric framework, than with real issues. This can be a beneficial approach for dealing with strategic issues such as mergers and acquisitions and other emotionally charged strategic problems.

Learning to interact in ways that succeed over a broad range of situations requires the ability to “see” to diverge, and to critically reflect. Learning theorist Donald Schon’s explanation supports this assertion: “It is this entire process of reflection-in-action which is central to the ‘art’ by which practitioners sometimes deal well with situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict.”8


Box 6.2 Reflections on the process of drawing and writing the strategy metaphor: a theater arts administrator’s experience with metaphor

As a theater arts administrator, the metaphor of a castle on a hill was one that I’ve often used to reflect how I feel about large theater institutions. They [administrators] deem themselves makers of taste and smarter than audiences, and, because of this, they have put a major distance between themselves and their potential ticket buyers. Then they sit back and wonder why the people don’t come running to them for their product. It is a major strategy problem in the industry.

What I didn’t realize when beginning this metaphor exercise was just how much was going to come out when I began to draw and write. What’s left, I think, is a theater which is very good at supporting itself as a company, and very bad at supporting the artist and audience relationship, which it set out to support in the first place. An institution that has an enormous administrative staff, but no full-time artists. One that must commit itself to producing profitable work with wide appeal just to attract a tiny sliver of the potential audiences in order to stay afloat. One that teeters scarily on the edge of collapse – each economic wave, a potential kiss of death.

The metaphor grew immensely as I wrote it. Things that I didn’t even stop to think could compound the greater problem, I am now certain, are. For example, the fact that these theaters only hire and work with artists and administrators that come from similar educational backgrounds, and the fact that actors are now largely trained in conservatory settings where they are treated like royalty and told they don’t need to understand the world, only the training, are making the problem even worse by not opposing the leadership of these organizations.

I can really see how very valuable this exercise is for strategic thinking – to physically draw and write out a parable completely. Through this exercise I am now able to clearly see that this problem is a strategic, complex, and systemic problem. Armed with these new insights, I look forward to asking tough questions and am thrilled to be moving forwards, in hopes of eventually breaking down the castle walls. Or maybe moving the royal family out of the castle altogether!


The ability to transfer across vastly different contexts is what enables us to hear a story, see a play, watch an episode, connect to a cartoon, or relate to an illustration which occurs in a totally different setting than the one we are experiencing and still “get it.” We can transfer particulars or generalities across contexts and learn from secondhand or peripheral experiences precisely because we are able to make the transfer. The story or picture makes sense to us, even when the context is changed. This ability to transfer is what allows lessons to transcend variables of context such as time, history, place, and people.

What is required for contextual transfer is a degree of reflective processing ability, something that is learnable. Whether we realize it or not, we are capable of making seemingly unrelated connections quite effortlessly, and sometimes playfully, through the use of metaphor. We regularly transfer learning across vastly different contexts in our day-to-day lives, as well as in our business lives. Making this transfer is part of the informal learning process that is essential to strategic thinking.



Notes

1 Sloan, “A Case Study of How Nine Executives Learn Informally to Develop Strategy in a Global Context.”

2 Both of these sources are interesting references on the use of metaphors: Baddeley, Eysenck, and Anderson, Memory; Woike, Bender, and Besne, “Implicit Motivational States Influence Memory: Evidence for Motive by State-Dependent Learning in Personality.”

3 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By.

4 Von Ghyczy, “The Fruitful Flaws of Strategy Metaphors.”

5 Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?; Pink, A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the Future; and Gardner, Five Minds for the Future, are all works that discuss the role and function of context and metaphor.

6 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By.

7 Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?; Pink, A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the Future; Gardner, Five Minds for the Future; Ariely, The Upside of Irrationality; and Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, all reference their respective studies on the function of the language and imagery of metaphor.

8 Schon, The Reflective Practitioner, 50.





7

Three-stage model for learning strategic thinking

Chapter 5 and 6 discussed informal learning as the way in which we actually learn to think strategically. In this chapter, we examine a three-stage informal learning process for thinking strategically. The three stages of the process (Figure 7.1) are:


	Preparation

	Experience

	Reevaluation.




Preparation stage

Although we are referring to three stages of the informal learning process, in reality the process is iterative; that is, we move back and forth between the stages – creating a “messy” learning process.

The preparation stage is difficult to identify because it can happen at any time and place, yet we need to be able to recognize what happens in this stage if we want to facilitate learning to think strategically. The Polish CEO explained how he “begins” to think about strategy:


You need a reason to begin. Sometimes the reason is only to survive. Sometimes the reason is to fulfill a dream or an idea you cannot let go of. Sometimes the reason is to avoid a punishment or you are afraid something terrible will happen. But the reason must be a powerful one, or you will not really make strategy; it will only be a simple plan. Planning can be step by step, but strategy is not. You must have a very strong reason. And you must feel and believe this reason deeply. Otherwise, you have no motivation to look for the bigger picture, and the work of thinking and searching will be too exhausting and difficult. So it must be something you feel very strongly about.

To build a strategy requires inspiration; you must want something very deeply. If that happens, then you must think carefully to yourself about why this is worth so much trouble, because I tell you – you will lose sleep, and who knows, maybe friends over this!


[image: Figure 7.1]
Figure 7.1 Three-stage model of informal learning process used for strategic thinking1



You know, I said that strategy is not so simple. But you must continue no matter how tedious or troublesome. Because if you really believe something, it will need to have a strategy – you must see a very broad picture without a frame – it has no limit.


There are two aspects to the preparation stage: an affective component, which is a kind of emotional readiness during which the intensity of a must-win attitude is tested; and a cognitive component, during which information is gathered and data are examined. These two components prepare us for action by enabling us to assess a situation, gather information, and initiate a retrieval of past knowledge and skills for adaptation and application in the strategic thinking process. The affective and cognitive components coexist and have a simultaneous interchange during this preparatory phase.


Affective component

The affective component of the preparation stage is often described by successful strategic thinkers as the starting point, or as a strong urge one cannot disregard. An American technology company executive best articulated this:


You have to have a gut-level reason or strong feeling for moving something ahead. I mean, you just don’t make strategy for the sake of making it. I had this strong – this unbelievable drive, dreams, and piles and piles of plans about what I thought and really believed needed to happen with software production. I guess I couldn’t let go.


According to the successful strategists I interviewed, the pursuit of strategy starts with a relentless desire to win. The sources of such compulsion can be quite varied, but a must-win attitude, regardless of its origination, is essential. This competitive affect is critical for learning to think strategically. One American financial executive said:


I start with a desire to get things “right” – to make something happen – to do something or go somewhere with an idea or a problem. Sometimes I suppose you could even have a disaster that gets you going. You don’t have a choice but to clear it up.


Another manufacturing executive stated succinctly: “Although I’m an engineer by training, I like the intellectual work of figuring out strategy – it’s very emotional – and I like that.”

But it was a Japanese executive who offered an even more emotional decree:


Find something in your life that you love to do – and you are not making money on (laughter) – then you know you really love it – and not the money! Then, as I said, you will always want to protect it. This will be the most important lesson in learning to make successful strategy. Because you will be successful because [of] the fear of losing what you love.


An interesting and important part of the strategic thinking equation is how tension manifests itself in the learning process. In the United States, we have long been taught that fun learning is effective learning, and this myth has profoundly influenced our approach to learning to think strategically. Knowing about this myth, our greatest challenge is to confront this deeply held belief and test its validity with those responsible for facilitating strategic thinking. Data from my research shows that strategic learning is rarely the result of enjoyable educational experiences but, rather, the result of perplexing and frustrating situations.

Another point to consider is that challenge can be motivating, even stimulating. Thinking through problems can even produce feelings of pleasure and satisfaction as profound learning occurs. Accepting this affective component of strategic thinking is critical to the process itself. If one can acknowledge his or her negative feelings and experiences, there is a greater likelihood that he or she will be capable of deciding what to do with them. This tension needs to be worked with, not against. The benefits surface when one maintains a must-win attitude and commits to a reflective process.

The affective component in the preparation stage is frequently expressed in terms of passion, conviction, and emotion derived from past experience. These expressions are most pronounced at the outset, when we invoke a conscious self-check or a sort of readiness assessment to determine if we have the must-win attitude to sustain the strategic thinking process. This emotional component is necessary to ensure that we are adequately prepared to move forward with good strategic thinking – not planning. The executives whom I interviewed seem to believe that an absence of this emotional component would lead to a lack of the stamina or drive necessary to pursue a truly effective strategy.

One Swiss executive with whom I was supposed to meet cancelled a meeting not too long ago because of “mind fatigue.” He took several days off to rejuvenate at a private mountain retreat because he was literally exhausted from “thinking very hard.” Just days after “fixing the strategy in his mind,” he knew he had to take some time off, or else he wouldn’t be able to continue into the planning phase. This degree of fatigue had hit him several times before when he became so engrossed in thinking that he nearly collapsed. As we talked by phone, he said this is one of the lessons he tries to pass along to junior executives because they need to understand that “truly good strategy is an emotional experience; it is not just an intellectual exercise.”

In addition to cognitive constraints, emotions influence how we attend to a situation. The simple decision to mentally bring ourselves into or to remove ourselves from the activities of a group or task is often done tacitly, yet doing so can dramatically impact upon what we learn from a situation. Furthermore, strong emotions and deeply embedded cognitive processes can result in defensive routines that prevent us from learning at all. Without an awareness of our individual tendencies, or time to reflect and learn from events, we cannot generate effective and actionable knowledge from our experience.

Moving from feeling to action is not always easy, nor is this movement a predictable sequence. While a fiercely competitive must-win feeling can be a powerful impetus to the learning process, new information may also provide the impetus. The intersection of affective and cognitive components can be helpful in igniting the informal learning process, though there is no guarantee that what follows will be a linear progression.


Traditionally, the role of the affective in strategy development has been viewed either as an inhibitor of learning, due to anxiety and stress, or as something that can be brought into conscious awareness as an “object” for rational analysis.


All too frequently, corporate and university approaches to strategy development address only the cognitive component: the planning, data-gathering, and analysis piece. Too often, the affective component is either ignored or relegated to an artificial “vision” phase in which contributors are asked to “think passionately about a vision for the next hour,” which instantly promotes switching off the affective and prioritizing the cognitive for the sake of planning. While this common exercise may indeed be of noble intent, the assignment is a rather over-simplified and misguided instruction that does little to support learning to think strategically.

Traditionally, the role of the affective in strategy development has been viewed either as an inhibitor of learning, due to anxiety and stress, or as something that can be brought into conscious awareness as an “object” for rational analysis. The former has generated an emphasis on creating safe learning environments for discussion; the latter has led to psychological and therapeutic approaches aimed at dissecting the issue so that strategic thinking can proceed.

Learning theorists David Boud and David Walker have highlighted the role of feelings and emotions in the learning process, noting that they are often treated separately from the action of the task. They propose that in spite of our observation that learning is experienced as a seamless whole, there is a cultural bias toward the cognitive aspects of learning in modern English-speaking societies. The development of affect is inhibited, leading to a lack of emphasis on people as whole persons.2

Why are we so overly focused on the cognitive aspect of strategic thinking? It is partly because our formal education habitually reinforces the cognitive learning aspect, often at the expense of the affective. The affective is much more the reserve of our informal learning. The cognitive is more easily structured into “teaching” material and a “teachable” approach – the cognitive is definitive, easily measured, linear, and largely instrumental and mechanistic. Although the affective is present, it can feel elusive and ambiguous and is not easily “taught” or articulated. Our formal education often teaches us to ignore or actively remove the affective learning dimension because it can “get in the way” of the cognitive learning.

When learning to think strategically, we must pair the affective component with the cognitive. As mentioned, the former tends to remain invisible. As a result, many leaders lack the confidence and ability to deal with the affective component of strategic thinking and thus tend to ignore it. But it is precisely the affective aspect that inspires the strategic-learning process to be nonlinear, difficult to articulate, and hard to measure. What is “felt” is what propels and intensifies the fierce desire to win.

Researchers David Boud and David Walker emphasize the importance of the affective component within the overall informal learning process:


The heart offers more than simply feelings or inchoate impulses. Emotions do more than indicate crudely and vividly that something feels good or bad. A person’s feelings can actually help make sense of an issue, give shape to it, and indicate what the stakes really are. In other words, the heart has reasons… [which] are written in a language different from the formal, explicit, logical one in which our minds operate. Discerning how one’s instincts define a situation is a matter of translation. It is an interpretive art, and a difficult one?3


While theorists have long acknowledged the importance of the affective dimension on the learning process, the emphasis of learning within the strategy literature focuses on cognitive change, assimilating information, and acquiring behavioral skills. Increasingly, the emotional aspect of learning is becoming explicitly incorporated into learning theory through research on emotional intelligence, but this emotional aspect remains absent from most strategy literature.



Cognitive component

The cognitive aspect (see Figure 4.1) is also present in the preparation stage of the informal learning process, primarily in the form of information gathering and analysis. Of course, thinking strategically requires that we have specific information and clear analyses, and data needs to be gathered and tested on a continuous basis. This is the linear and quantitative part of the strategic thinking process with which many are most familiar and comfortable. The cognitive aspect is extremely important, but it must be paired with the affective in order to be effective over the long haul.

Within a strategic thinking process, information gathering is regarded as intentional learning and has four purposes:


	1 To generate new possibilities

	2 To verify an existing belief

	3 To provide a new perspective within the framework of making strategy

	4 To test other information.



What kind of information is it important to gather when thinking strategically? This information can range from highly analytical and quantitative to more qualitative data gathered through conversations with other people. Interestingly, the executives interviewed indicated that they used conventional sources of data (e.g., reports, statistics, newsletters, publications, conferences), but relied on unconventional sources (e.g., talking to fellow airline passengers, listening to university students, coffee shop conversations, discussions with people outside the industry) to verify the data received from conventional sources. Some voiced humor and skepticism when talking about conventional methods of information gathering. For example, an American technology company executive said:


Of course I read the same data everybody else does (laughter) … everybody reads the same things! But you know, one of the advantages to traveling is that you hear from people firsthand. We need to get out there and talk to people and think about things, and think about different things – what it could mean for us. Talking to people is kind of a check. Actually, it gives perspective and meaning to data, when everybody’s reading the same stuff. It’s just what I have to do – reading and going to places to hear other people, and I talk to a lot of people to see what they’re thinking and learning. I think a big part of being able to make really good strategy is to constantly know what’s going on all over the world.


Another technology company executive concurred:


And that’s what I really like about strategy – you kind of bring everything into it. I mean, you need to know what’s happening with federal regulations, state laws and what’s happening with international laws, trademarks, patents, property rights – you need to keep up to speed with inventions and distribution and all the laws around these.

And then there’s economics, and how US events and policies matter to what’s happening in other places. It’s not enough to just pay attention to forecasts and projections – anybody can print those things! We can’t rely on other people’s numbers; we need to run our own. And the only way to do that is to keep on top of things – all kinds of things.


One of the financial executives from Japan stated:


I read economic forecasts and financial market newsletters, but it’s data people get paid to print! I think traveling is a good way to check on this data and make a test of it. Otherwise, it might not be true. And then your strategy won’t work and you’ve been fooled! (laughter) It’s your own fault!


As we can see, the preparation stage relies on both affective and cognitive learning components. The affective is most pronounced when we become aware of a compelling must-win attitude. This emotional drive propels our learning process to a sometimes overwhelming degree, until our desire is satisfied.




Experience stage

Our individual experience most strongly influences our ability to learn to think strategically. We tend to draw on two kinds of experience: current experience and prior successful life experience. But how do we go from having an experience to learning to think strategically? In short, we engage in critical reflection and critical inquiry, and dialogue critically with others about our situations, such that learning and transfer occur (see Chapters 6 and 7).


Successful strategists learn to think strategically through informal learning, primarily from their own experience.


The particular focus of this chapter is experiential learning because it is the area of informal learning considered most relevant to learning to think strategically. We will discuss the application of prior experience to new situations, as well as the role reflection plays in drawing meaning from our experiences.

The American philosopher and education reformer John Dewey first spoke about the relationship between learning and experience, and his assertions informed many of the subsequent learning theorists, including Chris Argryis, Donald Schon, Edgar Schein, Peter Jarvis, and Jack Mezirow, among others. According to Dewey, the impulse of experience gives ideas their moving force, and learning is the process of transforming concrete experience – converting our interaction with our environment – to purposeful action.4

Dewey proposed that we learn by confronting an error or a problem, by observing surrounding conditions, by developing and testing hypotheses about the problem through reflection, and, finally, taking action. For Marsick and Watkins, learning from experience meant how people make sense of situations in their daily lives. And learning theorist David Kolb outlined the process of experience transformation as a four-stage learning cycle and insisted that it is the foundation of all human adaptation.5

As we embark on a new strategy-making experience, we start with a conscious and compelling must-win attitude, proceed to information gathering, and then immediately move into an experiential learning mode during which we draw on either our current or our prior experience as a means of creating a challenge-test-reflection-refinement cycle. At this stage of the informal learning process we make sense of our feelings and thoughts by integrating them into a perspective. By accessing our current experience, or prior successful life experience, we semiconsciously engage in a form of action-reflection in which appropriate recent or prior experience is recalled – either intentionally or intuitively – and serves as a pattern for transferring the learning to a new situation.


Current experience

Current experiences come from many areas of life and can directly or indirectly influence our strategic thinking. By perceiving and responding to a situation, we draw on our previous experience and knowledge and attempt to frame or make sense of the situation in terms that we already know and feel.



Prior successful life experience

There is a point at which we choose a current experience or a prior successful life experience against which to test our new experience. Sometimes we may vacillate between the two; this flexible process allows us to compare and test pattern validity. Often, we initially draw on and engage in a current experience and later tap into a prior successful life experience as another “check” or reference point for transferring learning. Referring to a prior successful life experience provides us with both a familiar standard for acting and a place from which we can diverge in our thinking and acting.

As discussed in Chapter 6, we very often use the prior experience as a metaphor for the current experience. Clients say things such as: “This is like when I prepare for a photo exhibition,” or “This is like when I pilot a balloon in a race,” or “This feels like what happens when I’m in the middle of a sonata and my string breaks – I have to figure it out on the spot.” Metaphors by their very nature are sensory, and metaphors appeal to the affect. This metaphoric thinking is a widely reported phenomenon, yet a generally overlooked part of learning to think strategically.

How does this comparative “test” happen? First, a quick reflection occurs during which we assess the similarities and differences of the new situation as compared to our old experiences. The second stage of reflection occurs when we decide on a course of action. And the third stage of reflection occurs after the fact and enables a full reevaluation of the learning.

A prior successful life experience appears to be, according to the data in my research, the foundation on which we learn to make good strategy. This foundation is the accumulation of experience that eventually becomes our “tacit” knowledge or our “autopilot” setting. Although the time, place, people, and circumstances can be very different in each prior successful life experience, the learning experience can transfer to a business context and continue to transfer to other contexts over the course of time.

Interestingly, a prior successful life experience was identified and described by each of the executives interviewed. The prior successful life experience that all executives described occurred in a non-business context and was different for each executive.

The executives often referenced a current experience first and then reflected back on a particular earlier life experience to test against. Surprisingly, in each case the earlier life experience was not work related, but simply success related. What is important to acknowledge is that these experiences were rarely stand-alone events, but instead “life interest” experiences that became anchors for subsequent learning. This is striking because it attests to the ability to transfer learning from one context to another, something we often have great difficulty in trusting.

One of the American financial company executives explained:


When I was thinking about whether to include consolidation of our new equities divisions, I bounced back to this experience about a year ago – looking for clues and troubleshooting problems. And then I – after a while – I thought I’d run it past my old days, about my farming – you know, I do that a lot when I’m thinking.


The Japanese CFO mentioned that he uses a similar pattern to test his thinking, but by first referring to a prior successful experience of painting and then, later, to a current experience: “So it seems I always have a habit to check with my way of painting first.” When asked to explain why this pattern contributes to strategic thinking, he continued:


It’s because I see and know that my thinking is good then. And then I must examine it (laughter) – because I must try to find weak points in my thinking, and so I will next think about a recent experience – well, really, it’s a little back and forth to make sure it’s really a good way to think.


These executives created their own models of strategy making according to their prior successful life experiences. Each compared and contrasted his or her model against itself by continuously testing the model using an informal “ritual” of reflective processes. The American finance executive, who explained the similarities between farming and learning to make strategy, said that farming has become his model for thinking strategically. Similarly, the Japanese executive continually referred to painting as his model for thinking strategically. Although their prior successful life experiences were very different, their learning processes were basically similar, and congruent with our three-stage process.

On the one hand, the prior successful life experience serves to intensify and solidify our commitment to a particular belief or way of thinking; this experience reinforces our frame of reference. On the other hand, the successful life experience creates a curiosity and confidence that allows us to test and try new ways of thinking and acting.


We often reference a prior successful life experience in our “dress rehearsal” routine – playing through numerous scenarios before selecting one to act on.


Theorists Marsick and Watkins6 developed an eight-phase model for learning through experience that begins with individuals facing a new experience:


	1 Framing the experience based on past experiences

	2 Diagnosing the new experience

	3 Interpreting the context

	4 Deciding on a solution

	5 Drawing on or developing skills

	6 Producing a solution

	7 Assessing consequences

	8 Drawing further conclusions.



As noted, prior successful life experience anchors present thinking. Various testing methods, which include dialogue, debate, storytelling, and discussion, allow us to diverge in the safety of our mind before testing in real life. An example of this is the German CFO who explained that every few months her executive group has debates and arguments about what various scenarios may mean to them; she referred to this as a type of “dress rehearsal” before making a decision to act.

We often reference a prior successful life experience in our “dress rehearsal” routine – playing through numerous scenarios before selecting one to act on. This can occur instantly and intuitively, or in slow, deliberate motion over the course of weeks or even months – all the while interrupted by more data, more dialogue, and more analysis. Drawing on a prior successful life experience is critical to our learning to make meaning in a new and different context.

When learning to think strategically, it is necessary to be aware of the importance of a prior successful life experience and to use it as a reference point from which to construct future successes. For example, the American banker continually made metaphoric reference to his farming experience when describing how he learned to make good strategy. In response to a question about how he fit strategy making into his farming experience, this executive said:


It’s just the same thing. Making strategy is not limited to corporations – sometimes I think it’s narrowly presented that way. I mean people have made strategy forever – in all kinds of different settings. I never knew the word until I got my MBA, but I knew strategy making! I’d say probably better than just about anybody, and it came from my farming background. I’d been doing it for years – so I knew it.

Well, of course I’ve tried a lot of different things and made a lot of mistakes in business, but I think where I’ve learned the most has been from applying what I’ve learned from my farming experience to a business setting. That [farming] experience has been the toughest teacher, and just invaluable to me. It’s exactly the same as making corporate strategy, only the context is different.

You’ve got to have some successful life experiences to draw from – these are the most important places to learn from anyhow. You know, when we encounter new challenges, we have to learn somehow – and so we draw on these experiences. It’s how we learn. Farming is a business, and you’ve got to figure out how to make damn good strategy, or you’ll never survive. There’s no better teacher – you learn. Period.


A technology company CEO said:


I think it’s important to have these life experiences outside of a business context if you’re going to be successful within a business setting. What I mean is, you need to have some successes – that’s the experience that is so valuable for making really good strategy. And you’re probably not going to get it in any company. They just don’t give you the chance to learn. You’ll get the boot.


This same CEO recalled his prior successful life experience as a sculptor and credited it with influencing his strategy learning: “I’ve studied sculpture. I think art is a good way for thinking about strategy.” When asked to talk about how that is, he said:


You know, when you think, it’s easy for your ideas to slip away. But when you’re doing art, any kind, you record those ideas – sometimes in forms that only you recognize. But you can then go back to them and redo them, add on or change them or whatever. That’s like making strategy, and I think that’s why I like it.


He explained how his sculpting experience related to learning strategic thinking by continuing:


Maybe I’ve learned from my experience with art, sculpture, working with the clay. I think, for me, maybe, that’s where I’ve learned the most. I think the most practical and valuable things we learn in real life, not in business. And like sculpture, most people would probably never think it relates to running a software company or anything (laughter), but it does for me! It’s just not that different really, only the context is different – you know, the people, the product, and the business. But the thinking and being able to see things and work with things differently, that’s the art part.


Curiously, when probed, all of the executives resisted the notion that their learning stemmed from previous strategy-making experiences per se. Instead, they “skipped back” over time and linked their new strategy-making experiences to prior successful life experiences. Such a pattern suggests a strong conviction on the part of the executives that successful experience in early life is most valuable. A Japanese financial executive explained:


I’ve learned to make good strategy mostly from unrelated experiences. Like I said before, when I [auto] race, I like to win. And I learned from my junior high school days that I could not just sit in my car and keep racing. I never really took any lessons or [had] a teacher who showed me how to race – it was just something I really wanted to do. And I learned by listening to older racers talk before and after races, and watched them on the television, and then just tried very hard. I think it is necessary to have early experience – a good experience. Then you learn to make strategy. Then you just do the same thing in a company. For me it was auto racing – and I just learned by practicing it.




Application of prior experience to new situations

One way to apply past experience to new situations is to assess the gap between what we think we know and what is unknown. By evaluating the gap between prior learning and the unknown, we are able to construe a learning process to fill that gap. Past experience brings technical expertise, understanding of people, and knowledge of processes. It also brings a diagnostic capability to understand new situations more readily by asking the right questions and assessing against appropriate criteria. As one of the Japanese banking executives explained:


I think it’s most important to have one experience – anything – early in life that you are successful with. And then you just keep building on it for other situations. It’s the foundation for learning something new. You must find something you enjoy very much to be inspired to think. And this is my painting experience – it is so good for me; it is exactly how I learned about making good strategy.


Further illustrating the importance of a prior successful life experience on present strategic situations, he explained:


I learned to love to paint, so I think it’s natural that I take what I learned and had good enjoyment [with it] and use it when I make strategy. And [I] just keep doing it in other areas of my life, not just banking. My painting background was very important to prepare me to make strategy. It was everything.


When asked how it helped him think strategically, he explained:


It taught me to be curious, and also that we will have many limitations in our thinking – so we must constantly acquire, add ideas. It’s exactly the same as making corporate strategy, only the place and names are different. Everything else – it’s the same.


Another financial executive described a similar belief:


You know, strategy making is not at all like we’re taught. In fact, I don’t really know about all these courses and methodologies. You really need to find something you really care about, really love doing in your life – and you’ll start to learn strategy from that. Because you don’t ever want to give up something you care about, so you’ll just naturally work on developing strategies to hold on to it because it’s that important. That’s why being a kid and finding out what you really enjoy and care about is important. You carry all that over into your life and will always draw on those experiences.


Echoing the importance of a prior successful life experience, yet another executive noted:


You do not begin to make strategy as an adult. It is a failure that way. You must continue to make strategy according to how you do it in another area of your life, for example, a hobby or some other sincere passion you have. Making strategy will come to you if you have a strong will to win at something. And then you do it the same way for business. It’s exactly the same.



Certain aspects of an experience capture our attention and influence our focus, because our existing knowledge base shapes what patterns we see in a situation.


Our cumulative experience provides us with an ever-evolving source of self-reliance, self-confidence, skills, knowledge, and practice for employing various conscious and unconscious reflective processes. Our remembered successful experience is a powerful and integral experience to which we automatically refer, and we use it as an anchor for subsequent strategy making, time and time again. This foundation brings consistency to our strategy making because we tend to use a similar thinking process each time; yet we differentiate each experience, due to context, and refine the reflective process each time.

What we learn from an experience is subjective and can often be fundamentally different from one person to another, even when each person experiences the same event. Certain aspects of an experience capture our attention and influence our focus, because our existing knowledge base shapes what patterns we see in a situation. Furthermore, our interpretation of that same experience changes over time.




Reevaluation stage

The third stage is, quite simply, a reevaluation of an overall experience. Reflection, as we have mentioned, is a critical element of learning to think strategically, and reflection is utilized in all three stages of the informal learning process. Yet reflection plays a particular role at the end of the three-stage informal learning process: to validate prior learning or justify our beliefs. Reflection in this third stage is critical and evaluative in nature, and it is used to “review” actions and decisions and to provide the rationale for those decisions. In essence, it “checks” our strategic decisions.

To be clear, one’s reflective capacity has nothing to do with “going soft” Rather, reflection is an essential ability for strategic thinking, in that our reflective capacity can help us to realize that not everything can be solved, measured, or controlled. Reflection reminds us that sometimes we must trust and simply provide support – in the form of time, listening, critical questioning, and critical reflection.

The reflective processes used in this reevaluation stage allow us to interpret and reinterpret experience by opening up different lines of thinking. The reevaluation stage is a combination of an act-think-talk-think-act loop. Such an iterative cycle allows us a strategic opportunity to experiment, imagine, refine, and then decide.

The reevaluation stage is where new perspectives about priorities and relevance are generated. The earlier testing and validation of ideas, expectations, and assumptions formulated during the experience stage can be leveraged as “current experience” against which this new, reevaluative practice of critical inquiry can be tested. Values are confirmed or reassessed during this process. Successful strategists incorporate reevaluation consciously, yet informally, into their strategic thinking process.

The executives with whom I spoke consciously and deliberately cited steps of reevaluation even after they made a decision and took action. After the CEO of the financial company decided on a first phase of his strategy, but before the actual delegation for implementation began, he consciously and critically examined this phase within the larger strategic context for “things he should do differently” He requested not only that his senior executive team “retest” the idea and its underlying assumptions, but that the junior executives responsible for the implementation do so as well. Furthermore, he booked a four-stop flight, rather than his usual direct flight, to Europe in order to make time to “talk to a lot of totally uninformed strangers” about his first phase. He engaged consciously in an informal and intentional repetitive process of challenge-reflection-refinement in this reevaluation phase.

Interestingly, the executives interviewed were comfortable with not having a finite task completion in the “cycle” of making strategy, because they believed that making strategy was a generative, iterative, and continuous process. Not too dissimilar from the ancient Greek notion of strategy, their statements expressed a clear expectation that there will always be incomplete and inaccurate information, contradictions, and things that cannot be rationalized. The ideas of metos and cosmos described in Part I are as central to strategic thinking today as they were in pre-modern times.


Emotions are vital facilitators to informal learning and they are integral to the reflection process.


The post-reflection stage of reevaluation promotes learning through communication as well as reflection and introspection, for the enhancement of understanding and the expansion of meaning. Reflection during the reevaluation stage occurs when we resurrect the perspective that we held when we embarked on the strategy-making process, and compare this initial perspective to the perspective that emerged from the experience.

As highlighted earlier, emotions are vital facilitators to informal learning and they are integral to the reflection process. Attending to feelings and reevaluating the experience need not be placed at the end of the process; rather, these emotions appear and can be acknowledged in each stage. Reevaluation occurs in an iterative way – eventually connecting to the preparation stage, where the learning process recycles.


Figure 7.2 shows the three-stage model of informal learning used for thinking strategically, and the model includes the affective component in each stage.7 The executives interviewed recalled strong emotions as they experienced each of the three stages. They mentioned fear as the predominant feeling present in the preparation stage, followed by a wide range and combination of emotions throughout the strategic thinking process.

Understanding and mastering this three-stage cycle is imperative if we wish to develop innovative strategy in very different contexts. Being informed about this informal strategic thinking learning cycle supports a disciplined approach to developing new habits of learning for strategic thinking. By understanding and diligently practicing such a learning cycle, we can develop a sustainable pipeline of strategic thinkers capable of making meaning in the complex, unpredictable, ambivalent, and high-stakes global business environment.
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Figure 7.2 Affective role within the three-stage model of strategic thinking





Role of reflection in the three-stage informal learning process

Critical reflection is one of the essential abilities for transforming experience into learning, and it is utilized in all three stages of the informal learning process. The literature is filled with references to reflection as an essential part of the learning process. Dewey’s concept of reflection is set within the context of hypothetical-deductive problem solving.8 Dewey defines reflective thought as “active persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and further conclusion to which it tends.”9

The myriad terminology used to describe nuances of reflection can sometimes be confusing. Descriptions of what Chris Argyris calls triple and double loop learning,10 what Donald Schon has named reflection-in-action,11 and what Jack Mezirow refers to as critical reflective learning12 may provide some clarity as we attempt to learn from our experiences, firsthand or secondhand, current or past. Put simply, reflection-on-action is merely reflection after the fact – looking back on an action or experience, as opposed to reflection during an action or experience.

For Mezirow, reflection plays a key role in learning. It is the process of “critically assessing the content, process and premises of our effort to interpret and give meaning to our experiences.”13 The central function of reflection is validation of prior learning, or attending to the justification for our beliefs. Reflection may be used to examine the content or the description of a problem (content reflection), to question the problem itself (process reflection), or to look at the belief systems or meaning schemes on which the problem is founded (premise reflection).

Critical reflection assists in the ability to question presuppositions, routines, and patterns. A description provided by one of the Japanese financial company executives implied reflection when he explained:


I’ve just learned [strategic thinking] from myself, just from experience and thinking and doing something and rethinking – and then I discuss matters with other people and I try, or test something I’ve been doing one way – it’s good to do this, because you learn.


When asked to elaborate on how he learns from this, he continued:


I learn because I have a habit that is good for me. I do something a certain way, and always somebody debates with me, or tells me I’m wrong, or to try it another way – and so I do. And then I must think, sometimes for a long time and in a serious way, about why did it work or not. And then I have more discussions or arguments (laughter) and I must think and try another new way – you know, it’s a very good way to learn.


Adult educator Stephen Brookfield notes that critical reflection “is the process to engage the learner in a continuous and alternating process of investigation and exploration, followed by action grounded in this exploration, followed by reflection on this action, followed by further action, and so on.”14

Such an iterative and dynamic form of informal learning was described in Marsick and Watkins’ Informal and Incidental Learning in the Workplace:


Reflection is key to this learning, but it must be combined with action, else it becomes speculative. Through action, managers test out insights, but they also invite public examination of the problem, which leads to dialogue among themselves and the stakeholders of the problem. Action and reflection are not separate phases, although at times, managers may be doing more of one than the other. Action and reflection take place simultaneously or concurrently.15


The old adage that past success is a predictor of future success may hold partially true for learning to think strategically. Executives who can use reflective processes to connect a past experience to a future challenge are likely to be successful at strategic thinking. And yet there remains a divergent aspect of learning to think strategically – a reflective exercise that broadens our perspective, activates our imagination, and ultimately inspires us to think in ways that result in truly competitive strategy making.
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II

Summary and questions

The definition of strategic thinking is often confusing because the term is frequently used synonymously with the terms strategic planning and strategic implementation. However, the very intent of strategic thinking is different, as is the underlying cognitive cluster that supports it. The intent of strategic thinking is to suspend problem solving in order to challenge and test for the real problem; while the purpose of strategic planning is to solve the problem. Strategic thinking comprises two key dimensions: divergent thinking and a deep-dive thinking, which draws from the critical reflective process.

No single linear model can effectively portray the complexity and non-linear nature of strategy in today’s highly unpredictable and complex strategy environment. The Sloan Triad Model of Strategy™ suggests that strategic thinking is but one essential domain to the overall strategy process. It positions strategic thinking within a broader strategy framework, with each domain being equal in importance to the overall process of strategy, but based on distinctly different cognitive clusters,

Prolonged and innovative strategic success requires individual and organizational mastery of strategic thinking and further integration of this informal learning process into an organization’s functions. Unlike a convergent, rational, logical, linear sequence that leads to a specific product outcome for strategic planning and implementation, strategic thinking is a divergent, continuous, iterative, nonlinear, a-rational learning process.

The contrasting cognitive clusters that support strategic thinking and strategic planning are starkly different. While the cognitive cluster that develops strategic planning is conducive to formal learning, the cluster that supports strategic thinking occurs most often informally. Learning to think strategically requires us to harness this complex cognitive cluster in order to contribute to the rapidly changing, and complex nature of strategic problems.

What does this process look like in an organizational setting? Repeatedly, the most influential learning occurs informally and often incidentally, and learning to think strategically is no exception. Structuring a strategic problem as a metaphor can facilitate the “messy” strategic thinking process. Metaphor can tap into the more complex cluster of cognitive capabilities and help diverge the thinking about a problem. Literally drawing complex problems and engaging with the problem as a metaphor within a different context allows strategists to imagine associations, relative positions, and movements across boundaries that may not be apparent within a traditional linear, rational context. Furthermore, exploring the strategic problem as a metaphor helps to remove “blind spots,” shatter frames, and also helps to objectively and safely deal with emotionally charged issues.

Strategic thinking occurs as a highly iterative and generative process – it is “messy” by nature. Movement among the three stages of preparation, experience, and reevaluation occurs in a fluid, oscillating, and non-linear manner. Contrary to common belief, emotions or intuitions are typically what launch our journey toward strategic thinking; this often inspires the conviction to think about a strategic problem in a new and different way. Grasping and leveraging the intensity of emotions around a complex and paradoxical strategic issue can enable us to more deeply understand and to diverge a strategic problem. It also galvanizes a desire to win in the strategic thinking process. Avoiding engagement with the affective dimension of strategic thinking may yield a less messy process, but it is not likely to result in an innovative, genuine, and expansive strategic thinking process.

It is our collective experience from across business, personal, and leisure activities that serve the informal learning process that underlies strategic thinking. Critical reflection on these experiences help us to surface their broader meaning and expose deeper assumptions. Specifically, success in any context can readily transfer to a strategy context and enable us to think metaphorically about a complex issue. While reflection occurs in each of the three stages of the iterative strategic thinking process, it is most critical at the end of the process. Critical reflective processes applied in this stage allows us to look back at our learning process to validate our findings, conclusions, or breakthroughs. Moreover, it enables us to make meaning, or create new meaning, from the strategic process as a whole.


	 1 How could leaders benefit from differentiating the definition of strategic thinking from strategic planning and strategic implementation?

	 2 In what ways does strategic thinking strengthen strategic planning and implementation?

	 3 What are some ways (informally and formally) that you could further develop your own strategic thinking?

	 4 Which strategy domain is your own strength and preference? Your habit? Your team’s strength and habit? Is there a strategy domain that tends to get rewarded in your organization?

	 5 As you think about your past, what are the most influential learning experiences in your recent history? Were they incidental or intentional? Formal or informal? How could this experience further strengthen your learning to think strategically?

	 6 How could you enable a more informal learning environment that could support others to learn to think more strategically?

	 7 When you consider a recent strategy that you have been involved with, what did you notice about your emotional response as you embarked on the challenging strategic issue? What was your intuitive response to your challenging strategic issue? Was there anything that restricted you? Anything that excited you?

	 8 How could leaders within an organization limit awareness, acceptance, and communication of the affective component of strategic thinking? How could they increase these?

	 9 Reflect on a time when you felt successful outside of your professional environment. Describe a metaphor that illustrates how that experience was like an experience in your current professional environment. What were the common factors? What factors were different? At what point did the experiences diverge? How might you transfer what you learned within one context into another context?

	10 Compare and contrast key factors of strategic planning and strategic thinking. How are they complementary and compatible?







III

How do we get started?

Build a foundation


Though this be madness, yet there is method in it.

—William Shakespeare (1564–1616), English poet, actor, and playwright
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Framing as a structural process


Framing

Within a strategic thinking context, the term framing refers to a way of categorizing or compartmentalizing patterns and perceptions of data, decisions, and behaviors. A frame is a belief schema or an organized cognitive way of perceiving a complex set of patterns, reasoning, and decisions. Frames bring specific topics or perspectives into focus and play a central role in learning to think strategically. What we frame is that perspective to which we pay attention. For example, a particular frame might be regarded as “innovation,” and actions and decisions would be judged according to their degree of originality. A different frame may be “economical,” where all actions and decisions would be evaluated according to their cost and financial value to the business. Or, a “political” frame, and so on.

More simply put, a frame of reference is a perspective organized by the assumptions and expectations that influence how we see some aspect of the world. Our frames have two dimensions: habits of mind, consisting of a set of assumptions and broad, generalized predispositions that guide our interpretations of events and experience – a mindset; and points of view, which consist of clusters of beliefs, feelings, attitudes, and judgments that are specific expressions of our broader habit of mind – in other words, an opinion. These dimensions tend to operate outside of our awareness most of the time, yet we need to understand that every aspect of our strategic thinking is influenced by our frames. Framing is a foundational structure of learning to think strategically.

We all bring a stack of frames, personal and professional, with us to strategy meetings; these frames might include a “job title” frame (e.g., a researcher, finance, human resource, legal frame), a “generational” frame (e.g., baby boomer, millennial), a “religious” frame, an “investor” frame, or a “customer” frame. Moreover, organizations have frames that are taught, reinforced, rewarded, and applied to strategy meetings both formally and informally. Frames such as a “profit” frame, an “innovation” frame, a “harmony” frame, a “survival-of-the-fittest” frame, or a “seniority” frame tend to drive strategy priorities and decisions. Understanding which frames are used or expected in strategy meetings, and within an organizational culture is critical, particularly noticing any habitual frames.

The current business goals to which we are committed, as well as the overall business climate and our personal belief systems, shape the frames we use to discuss, determine, and decide strategic issues. Frames are passed on in organizations through mimicry, stories, protocol, policy, and conversation channels, and they contribute to the subjective interpretation of strategic events. Because our frames influence our interpretation of strategic events, we must continuously strive to include a broad diversification of frames and points of view regarding all strategic issues.

Consider for a moment the problem of childhood obesity in the most industrially developed countries. A business development executive may frame the issue as one of market potential for new lines of food and clothing; but an educator may frame it as a problem of learning deficits and behavioral disorders; while a psychologist may frame it as a long-term development issues. A scientist may frame the obesity problem as population-growth rate that has outstripped agricultural production, while a sociologist might frame the problem as inadequate family and social structures. An economist may frame the same problem in terms of insufficient purchasing power or the inequitable distribution of agricultural commodities. Each of us frames our strategic problem according to our own experience and what we “know.” Accordingly, we proceed to make assumptions that inform and influence our decision making. Figure 8.1 illustrates this dynamic cycle.

Our frames of reference outline the categories of patterns we notice. For example, if we use the frame of “honesty,” when we encounter certain circumstances and observe specific behaviors, we then place the observations within the framework we call “honesty” to define patterns. If, for example, a supplier is supposed to deliver a product according to specs at a certain cost on a certain date, but devilishly pockets a healthy 3 percent off the records, I might frame that behavior as “dishonest.” Someone with different cultural insight, however, may frame the same action as a clever and acceptable business practice.

Interestingly, as shown in Figure 8.1, our frames are supported by assumptions. And our assumptions are encased in frames. Strategic thinking requires that we make both explicit so we can position them for testing to see if we have identified the real problem before jumping to solutions.
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Figure 8.1 Frames and assumptions




Same-frame thinking

The influence of corporate culture frames can sometimes supersede that of a socio-national culture, particularly in companies that have invested heavily in creating and teaching a distinct corporate culture. If the strategic learning process is not monitored, this learning can inadvertently lead to a “groupthink” mentality – that is, when collective critical inquiry ability is allowed to atrophy and executives from everywhere in the world begin to develop same-frame mindsets and to think in “the corporate way.”

Readily, I acknowledge that this “groupthink” mentality can be a highly efficient environment in which to manage, but it can also be detrimental to strategic thinking because everyone shares the same frame and people are unwilling to “rock the boat” or take the risk of challenging frames. In such an environment, employees, managers, and executives at all levels and in all locations fail to realize that their individual and divergent frames bear a strategic value. In fact, the more diverse, the more valuable. For too long, we have been encouraged to seek rewards for contributing to strategy as good same-frame corporate players. As companies approach globalization in a variety of ways, and as corporate culture assimilation and acculturation are increasingly influential forms of incidental learning, companies must keep tabs on their approaches and periodically test for same-frame thinking so that the corporate culture doesn’t become an impediment to their own survival.


The ability to change a frame of reference is a hallmark of successful strategists; in order to do this, strategists need to be able to shift or shatter perspectives and create new ways of looking at situations.




Three common framing mistakes

Three common strategic thinking framing mistakes that I have noticed countless executives make are:


	1 Unintentionally (or intentionally) restricting the tip of the triangle to a familiar, small same-frame strategy group.

	2 Surrounding themselves with loyalists and like-minded thinkers.

	3 Believing a false frame change.



All three mistakes can result in the exclusion of contrary opinion, ignorance of and immunity from opposing data, minimized opportunity for divergent thinking, and avoidance of controversial dialogue. In essence, these mistakes cancel the very processes required to learn strategic thinking.

The unintentional learning that occurs as the result of these three mistakes is rightfully sobering. The incidental learning that results from such inclusion and exclusion is that expressing contrary views, challenging authority, or testing tradition is punished, while conformity of thinking is rewarded. Yet challenge and testing are essential for shifting and shattering frames and for learning to think in innovative and adaptive ways.

Regarding the first common framing mistake of restricting strategy to a small, select group either intentionally or deliberately, this flirts with creating same-frame thinkers and excluding those whose frames may be dramatically different and desperately needed for diverging thought, testing, and challenging. Consider whose frames are habitually included in strategy meetings? What other frames could be valuable, but are excluded? Often, shifting or shattering some concealed or ignored organizational or individual frames, is required to expand the range of frames imagined.

Regarding the second common mistake, loyalty should of course be rewarded. But loyalty itself needs to be challenged as a criterion that supports quality strategic thinking. If loyalty to a person, a product, a brand, or an organization leads to or reinforces same-frame thinking, such loyalty can negatively impact strategic thinking by reinforcing habits of thought. Such loyalty can all too easily prevent the critical examination of new or different frames, distort patterns, and ensure that shattering or reframing does not occur. I have observed this narrowing of perspective, particularly in times of urgency and desperation, when strategy is deteriorating, and executives are frantically seeking a new strategy. Well-intentioned but blind loyalty can quickly undermine strategic thinking.

The third mistake, false frame change, is when we believe that a frame change has occurred, but instead, only an illusion of change has been created. Sometimes we become so enthralled with “active participation” or affirmative head nodding in strategy meetings that we don’t pay attention to the range of frames or to the intensity of attachment to those frames. For example, in a recent strategy meeting in Dubai an executive proudly proclaimed that his team was now using dive learning and that the team had shattered its frames. But actually, the team was surfing and still perpetuating same-frame thinking under the guise of compliant behavior according to the established corporate frames. In other words, the team was faking it in order to be perceived as being organizationally correct and loyal. But an actual mindset shift had not occurred.


Executives may “act” in accordance with compliance requirements while their beliefs, blind spots, and biases remain unchanged.


The strategic decisions we make are strongly influenced by the national, ethnic, cultural, gender, social, religious, industry, and corporate frames we hold. Executives may modify their behavior (i.e., actions and words) after taking professional development courses; they may role-play, watch videos, and internalize feedback in order to conform to the corporate culture norms so as to avoid disciplinary action, or to be rewarded. Executives may “act” in accordance with compliance requirements while their beliefs, blind spots, and biases remain unchanged. In other words, response learning follows the training experience, but fundamental frames of reference do not change. The underlying beliefs that these executives hold are what keep their strategic decisions bound within the same frames. Such inflexible perspectives and frozen frames impede strategic thinking because their frames do not shift or shatter – they are merely disguised.




Shifting and shattering frames

This subsection consists of four topics. We first look at shifting and shattering frames of reference, while the second topic discusses critical reflection as a technique for shattering frames. The third topic examines reframing and identifies three common framing mistakes. The fourth topic discusses some common framing traps that impede our ability to reframe.

Equally essential to explicit framing within the context of strategic thinking is establishing permission and a process to challenge, revise, and reframe our thinking in an effort to shift and shatter frames. This foundational need to shift and shatter our frames supports innovative and agile thinking and ensures that our strategy is consistently aligned with our values. Strategic thinking thrives on frame change as a means to diverging our thinking and generating deep-dive questions.

From a strategic thinking point of view, a beneficial practice is to include as many diverse frames as possible in the early stages of strategy conversations. Why? Without prompting, our frames accompany us to strategy meetings. Over time our frames tend to become stubbornly fixed or habitual. One intent and a challenge of strategic thinking is to get everyone to acknowledge and see others’ frames, as a means to generating more questions, alternative thoughts, rearranging patterns, and shifting and shattering frames (and possibly constructing a new frame). By naming frames and tracking habitual and missing frames, we gradually begin to share a common vocabulary, learn both the concept and ease into shifting frames.

Shifting and shattering existing frames of reference may sound easy enough, but can be extremely challenging in real life. The key source of the pain point is our emotions. Unless we are prepared with a clear purpose as to why shifting and shattering our frames is useful, it’s natural that we become defensive. After all, our frames and assumptions remain largely invisible to us, individually and organizationally and require significant effort to uncover.

In order to challenge and test them, our frames and assumptions must become visible. This positions leaders in a vulnerable stance. It means others may identify our frames ahead of us, because they hear and see things that are concealed to us. Fortunately or unfortunately, as noted in the opening part of this book, strategic thinking is not a solo process. It is only when we sincerely and openly invite others to ask deep-dive questions that we are able to reveal the fundamental frames and assumptions that keep our strategy locked in place. Granted, deep-dive questions can feel invasive and unnerving – their very intent is to shake the foundation of strategic beliefs for the purpose of rigorous examination. And what follows is an entangled critical reflection process that can feel intrusive. Shifting and shattering frames is arduous. It takes courage, time, commitment, and perseverance.

The ability to change a frame of reference is a hallmark of successful strategists; in order to do this, strategists need to be able to shift or shatter current perspectives and create new ways of looking at situations.

Multiple rounds of asking rigorous questions regarding the strategy problem, attentive listening, followed by further critical inquiry and critical reflection can be useful to identify and make explicit hidden frames and underlying assumptions. But beware that our tendency is to gather data that fits neatly into our existing or habitual frames – which only perpetuates same-frame thinking.



Critical reflection as a tool for shifting and shattering frames

With few exceptions, I find that seasoned strategists are often befuddled to discover that they cannot articulate cognitive processes they have come to experience as being central to strategic thinking. They often find describing and teaching what actually happens when they make sense of uncertainty or make high-risk choices is difficult. Their real processes seem mysterious and intuitive in the light of prevailing strategy knowledge.

Less experienced strategists often recognize that what they are doing is not contributing to a winning strategy and become frustrated by their lack of a strategic thinking vocabulary and a conceptual framework. They do not want another model – they want something they can use whenever and wherever. They are keen to contribute to shifting and shattering frames but are often not included in strategy conversations. They dare not ask the tough questions that could reveal the necessary frames and assumptions that need to be shifted and shattered for an innovative strategy to be conceived.

Critical reflection is not synonymous with retrospective thinking or hindsight. Critical reflection is a broad and a deep process. “The form of inquiry in critical reflection is appraisive rather than prescriptive or designative,”1 writes learning theorist Jack Mezirow. The components of critical reflection are identifying and challenging assumptions, imagining and exploring alternatives, analyzing, and ultimately, taking action. It consists of two interrelated processes: Learning to question and then, reframing or replacing an assumption that is accepted by majority opinion as common sense.

Critical reflection is the primary tool for shattering frames of reference – an essential process for every serious strategist to master. A relatively awkward concept to describe, shattering frames is perhaps the most difficult yet most important process to enact and to develop for strategic thinking. It helps us to challenge assumptions, broaden perspectives, and help us imagine possibilities – the very things that allow us to make strategy that is generative, innovative, adaptive, sustainable, and ultimately, winning.

Figure 8.2 shows the process of shattering frames, which is a deliberate interruption of our intuitive pattern-recognition process. The pauses may be momentary, or they may take weeks or months. During this pause period, however long, strategists must engage in critical dialogue and exercise critical reflection.

Critical reflective processes must be understood as essential to the strategic thinking process and involves more than cognitive skills, such as logical reasoning or deconstructing arguments for assertions that are unsupported by empirical evidence. Critical reflection involves our recognition of the assumptions underlying our foundational beliefs and behaviors.

Once we have collected patterns and placed them into frames, our patterns and frames become compatible and help us to make meaning quickly. But when our intention is to create an innovative, sustainable, winning strategy, we must slow down and turn off this instant pattern recognition and deliberately challenge the very process that has served us in the past. The rearrangement of patterns created by consciously choosing to escape from the fixed patterns that have been established by experience provides the basis of what I refer to as shattering frames.


[image: Figure 8.2]
Figure 8.2 Shattering and reframing that can occur in strategic thinking




Truly innovative strategic thinking is not about playing out new patterns in existing frameworks but, rather, about creating new frameworks and different patterns within these new frameworks.


As we recall from Part II, strategic thinking has both a divergent and a deep-dive component.

Or, another way of looking at this is that it consists of a creative and a critical aspect. In an effort to serve both, we need to be able to switch off our old habits of mind and to experiment with forming new habits of mind. In order to do this, we must consciously seek out, explore, and create totally new combinations of patterns and frames, test existing frames, and experiment with shifting and shattering. Having an understanding of pattern and frame construction, an appreciation for how we make decisions, and the ability to shift and shatter frames is essential to thinking strategically.



Reframing

As a result of shifting and shattering our strategy frames through a rigorous and iterative process that includes the critical reflective processes, we have an option to refine and reframe our strategy issue. The ability to reframe a strategy issue is an outcome of successful strategic thinking. Ordinarily, we frame situations instantly, using our experience to make meaning of issues at hand.2 Attempts to reframe a strategy problem reveals the mistakes we made precisely because of our familiarity or our expertise. Or, because we have cemented our perception of the world and cannot see it in any other way, reframing offers an opportunity to position the strategic issue in a different way.

Reframing becomes even more complicated when the context in which the information is learned and the context in which it may be used, are different. When dealing with uncertainty, contradictions, and conflict in strategic thinking, we informally learn to conduct frame experiments. These frames impose a kind of coherence on messy situations, and we discover consequences and implications of our selected frames through testing.


Pseudo frame change

A common global strategy problem is what I call a pseudo frame change, which originates from the best of intentions, but can result in executives shooting themselves in the foot. What senior leadership often says it wants from its global “high potentials” is a pipeline of strategic thinkers capable of generating winning strategies. But what senior leadership often does is lock these employees within existing corporate frames. In such circumstances, two conditions must be addressed: (1) senior leadership must understand the learning process required for strategic thinking; and (2) senior leaders must support and model that learning process when developing high-potential candidates.

A typical scenario tends to play out in the following manner. High-potential candidates from various countries are selected to develop their strategic thinking capability. These high potential individuals, who are the brightest and the best from around the world, are being groomed through succession plans to step up eventually to executive positions. Frequently, the candidates are shipped to headquarters for a stint in which they are doused in the corporate methodology or given a development assignment in a challenging market to build their leadership skills and accumulate knowledge. Both approaches can be beneficial. Once in these development assignments, the candidates are expected to attend strategy meetings, congregate with key strategists at the company, and be grilled on the methods of analysis used. The expectation is that these bright minds will generate the next winning strategy – or so the message goes. But often, this course of action undermines such an intent.

If these high-potential candidates are to have any hope of advancing their strategic thinking capabilities and developing their roles as leaders, they need to acquire and become adept at critical reflective processing, not just analytical skills.

The following are suggestions that I have found helpful for fostering frame change within strategic thinking sessions:


	Vary the usual composition of strategy groups regularly to increase exposure to new frames.

	Change the location of strategy meetings. Create an element of surprise and novelty.

	Invite provocative conversations and presentations with “outsiders,” including those outside a functional group, a product group, an industry sector, or a particular level of management.

	Name frames (as “frames”) when they appear as a means to creating a share vocabulary.

	Establish interactions with non-experts, academics, politicians, consultants, professionals from various fields, children, teenagers, young adults, middle-age and mature adults, people from a broad range of economic and culturally diverse backgrounds.



Typically, we learn a knowledge and process baseline within existing corporate frames, but the critical step of shattering and reframing is often omitted from strategy development programs. This is an unfortunate omission because the application of the highly non-linear critical reflective processes is, after all, necessary for strategic thinking.

Senior leadership would be advised to endorse explicitly and model the critical reflective processes as part of learning to think strategically. Without explicitly stating and demonstrating, the best strategic efforts amount to little more than making extensions to the existing frames – so-called pseudo frame change.




Six framing traps that impede reframing

While everyone can strengthen the critical reflective processes required to reframe to some degree, we want to be on the lookout for some personal traps which can impede our ability to reframe. Each of these six traps may serve a business in certain situations, but with regard to strategic thinking, they are obvious impediments – detrimental manifestations of our habits of mind.


Immediate gratifiers

These are the people who want results – now! They are all about action, with no time, experience, or appreciation for the thinking that underlies and improves strategic action. Once we begin to lose our ability to imagine or create, we cannot envision the future, and strategic thinking capacity vanishes.



Know-it-alls

Know-it-alls tend to make instant judgments based on frozen, same-frame thinking. They believe their frame because it is the only way they “know.” Challenge and testing feel wrong and threatening. Know-it-all thinking stops dialogue, freezes us in place, and leads us to ignore information and insights that support other positions.



Experts

An expert mindset can be a double-edged sword. Sometimes, highly expert people make up their minds so quickly that they overlook critical flaws in the process because of their deep knowledge, successful experience, and acquired and trusted intuition. Expert minds are like computers that can scan vast amounts of data with few interruptions. Because of their vast experience and familiarity, experts can fail to consider surprise elements which may be crucial factors in their strategic problem. Those who lack specific expertise and think more slowly can have an unexpected advantage. Such a person may follow a more deliberate and careful thinking process – noticing more signals, weighing all the factors involved, noticing where data are missing, identifying blind spots, or noting paths of questioning which have not been taken.



Satisfieds

These people are satisfied and content with the status quo and see no reason to change. This kind of resistance to strategic thinking is based on a rationale that if we want to preserve our privileged place in a particular corporate niche – the one that lets me in regardless of whom it shut out – then critical dialogue, critical inquiry or critical reflection is a threat to our sense of self and our position. Satisfieds sometimes need to be reminded that discomfort, imbalance, and discontent are powerful motivators for learning and necessary for strategic thinking.



Conformists

Similar to the satisfieds, conformists tend to have a club sort of mentality. Once we decide that our group is superior, our mind focuses only on who is one of us and who is not – and what frames, actions, objects, or thoughts maintain that distinction. Symbolism overrides thinking. For example, rituals and conformity can be useful in times of economic stability because they allow an organization to create bonds and feelings of solidarity. But when challenge is required, the same-frame thinking of conformists makes the group’s ability to detect the signals of change and to envision a new thinking impossible. This impossibility has disastrous implications for developing strategic thinkers and highlights the need for diversity of thought in strategy meetings.



Over-simplifiers

As situations become more complex and contradictory, a common tendency when making sense is to over-simplify. Because we feel overwhelmed, we sometimes falsely believe that all complex and contradictory things can be reduced to more basic parts for the sake of expedience and relief of tension. We deny the actual complexity because we do not know how to make meaning of competing and contradictory elements that are inherent in strategic problems. The temptation for over-simplification in a chaotic and fast-paced environment is tremendous, and we often become vulnerable to shortcuts and quick fixes or forcing complex problems into a familiar frame as a means to expedience.

If we want to strengthen our ability to think strategically, it is helpful to identify any existing habits of mind that could become a trap to our strategic thinking. We can develop this awareness by continuously expanding our experience base, paying attention to habitual and familiar frames, and practicing with a skillful and artful coach, colleagues, or friends who support the use of critical inquiry, critical dialogue, and critical reflection to diverge and distort strategic problems.




The double-edged sword: experience and expertise

Expertise, as we mentioned in the above six traps, is both a charm and a curse in terms of reframing a strategic issue. Expertise lets us quickly categorize a situation as typical. Similarly, expertise shows us where to focus our attention and what to ignore. But sometimes we can become so complacent or over-confident about what we think we know that we are caught off guard when the unexpected happens. This is the flip side of expertise – it can blind us and give us a false sense of knowing. Expertise enables us to ignore cues and options that we do not think are worthwhile.3

When we are tasked with strategic thinking, this expert mindset can lead us to overlook relevant yet novel cues, to ignore potentially useful ideas, and to fail to notice important opportunities. In his 20-year study of expert predictions, psychologist Philip Tetlock reported that those experts “with the most knowledge are often less reliable. The reason is that the person who acquires more knowledge develops an enhanced illusion of her skill and becomes unrealistically overconfident.”4

Reframing is a very common strategic thinking challenge for senior strategists with whom I work, primarily due to their expertise and experience. An important part of learning to think strategically is that non-experts need to be able to challenge the experts in a group. The seasoned strategists whom I interviewed echoed a similarly striking observation based on their experience – that expertise in confronting a strategic problem is much more valuable than expertise in answering the problem.

Many novice strategists get locked into a view of themselves as technical experts, and they find nothing in the strategy process that warrants critical reflection. More often than not, these novices have become too skillful at techniques of selective inattention and situational control – techniques that they use to preserve their habit of mind. Uncertainty is perceived as a threat, and its admission is a sign of weakness. Others, who may be more adept at reflection in action or on action, also may feel profoundly uneasy because they cannot verbalize their know-how and cannot justify its quality or rigor, but they regard the imbalance and tension as an opportunity for deeper critical inquiry and reflection.


Expertise in confronting a strategic problem is much more valuable than expertise in answering the problem.


In order to facilitate the shattering and reframing process, strategists must have both an understanding of the informal learning process involved in strategic thinking and a basic vocabulary they can use. Both can facilitate and enhance the strategic thinking process. Often, our expertise is what lures then traps us into the elite chambers of strategy. Yet this membership too often becomes the trap that trips, because we do not fully understand how to develop our strategic thinking capability.


Table 8.1 Example of knowledge tracker for strategic thinking

[image: Table 8.1]

One simple exercise for helping to shatter and reframe both the expert and other traps is to explicitly identify, test, and track what you know that you know, and what you know that you do not know. While this exercise may sound obvious, it can lead to surprises and an interesting critical dialogue. A simple table, such as Table 8.1, can get things started. Select a single strategy dimension as shown in Figure 11.1 (Chapter 11) for a given issue – for example, technology or finance – and just start filling in the table. After some time you will want to compare and begin to clarify your thinking through dialogue with colleagues. The expectation is that you will identify missing frames and seek out those who are certain to have different frames, knowledge, and experiences.



Notes

1 Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning, 87.

2 Hogarth, Educating Intuition.

3 Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?

4 Tetlock, Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know? 233.
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Learning domains used for strategic thinking

In the course of my studies of high-level strategy meetings in corporations, governments, and international agencies, one observation has become consistently apparent – the processes of questioning, responding, and interacting often use far less complex levels of cognition than we might imagine. Although the position of the participating executives may be at a high level, the levels of questions and quality of the conversations I have found are variable at best. Understandably, many of these meetings consist of an exchange of summary findings, reports, analytic data, rapid-fire question-and-answer segments, and perhaps a brief brainstorming session to decide on a solution. Sometimes, there is debate about the analysis, but this inevitably concludes with recommendations for a future course of action. Rarely do I encounter meaningful critical dialogue or critical inquiry where the search for a solution is purposefully suspended, for the sake of scrutinizing the real problem.

Over time, the absence of critical dialogue and deep-dive-level questions can result in personal and organizational same-frame thinking or, worse, frames that are frozen entirely. Such rigidity and unrelenting habits of mind can have a negative impact on the quality of the strategy made. Some of what is missing, of course, has to do with political posturing and power games for which such meetings provide a forum. But much of it has to do with a collective confusion and lack of common understanding about what strategic thinking is, how to develop it, and a lack of consequences for not having the courage to engage in it.

The key concept presented in this chapter is learning domains – specifically, as the domains relate to learning to think strategically. The first section serves to differentiate between data, information, and knowledge and offers an overview of these learning domains. The second section discusses two specific domains of learning that are essential for developing strategic thinking; referred to throughout as the surf and the dive domains.

By understanding the learning domains required for thinking strategically, we can greatly expand and enrich our own learning. These domains bring focus to our questions and responses. Working with clients in my consulting practice, I find that they quickly benefit from information about learning domains; it enables them to choose the domain most suited for their particular strategic situation.


The dynamic process that is used to convert information into knowledge is learning.


While there are many definitions of learning, the fundamental characteristic is that it involves some kind of change that is a reaction to an encounter, not just a function of a natural maturation process. This change can occur in domains of motor skills, intellectual skills, knowledge content, cognitive strategies, awareness, affect, or attitude.1 The term domain refers here to an area of learning influence, similar to a taxonomy of learning activity.


Data, information, and knowledge

A starting point in any discussion about learning and strategic thinking is to distinguish between data, information, and knowledge. For the sake of simplicity, this book considers data to be neutral, static, and meaningless. Information is derived from data and is given meaning through the interpretation of facts or statistics. The aim of information is to construct knowledge using the surface domain of learning. Knowledge is information that is framed according to our (mostly) implicit belief systems. And the dynamic process used to convert information into knowledge is learning.

An example of data is: a half million American adults living in nine states are not enrolled in any health insurance program.

Information derived from this data might be:


	The incomes of these adults rank in the lowest quartile and the states represent the nine poorest states.

	This segment of the population comprises 75 percent non-native English speakers.

	These states have governors who rank near the bottom of an annual peer-review poll.



Knowledge gleaned from this information could include:


	Our social and medical systems are at risk.

	Our political system is failing us.

	The insurance business is an industry at fault.



Knowledge is the result of how the information has been interpreted within a context and the meaning it has been given. “The purpose of knowledge is to appreciate wonders even more,” proclaimed Richard Feynman in his renowned 1964 lecture, “What Is and What Should Be the Role of Scientific Culture in Modern Society.”2

Knowledge is most often tacit and is embedded within individuals and groups. It requires reflective learning, or what I refer to as the deeper dive-level of learning. As John Dewey noted, the aim of knowledge is to reconstruct and make meaning, processes that are inextricably linked to social interaction, dialogue, and critical inquiry.

In order to leverage knowledge into the learning required to make innovative, sustainable, competitive strategy, we must “convert” the information and knowledge into strategic learning experiences through transfer. Knowledge-creation pioneers Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi regard knowledge as a dynamic human process of justifying personal belief toward the truth. “Knowledge is about beliefs and commitments, … action and meaning.”3 Accordingly, information is a flow of messages, whereas knowledge is created by that very flow of information and distilled by the beliefs of the holder.

The distinction between information and knowledge is important for any discussion about learning to think strategically, because one of the fundamental requirements is that the information flow be consciously and routinely interrupted, and that the knowledge base be challenged and rigorously tested against our beliefs or anchors.


Strategists must be willing to seek out facts that might disconfirm a generally held belief and be willing to explore other possibilities.


Although knowledge and learning are sometimes difficult to express, strategists should be encouraged to pursue an awareness and explicit means of expression of both knowledge and learning. Knowledge and learning are essential to being able to challenge beliefs and assumptions; and this challenge is fundamental to strengthening our capacity to think strategically.

When data, information, and knowledge interact with critical reflective processes (critical inquiry, critical dialogue, critical reflection, critical thinking), the result is insight. The iterative process of a synthesis of knowledge, insights, and ideas develops improved judgment, which is a critical output of the strategic thinking process. This improved judgment, in turn, informs the development of strategies within the organization’s strategic planning processes, which ultimately make the organization more competitive. The insights generated must be continually challenged and diverged with an expectation that things are constantly changing. Strategic thinking serves this role by using a cognitive cluster (see Chapter 5) that supports divergent thought and deep-dive-level questions to continuously test and revise the premise of a strategy.

Strategists must be willing to seek out facts that might disconfirm a generally held belief and be willing to explore other possibilities. Knowledge benefits strategic thinking when the perspectives of multiple sources, information, experiences, critical reflective processes, creative thought, and supporting technologies are fully integrated within an organization. Those responsible for strategic thinking should be continuously encouraged to seek new knowledge and to habitually challenge and be challenged.

As a means to developing strategic thinking, knowledge sharing is best facilitated through critical dialogue. However, information technology can support this dialogue as well. While information technology can only create knowledge to a certain degree through the application of artificial intelligence, much of information technology continues to record and store explicit knowledge. Such systems enable easy transfer of information that can later be interpreted and challenged within context by those responsible for making sense of the data and who bring their own knowledge from past experiences.


Scenario

Margot, the CEO of a midsize software firm, panicked because her three-year winning strategy was failing. Her stockholders were complaining, the board was on her case, competition was on the rise, and her neck was on the line. Instead of opening up, she surrounded herself with people whom she considered to be loyalists, those who were like-minded and knew “where the lines were drawn.” She fired her two top “antagonists” and refused to hire “outsiders” because they wouldn’t know the company way and would bog down the process. She insisted that her global executive committee relocate back to Seattle for convenience and to help with “continuity” for some time. Fearful of shattering frames, Margot locked into her existing frames of reference, hoping to revive her strategy by simply extending what she already knew and doing more of what did not work! Her experience reminds us that there are times when we must pursue what is counterintuitive and break out if we want to survive.




Three predecessors of the surf and dive learning domains

In thinking strategically corporate seminars, I often hear executives conclude that they have either a lot or a little “knowledge about” a certain topic. They tend to distinguish between what they “know of” and what they “really know.” As we will see in this section, theorists have differentiated these same domains of learning using various models and terminology. Prior to a discussion of what this chapter refers to as the surf and dive learning domains, it will be useful to have some background on the arguments of several earlier theorists about learning domains.


Knowledge about and knowledge of acquaintance

The distinction between the domains of practical and abstract knowledge was first made by the philosopher William James at the turn of the twentieth century. He made reference to these domains as knowledge about and knowledge of acquaintance. To learn knowledge about requires that we effectively transfer information and integrate that information into conceptual models and frameworks. With regard to strategy making, we commonly learn this way through instructional workshops, videos, lectures, reading, seminars, web-based programs, and other direct instruction methods designed for teaching various models of information and analysis. The meaning of such information is interpreted through the learners’ frames of reference, or through the rationale or framework of a particular theorist, professor, trainer, consulting firm, or school.

As content becomes more complex, contradictory, or controversial, the ability to interact with others and to critically question is required. This is what James referred to as knowledge of acquaintance.4 Knowledge of acquaintance is learned through personal experience, and the essence of such knowledge is embedded in one’s decisions and actions – in a person’s tacit knowledge. Knowledge of acquaintance can only be acquired through firsthand experience of an issue or situation in question – through practice, reflection, challenge, testing, and reaction. This knowledge can be learned through informal learning, incidentally through experience, and through structured activities, such as action-learning initiatives.

While the technical difference between knowledge about and knowledge of acquaintance is distinct, it is helpful to understand the relationship between the two kinds of knowledge for strategic thinking. Knowledge provides a framework against which practical experience can be tested. This framework can then be modified in practice and ultimately becomes knowledge of acquaintance. This conversion takes place when we apply analytical models, interpret complex content, and make decisions about the implications of a discussion in order to make informed strategic decisions.



P and Q types of learning

Various authors have differentiated structured and unstructured problems within different domains of learning. Learning theorist Reg Revans refers to P and Q learning types, which he classified according to two different problem structures. P learning refers to programmed learning or knowledge that has been codified in books, lectures, or analytical techniques. P learning is often used to describe “puzzles,” or problems for which a correct solution exists, even if the answer is hard to find. An example of P learning would be finding the best way to reduce the time or cost of some specific manufacturing operation. P learning is commonly used for addressing problems of operational effectiveness, and discussion or debate is commonly employed when using P learning.

By contrast, Q learning typically represents “quandaries,” difficulties or opportunities to which no solution clearly exists. A common example would be determining the direction a company will take after a merger. Q learning can be supported through coaching individual executives and facilitating group meetings. Q learning requires executives to reinterpret the meaning of current decisions and emerging trends, to challenge their assumptions, and to reframe their experience. Action-learning programs, future search methods, lateral thinking, scenario planning, and introducing critical dialogue at all levels of the organization are ways of facilitating the Q domain of strategic learning. In relation to learning theorist Karl Weick’s terminology, P learning correlates to problems of uncertainty, whereas Q learning is equivalent to ambiguous problems that require judgment.

Clearly, strategic thinking involves both P and Q learning domains, but strategists may find it easy to get stuck using the P learning domain because it is far easier to structure, it moves more quickly, it is convenient to track, is often habitual, is far less risky, and has an end solution. Q learning involves questioning insight, but, before that can occur, we must gain strategic insight by asking discriminating questions and then reconciling data analysis with past experience and intuitive judgment to answer those questions. Each strategic decision requires a different combination of analysis, experience, and judgment. Obviously, there is no formula, because the variables in each situation are different.



Four types of learning

Another way that strategic thinking can be perceived is according to the theory put forth by yet another learning theorist, Edward Cell. His model distinguishes learning by classifying it into four domains: response learning, situation learning, trans-situation learning, and transcendent learning.

Response learning refers to a change in the way we respond in a particular situation; we respond with a prepared set of answers or techniques when handling a specific situation.5 Response learning is studied by behaviorists in psychology and includes rote learning and what Skinner called “operant conditioning.”

This kind of learning can also require the learner to apply a sequence of skills or to match responses to options of varying complexity in situations, such as selecting the best negotiating tactic from among many possibilities, while in the midst of a contentious debate. For example, a country manager learns to offer a set of appropriate responses when questioned by auditors investigating the profit picture. This manager’s experience of repetitive learning is effective for problems that involve low-level learning transfer and ensures that the skill becomes an automatic baseline response. But in complex circumstances with less predictable outcomes, for example such as cybersecurity training, a different type of learning is required.

Presenting strategic thinking as something that can be easily taught and learned through a prescriptive model, a formula, or a structured sequence is highly tempting. We are all too familiar with this learning approach and, unfortunately, many of us have come to think of it as the best way to learn everything. Not every problem or decision can be, or should be, solved in such a linear, instrumental manner. When confronted with the complex issues involved in strategy, this learning method just doesn’t pass the test.

Cell’s second kind of learning, situation learning, involves a change in how we organize our understanding of a situation. He notes that response learning is dependent on situation learning, since it is how we interpret a situation that shapes our response to it.

Trans-situation learning, Cell’s third kind of learning, is considering how to change our interpretations of a situation. This is often called “learning to learn.” This kind of learning involves reflecting on the learning process and identifying and questioning the assumptions and attributions we are making about a situation, by using reflective inquiry for critical self-reflection.

Cell’s final kind of learning, transcendent learning, requires that we modify or create whole new concepts. This kind of learning is generative and provides new possibilities and new tools for interpreting individual situations. Transcendent learning is sometimes referred to as transformational learning.

If we understand the learning domains presented here, we will assist ourselves, our teams, and our organizations as we move toward strategic problems. The ability to identify the appropriate domain(s) is a first step to understanding the nature of a strategic issue.




The surf and dive learning domains

The complex, unpredictable, and paradoxical nature of the global strategy environment in which traditional transaction-oriented, linear, controlling executives now find themselves requires that they pursue a broader range of more agile thinking in order to make sustainable and innovative strategy. A board member of a British investment bank with whom I was working coined the terms surf and dive after we had been collaborating on strategic thinking issues for several days. The surf domain is a metaphor for surfing – the kind of learning that happens on the surface. Surf learning is easy to understand, has answers, is instrumental, transactional, and is relatively safe. We can make sense of things through transacting with information and events, creating a series of responses, and taking new actions.

On the other hand, the much deeper and more complex level of learning requires us to dive beneath the surface in order to make meaning of data, information, experiences, and situations. This learning domain is about exploring the unknown and the unfamiliar, it lacks apparent answers, has no boundaries, and can be very risky. Dive learning is difficult to describe in words and is heavily reliant on past and present experience.

I have since borrowed these terms because the imagery really works, and it conveys the concept quickly. The colloquial terminology makes sense and runs parallel with other terms, such as single, double, and triple loop (Schon), model I and model II (Schein), and instrumental and communicative (Mezirow).


Frequently, executives are hammered for not being good strategic thinkers, but rarely do they (or their bosses) know how to improve.


Once clients have some knowledge about learning domains, I find the strategic thinking process accelerates considerably. Executives are often defined by perpetual activity: doing deals, running meetings, and conducting transactions. If executives are to be successful strategists, they must get things done, but, they must also take time to understand why they are doing what they are doing and thinking what they are thinking. Taking a deep-dive requires the capability to reflect critically, ask tough questions, and employ divergent thinking. Dive learning is no longer an option or an indulgence; it is a necessity.

Not surprisingly, strategic thinking can be a sensitive subject. Frequently, executives are hammered for not being good strategic thinkers, but rarely do they (or their bosses) know how to improve. Therefore, those involved in strategy generally feel vulnerable, defensive, or resistant. By offering a bit of information about the learning domains, executives gain a renewed sense of control over their own learning because this learning gives them a concept, a vocabulary, a process, and a choice. They can choose to be responsible for the learning level required for various aspects of strategy making.

Consequently, we can choose which learning domain to employ at a given point in the strategic thinking process. The name we give to the learning domain is not important, but what is important is developing the cognitive cluster necessary for each domain in order to support the requirements of our strategic situation. Also, understanding the learning domains can help us keep track of where we are in the strategic thinking process and facilitate our own learning, as well as that of others. Table 4.1 shows the necessary learning domains when learning to think strategically.

The model on which the surf and dive domains of learning are based is what theorist Jack Mezirow calls instrumental, communicative, and transformative domains.6 While Mezirow draws on Edward Cell’s work, as well as on the thinking of John Dewey and William James, his work is grounded in the critical social theory of Jürgen Habermas.

Mezirow’s critical pragmatism defines learning as the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of one’s experience in order to guide future action.7 For Mezirow, “Action is an indispensable phase of the process of adult learning. But action can mean making a decision, being critically reflective, or transforming a meaning structure as well as a change in behavior.”8


The surf domain

The surf learning domain is premised on the notion that learning “what” and “how” will accomplish tasks or solve problems because we control our environment by acting on it. Surf learning is essentially an instrumental, mechanical, response kind of learning. In strategy, this domain is the one in which meaning is attached to day-to-day actions. Learning in this domain is primarily about determining cause-effect relationships and learning through task-oriented problem solving. As noted in Table 9.1, the surf domain uses a kind of learning that “involves predictions about observable events which can be proven correct, determining cause-effect relationships and task-oriented problem solving. The logic of instrumental learning is hypothetically deductive”9



Table 9.1 The surf and dive learning domains



	Learning Domains

	Description of Learning

	Common Meaning-Making Techniques

	Significance to Strategic Thinking






	Surf Domain

	Linear

Sequential

Progressive

Mechanistic

Predictable

Transactional

Instrumental

Routine

Instructional

Informational

Avoid surprises

“What”

“How-to”

	Analysis

Tactical reasoning

Logical reasoning

Identifying “correct” and “incorrect” answers

Exchanging data and information

Reporting

Feasibility studies

Problem solving

Decision making

Debate

Discussion

	Convergence oriented

Positions formulated and defended

Opponents and proponents identified

Competitive data collection

Analysis

Closure




	Dive Domain

	Nonlinear

Intuitive

Rational and/or

a-rational

Strong affective component

Invite surprises

“My opinion”

“My beliefs”

“My values”

“My conviction”

“My principle”

“Why”

“What else”

	Critical reflection

Dialectic thinking

Metaphoric speech

Analogic thinking

Storytelling

Collaborative inquiry

Critical questioning

Imagining

Improvising

Experimenting

Expanding perspectives

Testing

Challenging

Creating

Critical dialogue

	Divergence oriented

Is “messy”

Continuously changing

Open to exploring new ideas and perspectives

Imaginative

Surprising




	Transformative Domain (can occur in surf or dive domains)



	Triggered by disorientation or catastrophe

“Why”

“How”

“What next”

“What else”

“Why not”

“What if”

	Critical reflection

Critical dialogue

	Transformative

Dramatic shift

Unpredictable

Shatter frames

Reveal assumptions

Test premise

Expand assumptions






Source: Based on the model of instrumental, communicative, and transformative domains by Jack Mezirow. Mezirow, “A Transformative Theory of Adult Learning,” 58.


Many senior executives and those responsible for the development of strategic thinking often try their best to simplify and reduce strategic thinking to a how-to model – conforming to the familiar and habitual. Ultimately, this effort restricts their learning techniques to the surf domain and only reinforces planning.

Most traditional, formal, and behavioral programs directed at improving strategy performance are stuck in the surf domain. For example, surf learning occurs through strategic planning replication models, analytical model simulations, and prescriptive models. Many leadership-development approaches to strategic thinking are based on some variation of such how-to models and imply a fill-in-the-blank type of solution. Surf learning is an effective learning domain for facilitating the development of strategic planning, but less than ideal for improving strategic thinking.



The dive domain

The domain of dive learning is about making sense – learning to understand what others mean and learning to challenge and make our deeper selves understood. This domain of learning is key for developing strategic thinking. Critical reflection (detailed in Part IV) is heavily dependent upon critical inquire and critical dialogue, which is central to this dive domain of learning. The dive domain draws on Mezirow’s communicative domain of learning, which emphasizes the use of communication and interaction (language and nonverbal, cognitive and affective) in order to anticipate the actions of others and delve deeper into our own actions and decisions.

Mezirow describes this learning domain as follows: “It involves understanding values, ideals, feelings, and normative concepts like freedom, autonomy, love, [and] justice. It identifies and clarifies the known through a process whereby each step suggests the next.”10 This form of situational learning requires that we expand or change our frame of reference and provides the contextual framing for strategic thinking initiatives. For example, leaders of strategic discussions announce frequently that diverse opinions are sought, and later see those opinions shot down prematurely because someone declares: “We can’t do that here because …” or “That won’t work these days because… .”

The dive learning domain serves as a counter to such reductionist and elimination thinking in that it invites us to identify, test, challenge, refine, and possibly alter our frames of reference in the interest of strategic thinking. The result may be a frame change of varying degree. Minimally, we may change the way we see patterns and specific situations. Maximally, we may experience a total transformation, a truly business-altering or life-altering experience. Too often, we jump to solutions in strategy meetings without taking time to critically examine, identify, stretch, and challenge the real problem. Suggesting premature solutions tends to reinforce same-frame thinking and disregards creative or divergent thought; and ultimately rendering strategic decisions that fall far short of being innovative.

Dive learning requires critical dialogue, critical inquiry, and critical reflection, and integrates experience to construct meaning within a social context. Also, dive learning may consist of some discussion and debate, which can further enrich dive-level learning if they expose the underlying position and premise of arguments.

Dissention, contrariness, and opposition can be particularly useful triggers to dive learning because they invite critical reflection, critical inquiry, and critical dialogue. We learn tacitly which frames are acceptable and unacceptable for use within our respective organizations, and through critical reflection and critical dialogue we can challenge frames and strengthen strategic thinking.


	Volunteer to be part of an action-learning team to solve a problem for tasks that are outside of familiar functional or product areas.

	Join conversations, discussions, and meetings where your frame is an outlier.

	Participate in high-level strategy-making meetings and code the frames expressed as opinions.

	Note any frame omissions that could bring value.





Dive learning and frame change

Frame change can result from learning within the dive domain. Both the surf and the dive learning domains have their own standards of validity. Surf learning holds to validity tests of facts, measurements, and outcomes; something is true or false, accurate or inaccurate. The validity test is seen in concrete experience – something either happens or it does not; there is a result or there is not. This kind of testing is typical and familiar in strategy discussions and debates. Meanwhile, dive learning has more nuanced validity tests, including the assessment that others make of our own authenticity, truthfulness, and qualifications. Dive learning is heavily influenced by and, in turn, shapes or transforms the cultural context in which we act. We can easily draw erroneous conclusions from reflection alone on the content of our experience, leading to a closed cycle of non-learning. Therefore, practices such as reflecting on the foundations of our beliefs (premise reflection) and publicly testing our conclusions with others are effective validity tests within this domain of dive learning.


Scenario

For example, Tyson, an American executive based in Detroit, who fundamentally believed numbers tell the truth and nothing but the truth, was unaware of how his strategic decisions impacted upon others in the global rollout of several plans. Reflecting on his assumption – numbers are facts, and facts equal the truth – he extended an existing meaning frame when he decided to hire an external consulting arm to analyze the data and the findings against additional information to which his company did not have access. His basic frame did not change; he simply extended it.

After moving to an office in Paris, Tyson began to have regular, long lunch conversations with colleagues and other business associates that sometimes grew into heated arguments. This was something new for him. His colleagues questioned his every action, didn’t accept his numbers at face value, and demanded to know the “why” behind every decision he made. They challenged the very decisions that had successfully opened markets in 21 countries. As much as Tyson found them irritating, he noticed that they seemed to enjoy this lunchtime exchange. After months of stress, he began to treat the conversations as daily workouts. Gradually, he realized the significance and expanded meaning that the story behind the numbers offered in terms of how the decisions he made affected customers, shareholders, and employees around the world. Slowly, he began to invite more challenge about the numbers he had once considered sacred.




Developing the dive learning domain

According to the framing sequence put forth by learning theorist Jack Mezirow, complex strategic situations can be reinterpreted in one of four ways:


	Extend or develop an existing frame of reference

	Learn a new frame of reference and adopt it

	Change viewpoints (create new patterns for certain situations or issues)

	Transform frames (construct new belief systems and adopt new values).



One of the key objectives of strengthening our ability to use the dive domain of learning is to enlarge the scope and depth of our strategic thinking by modifying or dramatically changing our frames of reference. Our frames of reference shape our understanding of both the surf and dive domains of our experience. In other words, even neutral data and information are interpreted by our frames, often unconsciously or instantaneously.

Purposeful critical dialogue enables reframing of perspectives. In the absence of critical dialogue, we make judgments about the validity of the message, based on our assessment of the trustworthiness of the source. Reflective processes and capabilities are necessary for deep-dive learning to occur. Playing the “devil’s advocate” and intentionally testing assumptions through direct and open inquiry are two potent methods of validity testing.

Some learning is basically additive in nature, as when we elaborate or extend an existing frame of reference or add a new frame of reference without changing the beliefs and presuppositions of existing ones. There is nothing wrong with this, but in the strategic thinking process we must remain aware of the learning domain that is required for the situation, so that we can choose the appropriate level of questions and responses accordingly.

As I consult with strategists around the world, I am astounded by the number of global executives who have developed or are developing business in emerging markets and lack even a rudimentary knowledge of, or interest in, frames that are historical, cultural, humanitarian, social, military, and political in nature. Not only do these business leaders not seek out these frames, they often dismiss such frames as being irrelevant, superfluous, or time-consuming. Including diverse data, points of view, and perspectives in a strategic dialogue is essential to maintaining a competitive strategic edge. The implication of these missing frames is the emergence of blind spots, and their impact on long-term business strategy is the writing on the wall.

A competitive strategy does not result from brilliant analysis or brilliant people alone. Critical reflection, critical inquiry, and critical dialogue must be woven into the strategic thinking process. Risk-management models do generate excellent analysis, and this analysis provides an excellent starting point for dialogue, but this analysis is no substitute for critical reflection, critical inquiry, and critical dialogue. Knowing this is essential for those who facilitate strategic thinking because a frame-shifting, shattering, and reframing of situations is a key intent of strategic thinking.




Transformative learning

When a fundamentally disconfirming experience or disorienting dilemma challenges our frame of reference, we are presented with an opportunity to dive to the deepest levels of learning and draw meaning from the trauma. So powerful is this kind of learning that Mezirow described it as “emancipation from libidinal, linguistic, epistemic, institutional, or environmental forces that limit our options and our rational control over our lives, but have been taken for granted or seen as beyond human control.”11 Such experience can lead us to critically reflect on our beliefs and presuppositions, resulting in either a new mode of pattern recognition or, at the deepest level, a fully transformed framework.

Although this kind of transformative learning can occur in either the surf or the dive domain, critical reflection, critical inquiry, critical dialogue, and critical thinking are necessary to make new meaning. This experience can be epochal in nature, such as an abrupt, “blinding light” kind of instinctual experience, or it can be incremental in nature, as the result of gradual accumulation of experiences.


Fear can be a powerful impetus for strategic thinking.


While a frame change of this degree is hardly an everyday experience for most strategists, it does occasionally occur. These dramatic frame transformations typically result in major overhauls in the way a company does business. Such deep and transformational learning can even lead to a dramatic change in strategic thinking because everything appears differently and we either reject or no longer recognize our old patterns and frames.

Truly innovative strategy can emerge from these kinds of experiences. While the experience itself may be frightening, painful, even destructive, it is within the critical reflective learning process that transformation occurs. This metamorphosis can result in a remarkable, miraculous, positive outcome and can be attributed to turning a nightmare experience into a constructive one. Truly transformational learning requires that we experience situations that put us totally outside of our known zone, well beyond the realm of familiarity and control – so much so that our world feels mangled or turned upside down.

Clients with whom I have worked have occasionally experienced this kind of intense, life-redefining frame change as a result of major loss – both expected or unexpected – such as a corporate takeover, the death of a partner, spouse, or child, or the diagnosis of a critical disease, to name just a few. An intense transformational learning experience can also result from a gain, such as the realization that over the years their income has ballooned to substantially more than that of their parents, a successful corporate takeover, the birth of a child, recovery from a critical illness, or adjusting to living in a different country. Executives who have experienced learning in these circumstances sometimes claim to feel “enlightened” or to have become a “new person.”

The CFO of a pharmaceutical company with which I was working experienced such traumatic frame change due to a facility bombing in southern Thailand that killed his best friend and two co-workers. He referred to it as an emotional “earthquake” – one thing happened, and after the initial shock and ruinous aftermath, other changes were triggered in every aspect of his business and personal life. After a year or so of “soul searching,” he described these changes as a “total rearrangement of my life.”

Although it generally takes a catastrophe or a disorienting dilemma for us to experience learning of this magnitude, we need to remember that experiencing a catastrophe is no guarantee that we will experience learning. To ensure that learning results from the experience, or to at least facilitate the likelihood of a learning outcome, we must critically reflect on the experience and test new action that can be incorporated into a new frame. Interestingly, and fortunately, fear can be a powerful impetus for strategic thinking. When we consider the volatile, unpredictable world in which we make strategy, this becomes all the more relevant to those responsible for making and facilitating strategy.

Knowledge of the surf and dive learning domains can facilitate learning from experience. When strategy works well, executives rarely focus on improving their strategic thinking, which is taken for granted. Only when problems creep up and the company’s profit, revenue, market share, or reputation is at risk do the sirens blare.

The integration of surf and dive learning domains, with an emphasis on critical reflective processes, should be a perpetual goal of strategic thinking programs. An ability to pursue both surf and dive learning domains profoundly differentiates successful strategic thinkers. The capacity to move from one domain to the other is an internal resource available to each of us, available for everyday access.

By developing the dive domain, we can ensure that the organizational and individual strategic capacities are addressed. Innovative, sustainable, and adaptable strategy becomes possible because the dive domain of learning allows for renewal and the recreation of strategy. This is the domain of learning that “involves identifying ideas, values, beliefs, and feelings, critically examining the assumptions upon which they are based, testing their justification through rational discourse, and making decisions predicated upon the resulting opinion.”12


Executives who are incessantly connected to the muddle of other people’s voices have difficulty hearing their own voice.


The ability to think strategically is compromised if we live our lives without moments of solitude and silence. Executives who are incessantly connected to the muddle of other people’s voices have difficulty hearing their own voice.

Strategic thinking never happens the same way twice and is a risky endeavor by its very nature. A strategic win is merely a one-time historical business event in need of continuous testing, divergence and deep-dive challenge. In order for wins to reoccur, strategic thinking processes must be guided by learning initiatives and integrated into important business initiatives via formal and informal means.



Content, process, and premise reflection

A useful way to start practicing the critical reflective processes is to distinguish among three specific kinds of critical reflection: content reflection, process reflection, and premise reflection.13 These distinctions are useful to both clarify the definition of reflection and further understand the deeper dive domain of learning. Table 9.2 outlines content, process, and premise reflection.


Content reflection

The focus of content reflection is on the content or description of a strategic problem. Content questions aim to focus our thoughts on the “what.” What aspect of the problem are we paying attention to? Content questions enable us to get more specific information and details about a topic, and tend to be transactional in nature. For example, if the strategic problem is one of diminishing global market share for a particular automobile, the strategist might look for indicators of trends and attempt to associate those behaviors with development initiatives. Where is the problem occurring? When did this start? How much will an advertising campaign turnaround cost? How much time will it take? What are the key factors to examine?



Table 9.2 Content reflection, process reflection, and premise reflection



	

	Type of Critical Reflection




	


	
Content Reflection

	
Process Reflection

	
Premise Reflection




	
Description

	
Focuses on What

	
Focuses on How

	
Focuses on Why






	Approaches

	Restate problem

Identify key issues

Summarize major points

State indicators of trends and patterns

Identify factors and variables

Confirm data

Verify sources

	Map steps, actions and reactions, and approaches used

Explore how the problem emerged/grew/shifted

Trace step-by-step actions, reactions, and responses

Discuss progression and sequence

Discuss scope, impact, and influence

Discuss relevance and reliability of indicators



	Challenge the relevance and nature of a strategic problem: “Why is this issue relevant to strategy?”

“Is this my concern?”

“How else could this be framed?”

“Is the key concept a valid concept?”

Validate data, inferences

Challenge assumptions, beliefs, and values underlying the key problem

Make explicit and challenge the rationale underlying strategy decisions




	Relevance

	Surf learning

Cognitive instrumental

	Surf and dive learning

Cognitive instrumental

Critical thinking

	Dive learning

Cognitive and affective

Critical reflection

Critical inquiry

Critical dialogue









Process reflection

Process reflection involves thinking about the procedures that led to the problem or the approaches used to implement the strategic solution – the “how.” Process questions push us to examine how we make strategic decisions. How did the problem come about? How exactly did we get here? How did others do it? Process questions enable us to trace the steps and to challenge the quality of the rationale that underlies our strategic decision by describing the process we used to make the decision. The strategist interested in the diminishing global market share of a particular automobile might dig deeper and ask how the data and analysis were selected and analyzed. The strategist might investigate how she knew that the statistical indicators were relevant, reliable, and comprehensive. She might question the progression or sequence of events. She might ask whether or not the effort to find indicators of weakening oil supply was adequate. If the same problem came up in another country, business unit, or product, would the same procedure solve the problem? Is the timeline really appropriate for success? Process reflection is a rational and linear kind of reflection, which does not always include an affective or an intuitive component. Process questions often use surf-level thinking but can draw on the deeper dive-level of thinking.



Premise reflection

Premise reflection leads us to question the relevance of the problem itself. Premise reflection serves to bring us closer to the “why” and “what if.” A strategist might ask: “Is market share my real concern? How else could this problem be framed? Is market share the only or the primary indicator of success? Can I control market share? Is market share dominance a valid concept?” In premise reflection, the strategist questions the assumptions, beliefs, or values underlying the problem. Premise reflection consists of a strong affective dimension – we feel an unmistakable “twitch” that bolts our attention and may prompt us to resist. Premise reflection leads us to the deeper dive domain of learning and allows us to determine the degree of confidence we have in our conclusion, based on the soundness of our strategic thinking process and the clarity and authenticity of its underlying premise.

Content, process, and premise questions are essential for learning to think strategically. In my practice, I have found that the questions most commonly asked in strategic sessions are content questions. Process questions require a focused and guided attention and are not asked as often. And premise questions are extremely rare. If leaders aim to develop an innovative and sustainable strategy pipeline within their organizations, then they need to muster the courage and master the capability of asking deep-dive questions, which create premise-level reflection. The development of strategic thinking requires moving beyond the acquisition of new knowledge and into a process of challenging existing assumptions, values, and frames.
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III

Summary and questions

Exploring and understanding the rudiments of learning domains can be beneficial to gaining insight about a strategic problem because one of the fundamental requirements of strategic thinking is that we consciously and regularly interrupt what we “know of” and what we “know about.” Strategic thinking deliberately aims to challenge this knowledge base and rigorously test our beliefs and anchors.

Patterns and frames strongly influence the way in which we approach a strategic issue. Recognizing personal and organizational patterns of thought and developing an awareness of “blind spots” are critical to strategic thinking. By including diverse frames of reference into the strategic thinking process we can ensure a degree of variation in the interpretation of information.

Consciously escaping fixed patterns of thinking and developing a new, innovative arrangement of patterns can help to establish the foundation for frame shifting and shattering. As a process, reframing can change our view and position on a strategic issue. Proficiency in using the critical reflective processes is fundamental for shifting and shattering frames. Strategic thinkers must also be cognizant of the personal traps that can impede their ability to reframe. Common strategic thinking traps include immediate gratification, know-it-all thinking, having an expert mindset, satisfaction with the status quo, conformity, and over-simplification of a complex issue.

Insightful critical reflection on the data, information, and knowledge is essential to exposing our assumptions and beliefs about the premise of a strategic problem. Reflective learning is required for developing innovative, sustainable, and competitive strategic thinking. Assessing your own and your organization’s learning habits through the surf and dive domains is an important aspect of understanding the nature of a strategic issue. The surf domain is instrumental and transactional in nature and explores the surface level of an issue by understanding the cause-effect relationship of the problem. It is the by far the most frequently used in strategy meetings as it is efficient and familiar. Surf learning employs “how-to” models and is more effective for strategic planning than for fostering strategic thinking. By contrast, the dive learning domain involves challenging deeply held beliefs and assumptions while critically examining the true nature of a strategic problem. We accomplish this through critical dialogue, critical inquiry, and critical reflection, and critical thinking.

Mental frames of reference are belief schema, an organized cognitive way of perceiving a complex set of patterns and decisions. Business goals, belief systems, and the external environment collectively shape our individual and our organizational frames of reference and our perception of a strategic problem.

By inviting a broad range of diverse frames and points of view we can cultivate frame change, divergent thinking, and deep-dive questioning. Engaging in the dive domain expands frames of reference and can lead to frame shifting, shattering, and reframing. By understanding and engaging in critical inquiry and critical dialogue, we focus and navigate the content, process, and premise-level reflection of a strategic issue.

Dramatic transformational experiences that shatter our frame of reference, often provoking fear as they transport us far outside our comfort zone, may provide a catalyst for strategic thinking and present an opportunity to dive to the deepest level of learning.


	 1 Are there circumstances where you notice surf or dive questions being routinely asked? Consider a familiar organization. Are there situations where either the surf or dive domain tends to get rewarded in strategy meetings? Why might this be?

	 2 What are some common same-frame thinking patterns that occur in your organization’s strategy meetings? What might be the origins of these same-frame thinking patterns? Who benefits from this same-frame thinking? How could this same-frame thinking be detrimental to the stated strategic intentions?

	 3 How could the inclusion of additional frames and new frames be supportive of the stated strategic intentions?

	 4 What are some of your own “blind spots” that might inhibit frame change that is required of strategic thinking?

	 5 How do you seek out facts and information to challenge your own assumptions and disconfirm deeply held beliefs?

	 6 What are some ways that you could model the critical reflective processes within strategy sessions? Who do you know that engages in the critical reflective processes effectively?

	 7 How can you practice reframing issues related to your strategy concerns?

	 8 Are there any of the six framing traps that you frequently identify within your team? For yourself? How do those traps affect your ability to reframe issues? Do leaders in your organization foster or reward any of the strategic thinking traps? Why? Who benefits?

	 9 Think of a surprise or perhaps a catastrophe that has occurred within your organization or a familiar organization. How could it be reframed and leveraged as an opportunity?

	10 Think of a time when you heard someone as a great question that triggered premise-level reflection. What was your reaction? Why? What made that question great?

	11 Think of a truly transformational incident that your organization (or another familiar organization) experienced. What frames were shattered? How did this happen? What frame changes ultimately occurred? What was the short-term impact? The long-term impact?







IV

How do we test the foundation?

Critical dialogue and critical inquiry as essential parts of learning to think strategically


First learn the meaning of what you say, then speak.


—Epictetus (c. ad 55–135), Greek philosopher
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Role of critical dialogue in the strategic thinking process

To start with, some good news: dialogue has been around forever – and it is learnable. Some aspects of dialogue are skill-based and can be taught in a conventional formal learning setting. Other, less familiar aspects of critical dialogue are experience-based and require critical reflection, which is typically learned informally. The bad news is that critical dialogue requires substantial time, unravels in an unpredictable manner and uneven pace, and it demands a commitment to practice in order to benefit a strategic thinking capability. Critical dialogue is not about efficiency or brevity but rather about the practice of embedding a mindset habit. Critical dialogue is not necessarily data or fact driven. It can draw from intuition, imagination, and experience and is enriched by deep-dive questions.

Chapter 10 provides an in-depth discussion of critical dialogue used to test a strategic issue. First, by looking at the role of critical dialogue in the strategic thinking process, and then by delving into how we actually learn it. Second, a brief discussion is presented of how critical dialogue plays out in the three-stage informal learning process of strategic thinking. Next, a comparison of three communication techniques that can avail critical dialogue. And lastly, some thoughts on learning to dialogue.

When we think of dialogue within a strategy context, we often have an image of people getting together to talk … and talk. We tend not to differentiate between the various ways of structuring talk to support strategic thinking, nor do we regularly think about the purpose of the talk.

Most of us have forgotten or were never taught how beneficial critical dialogue is to the creative and cognitive learning process and how essential it is for learning to think strategically. Debate and discussion, convergent and linear communication techniques have risen to favor during the last century as learning methods of the technical rational era. As we construct a strategic thinking framework, it is necessary to (re)familiarize ourselves with critical dialogue. The focus here is on using critical dialogue as an essential tool for communication and exploration of the deeper dive domain of learning as it supports the strategic learning process.

While the topics of critical dialogue and critical inquiry are presented as separate chapters, it is important to note that in practice, they are interconnected – in other words, by engaging in critical dialogue and critical inquiry, critical reflection is prompted. As noted in the previous chapters, engaging in the critical reflective processes is a highly iterative (i.e., “messy”) process that leads us to a deeper level of thinking, exposing some of our embedded and invisible assumptions about complex strategic problems. Different than hindsight or retrospection, it consists of a strong element of emotion and affect, a-rational as well as rational cognitive processing, and a rigor and discipline that is not time bound.


Most corporate and university executive programs teach strategic thinking as if time were the most important aspect of judgment, rather than investing in developing the habit of critical dialogue, which leads to trusted experience.


From political leaders to corporate executives, there is a dearth of positive role models who demonstrate constructive and collaborative discourse, critical dialogue, or even good debate. Our commercial business world is eager to provide shortcuts to rescue our tuckered-out minds. Bullet points and sound bites have replaced critical dialogue, discussion, and debate – especially when it comes to strategy issues. We expect and accept sound bites as the mode for giving and receiving information in meetings, texts, emails, phone calls, and conference calls. “Get to the point” takes precedence over a dialogic thinking process that is generative, adaptive, and innovative. Sadly, we have convinced ourselves that we need only the succinct facts to think strategically, as we assume that brevity represents facts, and facts represent “close enough to truth.” As a result, abbreviated thinking is frequently mistaken for sound conclusions.

At the opposite end of the spectrum are strategy meetings conducted using so-called diplomatic discourse – in which the intent is deliberately diluted and politesse takes precedence over content – the message becomes so convoluted that it lacks authenticity or relevance. Both ends of the dialogue spectrum lack critical reflective practices.

Ironically, companies claim to be desperate for strategic thinkers, but many ignore or actively resist the inclusion of critical dialogue in the process of learning to think strategically. Quite often, I find that many of my corporate and government clients have no personal memory of critical dialogue for use as a reference point in strategic thinking.

Furthermore, most corporate and university executive programs teach strategic thinking as if time was the most important aspect of judgment, rather than in developing the habit of critical dialogue, which leads to trusted experience. This outmoded frame – the one that has established time as being paramount to anything else – is begging to be shattered. Purposeful critical dialogue is essential for making meaning and framing habits of thinking.


Three factors of a good strategic thinking dialogue

I invariably smile at the reactions of executives with whom I work when they hear the word dialogue within the context of strategic thinking. They roll their eyes, certain that dialogue will create a bottleneck in their strategic thinking process. They fear an endless spewing of pointless garble, and they are reticent to open a can of worms that they may be unable to contain or control. I remind them that a good critical dialogue is something quite different; it is informed, risky, and critical. Isaacs notes: “Dialogue is a discipline of collective thinking and inquiry, a process for transforming the quality of conversation and, in particular, the thinking that lies beneath it.”1


A good strategic thinking dialogue is informed, risky, and critical.


As noted above, speaking, listening, and critically reflecting are three parts of a good strategy dialogue. The three are inseparable when practicing good dialogue. Some degree of trial and error occurs through the use of critical dialogue as we react to others’ questions and comments on our recent or past actions, decisions, and thoughts. Some revel in the dynamics of a verbal and intellectual joust and a test of opposing wills. Many are taken aback, either by hearing themselves say something or by the unexpected response of a listener.

For the executives with whom I have spoken, critical dialogue became a conscious habit through practice. These strategists have developed a routine for testing and validating their assumptions against prior successful life experiences. These strategists came to enthusiastically anticipate and deliberately incorporate a rigorous dialogue as a learning method. Their comments indicated that challenge, often encountered through the use of dialogue, has been a vital experience for learning to think strategically.

For example, the Hong Kong executive recommended to aspiring strategists:


Talk to many people and read everything, and insist that others ask you questions. We must think about what we don’t know. I think that I talk to so many different people and bring our different ideas and opinions together – and that’s very good. Sometimes maybe it looks like we spend a lot of time talking about things that are not related to economics or technology, but everything is connected when you’re trying to put together a big puzzle – so why not? It’s the most helpful thing.


One of the American technology company executives said that he thrives on


smart people to talk to and bounce ideas off of. We have a lot of really smart people here – and egos are in check. And we all are really focused and want to make things work, so it’s good. That’s a good learning space – where ideas are tossed around and you can try things – and then toss them around some more.


When starting to practice critical dialogue about strategic issues, I find it useful to incorporate the following questions:


	1 Why?

	2 Why not?

	3 Whose frame?

	4 Other frames?

	5 Missing frames?

	6 What else?

	7 Where else?

	8 When else?

	9 How else?



Generally, I find that it tends to take at least six rounds of these questions before executives start to hit on something – that something may be beliefs, assumptions, new creative thoughts, or a new appreciation for the possibility of different frames and assumptions. With practice, this simple dive-level drill becomes a thinking habit leading to critical reflection, and eventually it can contribute to generating meaningful strategic dialogue.


If we are to learn strategic thinking, we must be able to take part in dialogue, and we must make strategy to some degree in order truly to participate in the dialogue.


Critical dialogue is an essential part of the deeper dive domain of learning, and it requires commitment and practice to master to any extent. Regardless of how awkwardly or mechanically we carry out these initial efforts, we must begin somewhere in order to learn what it feels like and to experience the new elements these dialogues bring to strategic thinking. We learn the meaning of the actions by performing them, just as we practice riding a bicycle, skiing, or driving a car.

In order for strategists to begin to see the collective patterns of their dialogues, strategists must take some time after meetings to pay attention and reflect on the dialogue. Reviewing records, coding, mapping, or notes can provide data to identify emerging or entrenched patterns of exclusion, limited breadth, or premature decisions.


Good critical dialogue is informed

Good critical dialogue is informed, in the sense that the partners have substantive knowledge about some aspect of the strategic topic, though not all have the same knowledge base or share the same frames. Starting with intent, the purpose of an informed strategy dialogue is to stretch the parameters of current thinking, deepen our knowledge base, introduce new data, expand information and ideas, and allow us to listen and think in different ways. It springs from a position of curiosity. When practiced with regularity and in a disciplined and trusting manner, critical dialogue can lead us to new possibilities.


The human ability to convert data into information should drive the data-gathering effort in the strategic dialogue process, not the reverse.


Prior to having a meaningful critical dialogue, we need some degree of instrumental learning and a certain amount of content knowledge. In other words, we need to know what we are talking about. The surf domain of learning is generally how we acquire a broad range of data and information. We analyze in order to have valid information as part of an informed dialogue. Having valid information allows us to enter a dialogue with something other than our untested feelings; we have the data and information to bring to the table to establish shared knowledge. As we see in Figure 10.1, data are useful for informing good dialogue, but it is critical dialogue that enables us to extrapolate new meaning from that data.

The ease with which we can gather data today is extremely seductive. Unfortunately, the focus is too often on more data rather than good data. The task of filtering, filing, cross-referencing, and categorizing data can easily take on a life of its own. Converting all of these data into information requires reasoning, interpretation, and judgment – all human mental functions that are slower processes than those used by technology. As a result, our technical ability to generate vast amounts of data has far surpassed our human ability to convert it into meaningful information. The human ability to convert data into information should drive the data-gathering effort in the strategic dialogue process, not the reverse.


Dialogue partners must agree that a dialogue will emerge and go places that a discussion or debate would not, because dialogue is divergent. There is always an element of surprise and uncertainty in a good dialogue.



[image: Figure 10.1]
Figure 10.1 The data-dialogue cycle: the role of dialogue in the strategic thinking process



A truly informed critical dialogue should not prioritize data dumping but, rather, should revolve around three issues. First, we need to deal with the substantive problems of the task. We must describe it in whatever way is available to us – questioning, describing, or explaining the problem as we see it. Second, we must keep our descriptions and examples particular. Descriptions should be linked to the immediate questions, confusions, difficulties, or potentials. And third, dialogue partners must agree that a dialogue will emerge and go places that a discussion or debate would or could not go, because dialogue is divergent. Some find this intimidating and exasperating, but the element of surprise and uncertainty is the most vital and valuable part of good critical dialogue.



Good critical dialogue is risky

It requires challenging and testing the underlying assumptions and beliefs of our information and thinking – an emotional hotwire, to be sure. In strategic thinking, critical dialogue exposes our flaws in thinking and can touch raw nerves that are deeply embedded in our thinking process and belief system. Critical dialogue demands that we become vulnerable and open about what we tout and test as our “truths,” even though these questions are difficult to ask, and equally difficult to answer. Without this testing of data and information, there is a danger that we might miss constructive strategic dialogue and default to meaningless or familiar talk that simply perpetuates our current frames of reference. We end up using our communication efforts to defend untested information and possibly to sever relationships. Defending does little to further strategic thinking. It keeps us locked in the same frames and allows us only to persuade, convince, pressure, or coerce others to accept our frameworks – a trap that defeats the very aim of learning to think strategically.

The affective dimension of cognition rears its head when we take the risk of engaging in critical dialogue. I find that apprehension and frustration are two common responses of executives who engage in strategic thinking dialogue early on. This critical dialogue process includes a large learning component, which creates a natural state of imbalance and tension, a feeling of uncertainty, a lack of control, and vulnerability – with an endpoint that is unpredictable. Critical dialogue is divergent and requires challenging meaning. This requires patience and rapport with our dialogue partner(s), who may have a different pace of reflecting and a different style of expressing and responding.


Meaningful strategic dialogue requires honesty and authenticity.


In an effort to reduce the risk and enhance our ability to speak, listen, and reflect optimally, we need to have the confidence to speak – a skill that can be greatly enhanced by experience and practice. Also, we need to have something specific and valid to say, and we need to trust that those in the immediate and greater environment are willing to listen. Retribution, ridicule, interruptions, and having ideas nipped or robbed can all be inhibitors to meaningful critical dialogue, as can an environment that does not reward collaboration. Furthermore, we need to trust the intention and skills of the partners with whom we are in dialogue. Meaningful strategic dialogue requires honesty and authenticity. Language and articulation sometimes interfere, but these are minor issues if the intent of the critical dialogue is genuine and true.

A Polish executive explained:


It’s necessary to have other people, especially people who are younger or from a different industry, to talk to and get their ideas and opinions. And we must talk to each other often – but I don’t mean in an organized way necessarily – you know, I think it makes most people uncomfortable and they cannot think in a good way if it is too organized. That’s why coffee shops will never be out of fashion (laughter) – they are necessary for good business! It is the only place where people really think! (more laughter)


Actively seeking out critical dialogue with colleagues, other professionals, and strangers is risky, but essential to broadening our perspective, stimulating our imagination, identifying factors we can and cannot control, and increasing the level and quality of thinking – all for the sake of a winning strategy.



Good critical dialogue is critical

The purpose of critical dialogue is to bring strategy partners to a juncture of thinking and acting through challenge and divergence. A critical dialogue is not intended for the purpose of attacking or beating the opponent, as in debate, or for the purpose of convincing, as with discussion. A critical dialogue intends to diverge thinking as a means to expand and test strategic possibilities. The element of listening is closely tied to thinking and speaking and is held to a higher level than talking or persuading.

Furthermore, critical dialogue involves an honest exchange of probes as a means to reflection, and it involves variant perspectives on the dialogue topic at hand. Reflecting and responding to questions enable dialogue partners to become aware of inconsistencies as well as consistencies in their ideas and opinions. The process of critical dialogue causes us to think aloud, thereby creating clarity and insights not possible when our thoughts and feelings are internal.

A critical dialogue includes reflecting on our own decisions and actions. During strategy dialogues, executives routinely ask themselves: “What are my tempting solutions and evaluations right now?” “What do I habitually and spontaneously do in this kind of situation?” “Why?” “Who would see this differently?” “Why?” “Who would object to this?” “Why?” “Who else could potentially benefit?” “Why?” I encourage executives to jot down their responses, which allows them to pause, suspend their judgments, and more accurately describe and revise the actions they offer to others. Writing without speaking can be a useful reflective exercise because it allows us to acknowledge thoughts and feelings, and frees us to listen openly, suspend judgment, and explore. The practice also slows our thoughts and refines our feelings, making them easier to retain and retrieve.

Critical dialogue is informed, risky, and critical. A purposeful critical dialogue requires some affective and cognitive readiness on the part of both parties, including an attitude of curiosity. It takes a disciplined and courageous leader to commit to, consciously pay attention to, learn, and engage in critical dialogue.




Comparison: critical dialogue, discussion, and debate

This subsection compares three distinguishable communication techniques of dialogue, discussion, and debate within a strategic thinking context. Their differences should be understood to support strategic thinking – not merely to split hairs.

The terms dialogue, discussion, and debate are often used synonymously when referring to the nature of the talk in strategy meetings. Though dialogue is a word that is commonly batted about, it is often used quite generically. Critical dialogue is the most essential communication technique for use in supporting the strategic learning process, but discussion and debate also have a place – each can and should be used to enrich the strategic thinking process.

Discussion and debate are most useful in strategic thinking as focused testing techniques for the specific ideas that are generated as a result of the dialogue process. Discussion and debate can serve to highlight and challenge gaps, omissions, or inconsistencies in both the content and process generated by dialogue, which need to be addressed. Both can be a useful means to direct and guide strategy conversations toward critical dialogue.

Discussion and debate, when applied to conflicting frames of reference, depend on data. When we hold conflicting frames, we pay attention to different facts and make different meanings of the data we notice. Debate and discussion (both of which use convergent, mechanical, instrumental, and sequential learning for problem solving) do not allow us to convert situational discrepancies into well-formed strategic perspectives. Rather, it is through shattering our existing frames and reframing through critical dialogue that strategic thinking becomes valuable. When there is conflict, critical dialogue within the deeper dive domain of learning becomes an imperative.


Dialogue

Before proceeding, we should take a moment to look at what critical dialogue is and what it is not. Originating from Greek roots, the word dialogue consists of two parts, dia and logos, or “meaning flowing through.”2 Dialogue is not about unbridled chatting or about people arguing, hoping to defend their positions against one another. Rather, dialogue occurs between and among people. Dialogue is conscious and deliberate and requires discipline and practice. Critical dialogue is a versatile, vital, and trustworthy capability for use in a global strategy-making environment where many things are uncertain, constantly changing, and beyond our control.

In differentiating debate and discussion from dialogue, William Isaacs, of MIT’s Leadership Center, notes:


Dialogue seeks to have people learn how to think together – not just in the sense of analyzing a shared problem, but in the sense of surfacing fundamental assumptions and gaining insight into why they arise. Dialogue can thus produce an environment where people are consciously participating in the creation of shared meaning.3


As we have discussed, strategy making is a high-stakes endeavor occurring in a very unpredictable, complex and highly competitive environment. Gangbuster executives find slowing down long enough to engage in critical dialogue extremely difficult, even though critical dialogue ultimately allows them to speed up. Acknowledging this paradox is essential for learning to think strategically.


Dialogue acknowledges that each person, no matter how brilliant or able, still sees the world from a particular perspective and that there are other credible and legitimate perspectives that can inform that view.


In an article for a Center for Creative Leadership publication, N. M. Dixon explains the importance of the relationship in a dialogue and the idea that “through the interaction of dialogue, people acknowledge the entirety, not just the utility, of others.”4

Dialogue is a unique form of communication in which listening and learning take precedence over talking and persuading. Critical dialogue promotes collective and collaborative thinking through a balance of inquiry, listening, reflecting, and talking. Unlike discussion and debate, critical dialogue uses divergent thinking.

An important point to highlight, particularly within an ego-driven, high-pressure strategy environment, is that dialogue acknowledges that each person, no matter how brilliant or able, still sees the world from a particular perspective, and that there are other credible and legitimate perspectives that can inform that view. As I have mentioned, for most executives, critical dialogue is not part of their experience, so some fundamental skills may be begging to be developed. Such practice takes time and commitment, but once executives see critical dialogue, hear it, do it, and reflect on it, the quality of their contribution to the strategy process reaches an entirely new level.



Discussion

The roots of the word discussion come from the Latin discussus, meaning “to investigate by reasoning or argument.”5 Also, discussion implies a linear progression to a sequential and resolute end. Discussion, as differentiated from dialogue and debate, focuses on problem solving. Like debate, discussion uses convergent thinking. Generally, discussions do not have the intent of exploring or altering underlying patterns of meaning, and discussions are generally used most effectively for analysis that is primarily conclusive.



Debate

By contrast, the word debate has Latin origins of de and battuere, which means “to beat.” Debate is defined in the dictionary as “a contention by words or arguments; a regulated discussion of a proposition between two matched sides.”6 Debate can constructively be used in the strategic thinking process to identify weak spots in our thinking and to expose baseline assumptions that need to be challenged. Habitual and historical patterns of thought and practices are often revealed through debate. Prior to or after debate, however, engaging in critical dialogue can be useful to test and validate the data, and to diverge and broaden perspectives. Participating in critical dialogue after a debate can further challenge and test assumptions highlighted during the debate. Alternatively, engaging in dialogue prior to debate can make the underlying assumptions explicit and enhance the quality of that debate. With both discussion and debate, we strive to articulate our position with persuasion and argument. Critical dialogue aims to explore and search.

By contrast, critical dialogue creates a natural state of tension and imbalance, a feeling of a lack of control and vulnerability. Discussion and debate are convergent by nature, and there is some comfort in knowing that an endpoint exists and the tension is relieved. The endpoint is unpredictable.

Strengthening dialogue, discussion, and debate can serve as a support and a source for enriched communicative learning within the strategic thinking process (Table 10.1). In real life, there is no “correct” linear progression or sequence suggesting when to engage in dialogue, discussion, or debate. What matters is being prepared with the skills and agility to engage in all three, and knowing which one is most appropriate and constructive at any point in the strategy process.

The global head of engineering for a medical equipment company offered the metaphor of a water faucet to illustrate how we can assess each of these three communication techniques (dialogue, discussion, debate) if needed during the strategic thinking process. He claims that the image helps him to keep track of where he and his global team are at any given time. Drawing from his metaphor, if we want to expand our thinking and need a rush of ideas or divergent thinking, then we need to “open the faucet” and practice critical dialogue. On the other hand, if we have thoroughly explored ideas, have listened, tested opinions, invited contrary positions, and have a wide range of people involved, then we may need to gradually converge and “close the faucet” by defining a problem through discussion. In order to make a decision and draw conclusions, eventually, we may want to use debate to “turn off” the faucet and stop the flow.

Dialogue encourages win-win scenarios and does not try to convince or convert others. Rather, the emphasis is on a cycle of asking good questions and using focused listening. Critical dialogue emphasizes the divergence of existing meaning and the creation of shared meaning. Rather than imposing or pushing the meaning of any one single frame, critical dialogue supports the learning process by enabling us to see things more truly, honestly, and imaginatively. The role of critical dialogue in learning to think strategically is to pose dive-level questions for the purpose of diverging thought, challenging premises, and making assumptions explicit, rather than generating answers. Critical dialogue is divergent by nature; therefore, it includes an inherent quality of uncertainty and change. Critical dialogue is intended to induce an element of surprise.


Table 10.1 Dialogue, discussion, and debate: intent of three communicative learning techniques

[image: Table 10.1]




Learning to dialogue

The critical dialogue process lends itself well to informal learning. Critical dialogue can happen constructively anywhere and at any time. A young technology executive said:


I just draw on my own experience, and I’ve also tried to learn from others’ [experience]. I guess I’m just curious, for better or worse (laughter), and it’s so important to talk to a lot of people – learn from them this way. People are happy to tell you their experiences. Nobody taught me, I just learned things, you know … my life experiences were all I ever had.


More structured and formal approaches to facilitating critical dialogue can also be useful. In structuring a strategic dialogue, there are a couple of small details that I find helpful for ensuring that it takes root. First, care needs to be given to keeping a record of strategic dialogues in order to identify and track what frames have and have not been included, on what issues, and on what date. This effort can take many forms. The important thing is to record and collect this information in a simple way that makes sense to everyone involved. And second, time should be allocated to reflect collectively on the dialogue itself. What insights did the critical dialogue generate? Which areas require more knowledge? Why were certain ideas abandoned for others? Was participation sufficiently broad? Were ideas amply diverged? Were there any surprises?

Two excellent processes to incorporate in strategy meetings as a means of keeping track of dialogue and uncovering surprise are coding of surf- and dive-level questions, and the after-action review (AAR),7 a process developed by the US Army to identify lessons learned.

Coding of surf- and dive-level questions is a relatively straightforward, simple, and highly insightful means of identifying the current cognitive status of questioning habits within strategy meetings. I have found that executives tend to believe they model and encourage dive-level questions far more than they actually do.

To get a sense of where your current questions stand, select several non-meeting participants to serve as “coders” during the strategy meeting. Simply have them divide a paper into two columns: one column for surf and the other for dive. As the meeting proceeds, coders record all of the questions in one or the other of the columns. Afterwards, the leader and the coders sit down together and look through the questions with an eye toward intent and surf- or dive-level of questions recorded. Questions may include:


	What questions were asked?

	Has a pattern of questions emerged?

	What might have been the intention of asking each question?

	What was your immediate (unspoken) response or reaction generated by each question?

	Were there surf questions? How could they be converted into dive questions?

	What were the content questions?

	What were the process questions?

	Were there any premise questions?

	Were there any surprising, thought-provoking, or puzzling questions?

	Were there any unsettling or disturbing questions?

	Were there any questions which provoked further questions as a result of recording and reviewing them?

	What frames were revealed

	What frames were missing?

	Were any assumptions revealed?



Follow-up questions and reflections are infinite and can be insightful. When repeated within strategy meetings, this coding exercise can hone dive questions, focus reflection, embed critical reflective processes. It also offers a name to an integrated thinking process that includes a poignant emotional component and helps to diverge thinking – all of which serve to strengthen strategic thinking.

The AAR technique can be useful after a major decision has been taken, after a surprise outcome has been caused by our action, or as a routine meeting process. While the AAR is based primarily on the surf domain of learning, it offers room to move into the deeper learning domain by inviting strategists to capture their learning from experiences.

In the US Army, an AAR is conducted immediately after a decision or a major action is taken and generally includes at least three leadership levels and others who were involved in the action. A trained facilitator monitors the dialogue process to ensure that the review is honest and candid and that members respect each other. The AAR is not an open-ended brainstorming session, but a straightforward process of experiential learning structured around five questions:


	1 What was the intent? What was the strategy at the time the action began? What was the desired outcome? How was the strategy expected to be achieved?

	2 What actually happened? What were the actual events as they occurred within a specific timeframe? Who did what? Where? How? When? Reactions? Blame is not ascribed but, rather, a factual chronology is collaboratively pieced together.

	3 Why did it happen? This is the diagnostic portion. Commentary is offered about possible reasons why the specific outcome was not the intended strategic intent, or about reasons for success.

	4 How can we do better? What was learned?

	5 What do we do now?



Lessons learned from the events of each action are identified in order to enable others to carry out actions that will more precisely achieve the strategic intent.

Returning now to critical dialogue. Prior to a strategy meeting, and again at the start of the meeting, all partners need to be explicitly informed as to the communication modality that will be used. A quick mention of, “We’ll be using dialogue for part A and debate for part B of the meeting,” for example, should suffice. Equally important is that all partners consciously develop the skills and confidence to participate in dialogue, discussion, and debate. Strategy meetings are like preparing for a triathlon. Explicitly stated expectations and a systematic training process allows participants to do their best. Triathletes need to know that the first event requires running, the second event requires swimming, and the third event is cycling. Otherwise, a well-intentioned strategy meeting can end up feeling like a sumo wrestling match or a free-for-all.

Good critical dialogue requires that all partners take responsibility for ensuring that the others have what they need to fully express their perceptions, perspectives, ideas, feelings, and thoughts. Also, the successful strategists whom I interviewed reported that having an expectation to learn is critical, for this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. If we enter a strategy dialogue expecting to learn, we are more likely to diverge our thinking and deepen our reflection.

We could learn new information from a different perspective, or we may learn from having our long-held belief frames shattered. We may be jolted into questioning our conviction or an idea we hold simply by hearing ourselves talk and by saying it aloud. The very act of speaking an incomplete thought aloud can be a new learning. Another learning may be the sheer exhilaration of being questioned – and having others listen to us. Critical dialogue is an excellent technique for clarifying thoughts, testing convictions, building confidence, and diverging our thinking.

Surrounding ourselves with people who can and will challenge, test, and engage in meaningful critical dialogue is easier said than done. We all tend to like people who reinforce our perspectives and echo our opinions. I cannot count the number of “monkey-say-monkey-do” strategy meetings I have observed. In such meetings, anyone who attempts to challenge an existing frame is blackballed, and the bearers of bad news are thrown into the den with those who persistently question the way things are done. The resulting strategy is anything but innovative, adaptive, or competitive because the very elements required for strategic thinking have been squelched or expelled.

Critical dialogue that is initiated and modeled by senior leaders is compelling. Such modeling establishes implicit permission and stakes out the real parameters of testing norms of thinking. Connections with diverse knowledge sources both inside and outside the company, and a vast range of professional relationships should be cultivated and rewarded. These relationships, then, are given adequate attention to support meaningful dialogue and challenge. Creating a culture where challenge is valued, knowledge is shared, and critical dialogue is practiced is among the most difficult issues facing conscientious executives and those responsible for supporting strategic thinking.



Notes

1 Isaacs, “Taking Flight: Dialogue, Collective Thinking, and Organizational Learning,” 232.

2 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary.

3 Isaacs, “Taking Flight: Dialogue, Collective Thinking, and Organizational Learning,” 235.

4 Dixon, Perspectives on Dialogue.

5 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary.

6 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary.

7 Bender, Operation Excellence: Succeeding in Business and Life – The U.S. Military Way.





11

Role of critical inquiry in the strategic thinking process

Critical inquiry serves many purposes within the context of learning to think strategically. It supports a critical dialogue and critical reflection, forces us to think deeper and more divergently, and enables us to clarify, to understand, and to seek alternatives. Also, insightful questions provide a springboard for generating new ideas and insights for strategic decisions. According to the research of William Isaacs:


The central purpose [of dialogue] is to establish a field of genuine meeting and inquiry – a setting in which people can allow a free flow of meaning and vigorous exploration of the collective background of their thoughts, their personal predispositions, the nature of their shared attention, and the rigid features of their individual and collective assumptions.1


Within this chapter a discussion of the integral role that critical inquiry plays within strategic thinking is presented. This is followed by a brief conversation of what makes a good question. At the end of the chapter is an outline of seven strategy dimensions that should be challenged through rigorous rounds of critical inquiry. Within a strategic thinking context, critical inquiry supports good strategy dialogue. Questions are generally understood to be an effective means of gathering information. Asking and responding to questions helps us to analyze a situation and to broaden our perspective. Additionally, inquiry strengthens strategic thinking by helping us to identify and challenge assumptions. A Japanese financial executive forthrightly commented:


(smiling) You know very well, that I like to ask many questions! (laughter) So, I have always tried to do my best, and for me that is to try many new things and watch other people and ask questions, many questions. Then I read and talk to people – especially people who are different from me, and then I ask new questions! (laughter)



Interestingly, it is nearly impossible for any one person to dominate within a good dialogue, when everyone is expected to focus on questioning.


Critical inquiry is a particularly appropriate form of communication for learning to think strategically, because there is no need for any dialogue partner to defer to another, based on hierarchy or expertise. Everyone must be able to inquire of everyone else in order fully to benefit from the dialogue process. Interestingly, it is nearly impossible for any one person to dominate within a good dialogue, when everyone is expected to focus on questioning. When inquiry is paired with reflection, the mind is encouraged to open and to diverge. Questions require us to listen attentively, which in turn generates a need to reflect. This leads to subsequent questioning that requires more careful listening and reflection, and so a cycle is set into motion.

Critical inquiry is essential for probing deeper to understand patterns and predict strategic opportunities. In fact, inquiry is probably the easiest way to predict patterns and trends. Why? When we become comfortable with a pattern, we tend to become complacent in assuming that this pattern will remain static, so we fail to look at the potential for variation or innovation. Critical inquiry can help us project where a pattern or trend is headed by explicitly testing assumptions, as well as generating alternatives.

Good questions are often the impetus to meaningful reflection. With few exceptions, critical reflection does not come easily, as there must be space and time to step back and examine the deep-dive questions and responses that have challenged our basic assumptions and beliefs. Critical reflection involves more than recalling and dissecting. It involves thinking about and paying attention to feelings, attempting to understand what supports an opinion, an idea, or a belief.

In certain realms, science may explain certain things, yet it will never explain everything. In the case of strategic thinking, for every question answered, a mass of new ones is generated. And these questions are usually far more perplexing and more challenging than the prior problem. This was brilliantly stated by the British geneticist J.B.S. Haldane early in the twentieth century as he professed, “Life is not only stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine.”2

In my practice, I find that no two executives hold the same standard with regard to the time and space needed for engaging in critical inquiry and the subsequent critical reflection that it inevitably spawns. Some require periods of several weeks or months away from the place, people, and the topic at hand in order to reflect. Others need to pull away mentally and retreat to the quiet shade of a tree or different room for only a short while, and then re-engage intermittently in the process.

Often, executives comment that when they are responsible for asking good questions of themselves and their strategy teams, this responsibility reduces the pressure of solving the strategic problem. They tend to trust the process of critical inquiry, knowing that it ultimately produces better strategic solutions. When the process of inquiry is understood as a collective responsibility, the executives feel less defensive and are able to think more openly. The search for answers becomes an exploration of ideas, and generation of alternatives is a responsibility shared by all the dialogue partners.

Critical inquiry builds on the knowledge that partners bring into a dialogue group; at the same time, inquiry constructs new knowledge, fosters learning, and develops shared meaning. Questions enable us to remove the layers around a problem and uncover the core issues necessary to discover the solution. Isaacs points out:


Unlike most forms of inquiry, the inquiry in dialogue is one that places primacy on the whole. Dialogue’s aim is to take into account the impact one speaker has on the overall system, giving consideration to the timing of comments, their relative strength, their sequence, and their meaning to others. Dialogue seeks to unveil the ways in which collective patterns of thinking unfold – both as conditioned, mechanistic reflexes, and potentially as fluid, dynamically creative exchanges?3


An American technology executive explained his appreciation for strategy dialogue:


We kind of realized that we’d never have all the answers to all our questions. You know how it is – once you find one answer, you suddenly have a thousand more questions. (Talks faster, raises voice, gestures with hands on tabletop.) At some point, you just realize it’s part of the process.

And it’s kind of a gamble. You never know exactly which questions you need to pay attention to at that moment. I don’t want to say it’s hit or miss, but you do the best you can. You read everything, you look at what other people are doing all over the world – and you plug in every imaginable number. (Leans forward, moves toward researcher.) You spot trends across all kinds of industries – and then I think there’s an element of luck. I don’t know, it’s probably just me, but at some point you just have to put it [strategy] into orbit.



Good questions

As any strategist knows, asking the right questions is not easy, especially when grappling with a serious or complex problem. The ability to ask good questions in an environment of risk, constant change, confusion, and uncertainty is, however, a competitive strategic advantage. In these circumstances, a “right” answer very often does not exist, only an answer that is “good enough for the time being” – one that propels the next question.

Also, keeping in mind that the beginning of an answer most often lies in the questions we ask; a focusing on the best kind of questions rather than on the right answers is crucial. For some, this requires a big leap of faith, but I have seen, time and again, how asking good questions eventually does lead to the best solution. The better the questions, the more attentive the listening, the richer the reflection, the better the solutions, and the deeper the learning.


Questions are more powerful than statements when attempting to solve difficult strategy problems.


So, what makes a good question? As you might expect, there is no single answer to this question. Yet, there are several key characteristics of good questions. Good questions take courage to ask and cause us to stretch and squirm. They help us to unveil truer perspectives or beliefs and challenge assumptions that prevent us from taking a new and different action. Good questions prompt us to reflect deeply and inspire us to become more insightful before we take action. Furthermore, good questions are:


	Offered with a caring and sharing intent;

	Presented as selfless and not asked to “show off” the knowledge or wit of the questioner;

	Asked with courage and are difficult to answer;

	Supported with good listening;

	Followed through with time for critical reflection.



Often, the most obvious way to start a good question is to build on the foundation of a previous question. Another way is to ask a question based on the response that was just given. Also, selecting from the “who-what-when-where-why-how” is good for starters. Another option is to ask a question from an opposing point of view or to ask: “Why not?” or “How else?” Draw questions from both the surf and the dive domains of learning, but keep in mind that dive-level questions are bound to cause stretching, squirming, and deeper reflection, as they often shed light on a true belief. Also, it is worthwhile to remember that questions are far more powerful than statements when attempting to solve difficult strategy problems.



Critical dialogue in the three-stage learning process

Critical dialogue is important in all three informal learning stages: preparation, experience, and reevaluation. As noted in Part II, the three stages of the informal learning process are not distinct from one another, nor are the levels-of-learning domains (surf and dive), but rather they are iterative in nature. The challenge becomes to discern one stage from the next, for we tend to vacillate between the preparation, experience, and reevaluation stages, continuously gathering information, and engaging in dialogue, discussion, and debate as a means of testing our thinking.


Preparation stage

In the preparation stage, dialogue guarantees that the data and information are substantiated and validated, and serves as a means of information gathering as we consciously seek out different opinions, different data, ideas, and new interpretations of regulations, procedures, and information. Also, dialogue in this stage of strategic thinking can greatly enrich the quality of analysis by testing the intent of the source and relevance of data and information.



Experience stage

In the experience stage, dialogue serves as a means of testing and challenging. This dialogue is regarded as a critical part of learning from experience and was commonly described in the executive interviews with words such as exciting, intellectually stimulating, and invigorating. Critical dialogue with total strangers from diverse age, industrial, cultural, and educational backgrounds can serve to test our ideas and thinking and reveal underlying assumptions. Also, in the experience stage, dialogue leads us to different perspectives, tests assumptions and underlying opinions, and challenges ideas. Dialogue in this stage serves to stimulate our imagination. As one of the financial executives indicated:


I’d say I’m heavily influenced and dependent on listening to many different people. I look to economists, forecasters, politicians, journalists, experts in many fields, let’s see – associates sometimes (laughter), friends, books, even neighbors, my children, and strangers – and lots of other people I talk to. I’m constantly talking to people in all kinds of fields to see what they know and what they’re thinking – this is so important. You can’t just rely on the experts. Everybody sees something different, and it all needs to be considered.


A Chinese executive explained:


We spend a lot of time hanging out, talking about things. We just spend a lot of time talking about different possibilities, we draw pictures, tell “what if” stories. This probably doesn’t sound too organized (laughter); it isn’t! But it’s fun, a good time. You just keep repeating it.


Critical dialogue in the experience stage is an essential part of learning in action and learning on action, both of which are essential for learning to think strategically. The difference between learning in action and learning on action is tense: “in” action is present tense, and “on” action is past tense. We learn in action and on action through critical dialogue with our experiences, colleagues, professional associates, casual acquaintances, and strangers in both work and non-work places.

The German manufacturing executive described what happens when she is involved in thinking strategically:


Every few months we seem to have some debates – you might even call them arguments – about what’s happening in the industry or with economy trends. And then we discuss different scenarios about what it may mean for us. Do we need to change something? Do we need to stop doing something? And I always calculate from a financial perspective – it’s my job, and he [CEO] usually disagrees. (laughter) He [the CEO] likes to disagree, and so do I, because it makes you think of other questions … and in a different way. And then he [CEO] talks to other people. I do the same thing. And then we sit down and talk again. And this is how it happens, over and over.


When asked what the advantage of this kind of dialogue and disagreement pattern was, she replied:


Oh, I think it’s the most important reason our company is so successful! And he [CEO] is very successful and well respected in the industry.

It’s just his ways are a little different from the ordinary, usual theory. I’ve learned so much from him – he thinks that he needs to ask questions to get clear in his own mind – so he talks to everybody he can, not just in textiles or manufacturing. He likes to debate because he never believes anything anybody tells him; so he always says that debate is a way to test and purify ideas. (laughter)

So you can imagine it’s a very good way to make high-level thinking – which I think is important to making good strategy. I suppose this doesn’t make sense as the way I explain it, but it’s much better than a model with some artificial, detailed rationale and charts. (laughter)


Critical dialogue, critical reflection, critical inquiry, and challenge are recurring learning themes within the experience stage.



Reevaluation stage

During the reevaluation stage of learning, dialogue serves as a means of critical reflection and assessment. The very nature of recalling an experience that is no longer current, and verbally articulating the experience to another, moves us into the stage of reevaluation. In this stage of informal learning we use dialogue to test and to challenge comprehensive frameworks and to retest and refine belief systems and assumptions. Critical dialogue is used to deliberately escalate thinking and refine ideas in order to continue to move the decision-making process forward. Strategic thinking requires dialogue to divert attention away from producing results and, instead, to focus on uncovering assumptions through the process of critical inquiry and critical reflection.

Dialogue is a versatile, dynamic, iterative, and trustworthy process that can be enormously beneficial in a global strategy-making environment of uncertainty, volatility, and unpredictability. Serious strategists know they must take the time and discipline to develop the habit of engaging in critical dialogue in order to create competitive and new possibilities. Critical dialogue is fundamental to the cognitive and creative processes that are essential for learning to think strategically.




Seven dimensions that benefit from critical inquiry

Seven dimensions of strategy (Figure 11.1) that I present as necessary topics for applying rigorous rounds of critical inquiry and critical dialogue are discussed within this section. Strategy meetings are sometimes limited to a discussion of data, metrics, and analysis drawn primarily from the finance dimension, with other dimensions randomly appearing if time permits. A broader, more diverse, and ultimately more competitive strategy perspective can evolve by bringing all seven dimensions outlined below to the table for stringent rounds of critical inquiry and critical dialogue. The influence and consequences of the seven dimensions should be included at every stage of the strategic dialogue because they constitute a more comprehensive approach to strategy. Figure 11.1 illustrates these seven dimensions.


	Outer Ring:




	Finance (economics, budget, profit/loss, investment)

	Risk assessment (financial security, physical security, intellectual property)

	Technology (hardware, software, integration)

	Integrity (authenticity, truth, honesty).




	Inner Ring:




	Business value (stakeholder, customers, products, services, expansion, improvement)

	Individual development (learning as investment, satisfaction, knowledge/thinking/creative capability)

	Social contribution (environment, human rights, arts, health, politics, community development).



The four dimensions in the outer ring (finance, risk assessment, technology, integrity) influence what, how, and why we think and believe as we do about the three dimensions in the inner ring (business value, individual development, social contribution). Critical questions from inside and outside the organization should essentially center on: How will this decision promote or prevent the strategic intent, and the corporate mission and values? What impact will this decision have on individual development (business value/social contribution)? Where do our competitors stand on each of these issues? Who might see this very differently? Why? Who gains and who loses from this decision? By how much? For how long? Who cares (now and later)? Why?
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Figure 11.1 Seven strategic thinking dimensions



The underlying assumptions and beliefs about these dimensions and their impact on and relation to one another beg to be challenged on an individual, business unit, geographic, generational, and corporate level.


If we genuinely consider “human capital” as a valuable asset, these dimensions are imperative to strategic thinking.


By inviting contrarian opinions and provocative ideas to each of the seven dimensions, executives can encourage critical reflection that challenges and refines their strategy decisions to become more adaptive, innovative, and competitive.

Structuring strategy dialogue according to these seven dimensions highlights potential risks, offers new perspectives, and invites new data immediately. As a result, I find that strategic priorities are often shuffled, new connections are forged, and the impact and consequences can be disclosed in the initial thinking stage rather than in the implementation stage of strategy.

Nothing fundamentally unique is required to use these dimensions in constructing a strategy dialogue. Framing the conventional strategy categories (shareholders, products, services, customers, employees, and industry sector) within these seven dimensions simply, but not easily, expands the dialogue by bringing in new players, posing additional questions, and connecting the data differently. Various analytical models and metrics can be introduced to support and challenge each dimension, which further enriches the dialogue.

The interplay and infinite connections between and among these dimensions serve to test, check, balance, build, refine, and strengthen the overall strategic thinking process. Interestingly, I find that when these seven dimensions are included as part of the strategic thinking process, issues of integrity, core competencies, values, and hidden agendas tend to surface early and candidly. The critical inquiry and critical dialogue process tends to illuminate potential incongruence, inconsistency, or misalignment.



Notes

1 Isaacs, “Taking Flight: Dialogue, Collective Thinking, and Organizational Learning,” 233.

2 A modified version of the quotation by Haldane, Possible Worlds: And Other Essays.

3 Isaacs, “Taking Flight: Dialogue, Collective Thinking, and Organizational Learning,” 234.





IV

Summary and questions

Critical dialogue is an essential tool for the exploration of the dive domain and for strategic thinking to occur. Yet all too often, critical dialogue is sacrificed or cut short for the expediency of bullet points and sound bites. Engaging in critical dialogue requires suspending judgment and acknowledging that there are other credible and legitimate perspectives that weigh upon a strategic issue. Effective critical dialogue uses divergent thinking, poses deep-dive-level questions that challenge premises, and exposes implicit assumptions. Utilizing a critical dialogue partner can help keep strategists honest and authentic and can serve as an effective means to developing strategic thinking and “sharpening the saw.”

Critical inquiry should be encouraged and practiced by leaders during the process of strategic thinking. It requires appropriate space and time for divergent and deep-dive questioning, and for critical reflection and critical dialogue to occur. Good questioning that instigates critical reflection is often far more enlightening than proposing solutions to a problem.

Critical inquiry and critical dialogue require others to be involved in our learning; to ask good questions and to probe matters that are either invisible or that we ignore. Such a social process can reduce the pressure on the leader and mitigate the risk of solving strategy problems alone. Focused critical dialogue identifies new potential risks, shapes new perspectives, and highlights new frames and data.

Informal learning can cultivate critical dialogue. Two effective techniques to track and learn from critical dialogue include coding the questions that are asked and performing an after action review at the end of the session. Priming your team for critical dialogue and critical inquiry prior to a strategy meeting encourages new learning, deep reflection, and divergent thinking. Strategic thinkers can model critical dialogue by intentionally surrounding themselves with others who purposefully challenge their thinking and assumptions.


	1 How could engaging in critical dialogue bring new value to your strategy sessions?

	2 Are there places within your organization where critical inquiry and critical dialogue are embedded? How do you know? What occurs?

	3 Who, within your organization, could you invite as your critical dialogue partner(s)? Anyone from outside your organization?

	4 Why is critical inquiry such an important aspect of critical dialogue?

	5 When was a time that you know you asked good questions? What were they? How did you know? What motivated you? What supported you? What was the impact of those good questions on the problem? On you? On those whom you asked the questions?

	6 How can leaders share in diverging and deep diving into strategic problems with colleagues in different functions and locations across the organization? How could this ultimately strengthen the strategic direction?







V

How do we “know” this? Intuition as an outgrowth of experience

Strange bedfellows: intuition and analysis as partners in the strategic learning process


All human knowledge begins with intuitions. Proceeds thence to concepts and ends with ideas.

—Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), German philosopher





12

Intuition as a must-have for learning to think strategically

Anton is a hedge fund whiz. At just 25 years of age, he has such a feel for numbers that big names from all over the financial world want to run their ideas by him. Once they get Anton’s nod, they move forward with a plan. In spite of enormous amounts of data, he knows precisely what to focus on. He can sift and filter volumes of information and figure out what is relevant, highlight key points, and prioritize in minutes. Although he dropped out of graduate school, he had lots of experience in analyzing numbers while helping his dad and uncle run a small investment business and while working as a trader for two years. He has learned to trust his gut to such a high degree that he can listen to analytic reports and in 15 to 30 minutes “know” his decision. No need for detailed explanations. His experience allows him to see what he needs, interpret, and decide in a flash. This makes Anton seem almost supernatural to his colleagues. He relies on his judgment, and everyone else envies it. His bets are on, and he rarely loses.

With strategy, everything hinges on decision making. Since we are often not fully aware of how our experience influences our ability to learn to think strategically, or not fully aware of how we learn informally, a closer look at intuition in the strategic decision-making process is useful.

Part V is divided into two chapters. Chapter 12 focuses on tacit knowledge and intuition as imperatives to strategic decision making. It also looks at the strong influence of intuition on pattern recognition and framing, and provides an overview of reflection in and on action. Furthermore, this chapter examines the complementary roles of analysis and intuition; it considers how intuition is a balance for analysis and how analysis provides a check for intuition in strategic thinking. Chapter 13 considers the effect intuition has on strategic decision making and coordinating intuition and analysis as we learn to think strategically.

There are two premises underlying this part on intuition. The first is that intuition guides strategic thinking – although this does run counter to what traditional strategy development approaches teach. The second is that intuition and analysis are complementary in the strategic thinking process, which is similar to the more expansive notion of strategy making offered by the ancient Greeks.

In my practice, I often notice that merely uttering the word intuition can make strategic planners grimace and unseasoned strategists squirm, because the term seems to conjure images of some kind of mystical daydream or worse. But among successful strategic thinkers, intuition is a familiar and comfortable concept, though it is an experience that is rarely articulated. Bringing intuition into the strategic thinking process simply requires paying attention to another way of knowing that can facilitate learning to think strategically.

Intuition is a natural outgrowth of experience and a vital component of learning to think strategically. The term intuition derives from the Latin intuir, or knowledge from within. Philosophy professor and intuition researcher Massimo Pugliucci notes that


Intuition works in an associative manner: Even though it feels effortless and is fast. Rational thinking on the contrary is analytical, requires effort, and is slow… . Intuitions get better with a lot of practice – because at the bottom intuition is about the brain’s ability to pick up on certain recurring patterns.1


Intuition researcher Gary Klein formulated a theory of intuitive decision making called the recognition-primed decision (RPD) model, based on his extensive research on decisions made by firefighters and medical emergency providers. In The Power of Intuition, Klein notes that “the evidence is growing that those who do not or cannot trust their intuitions are less effective decision makers, and that as long as they reject their intuitions, they are destined to remain less effective.”2

While we may mistrust intuition, in the belief that it springs from emotion as opposed to reason, intuition does not come from emotion.3 It is a highly complex process based on thorough understanding of a situation. Intuition draws from a vast reservoir of knowledge in our subconscious and is rooted in past experience – by no means is it an irrational process.

There are several areas of strategic thinking that are particularly relevant to intuition. I am advocating the type of deliberative rationality that Bert and Stuart Dreyfus described in their book Mind Over Machine:


The … split between the mystical and the analytic will not do … for neither pole of that often misleading dualism names the ordinary, non-mystical intuition that we believe is the core of human intelligence and skill… . Analysis and intuition work together in the human mind.4


Among the executives with whom I am privileged to work, I have found that while intuition is a driver, analytical thinking is also a necessity for anyone learning a new skill. Bert and Stuart Dreyfus also contend that analytical thinking is good for scrutinizing data and information for validity, reliability, and accuracy. “It is also useful at the highest levels of expertise, where it can sharpen and clarify intuitive insight… . Detached deliberation and intuition need not be viewed as alternatives, as is all too often [the case] in simplistic treatments.”5 In the strategic thinking process, intuition and analytical thinking are very much complementary parts of the whole. As Carl Jung noted: “Intuition does not denote something contrary to reason, but something outside the province of reason.”6 This concept is as the ancient Greeks defined strategy, not as competing parts, but as a whole.

Often, I find that corporate strategists are overwhelmed by strategic decision making, which involves constantly changing information, uncertainty, incomplete data, and things beyond their control. Experienced strategists, as well as strategy novices, know from their experience that there are limits to the rational linear approach when dealing with such a human endeavor as strategy. As a consequence, strategists also seem to tacitly know about the iterative and generative process that is fundamental to strategic thinking. Good strategic decision makers notice and think while they are in the process of managing complex and high-stakes situations – they register subtle cues without even realizing it. Decisions are made subconsciously, before they even begin their analysis. What explains this, and how can this process be used to facilitate strategic thinking?


Our intuition is based on accumulated and compiled experience.


Strategic thinking includes continuous decision making; therefore, learning to think strategically can be enhanced by understanding how our intuition influences our ability to make choices. Daniel Kahneman’s research has led him to an explanation about how this occurs, as he notes that, “a tentative plan comes to mind by an automatic function of associative memory… . The next phase is a deliberate process in which the plan is mentally simulated to check if it will work”7 Our intuition is based on accumulated and compiled experiences. Solid intuition is like solid data – it is neutral and free of interpretation or evaluation.

In learning to think strategically, we should not blindly follow our intuition, because intuition can be unreliable and requires monitoring. Yet, we should not suppress our intuition either, because it is essential to our decision making and cannot be supplanted by analysis or procedures. We rely on intuition to make all kinds of judgments related to strategy. Thus, a highly competitive option is to strengthen intuition so that it becomes more accurate and provides us with better insights.

One Japanese finance executive whom I interviewed insisted:


Thinking about strategy is not a “task” – it is about what you think and feel and believe and how you react … and don’t try to separate your feelings from your thinking – I don’t understand how that helps anyone because it is not possible to do. But many people try only to think [without feeling] when they make strategy. It’s a mistake.


As any strategist knows, there is a big difference between an informed and uninformed gut feeling.8 We want to avoid impulsive actions and make decisions based on informed intuition. Luckily, skillful intuitive decision making can be learned. Intuition skills can be acquired and expanded by building a richer experience base and putting the skills to better use. We are not born with good judgment skills, just as we are not born as good skiers, skaters, or swimmers. Similarly, the kinds of know-how and judgments that successful, seasoned strategists make also require tremendous energy and work. Such strategists have to build up an experience base that lets them accurately size up situations and know how to respond. The better we understand situations and the more expansive our experience base, the more polished our intuitive skills become.9


Tacit knowledge

When we are engaged in the spontaneous, intuitive thinking of strategy in everyday life, we demonstrate our knowledge in a particular way. But when we try to describe it, we often find ourselves at a loss. Our knowing is often tacit, implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with which we are dealing. Our knowing is in our action. The role that tacit knowledge plays in strategic thinking is often underestimated and ignored.

The term tacit knowledge connotes knowing in action, or what is commonly called know-how. The tacit knowledge of a prima ballerina, for example, is embedded in and revealed by the way she glides across the stage – her knowing is demonstrated in her graceful action. Similarly, a professional tennis player’s tacit knowledge is in directing his serve to an opponent’s weak spot, or rapidly changing his pace.


Scenario

At the recent International Business Development Meeting of an American fast food corporation, everybody was ecstatic: HQ had just made their decision known. It’s a green light – we are going to Kazakhstan.

Rob Miller, VP of International Marketing, started distributing files to the attendees. He said, “Here, in your document binders you will find all the relevant findings – marketing research, pedestrian and car traffic patterns, parking space availability, statistics, census data, income, and family size data. You will also find offers for several sites which fit our size requirements – with an entire chapter building conversion costs along with exhaustive data on what the buildings were used for before, the background on the previous owners, and so on. And please consider how big of a space we’ll need for future expansion. Also, there are several pages covering surrounding businesses, types of neighborhood restaurants, and competitor’s analysis; as well as crime reports for the areas where we hope to open our very first restaurant in Kazakhstan.”

Extensive marketing research was done. Rob continued to elaborate by saying, “We will also have to address the geography: Shall we locate in the largest city, Almaty, with a population of 1.5 million, or, the present-day capital of Astana, with 800,000 people?”

Team members started to enthusiastically dig into the wealth of data contained in their binders. Curiously, Rob noticed that Peter Frank, a new PR guy, hadn’t even opened the binder; looking instead at Rob with a silent question and a twinkle in his eye.

“Hey Peter, so you don’t care that much about the windy steppes of Kazakhstan?” “Just the opposite, Rob. I’ve just spent four years teaching in Astana – I loved the place. Nevertheless, with all my due respect, I believe we will have to think past demographics and dig deeply into psychographics. I’m afraid most of the otherwise useful information in the binder is irrelevant for a rather straightforward decision on the site for our first restaurant in Kazakhstan. It’s all about location, location, location. In a still rather feudal state with strong authoritative rule, I can tell you that the flagship restaurant will have to be within a stone throw of the Presidential Palace and his offices in the capital. This is the kind of foot traffic we are mostly interested in for our first flagship restaurant.”

Rob was taken aback – how did Peter come to this conclusion without so much as a peek at our compiled data?


Tacit knowledge is not about the know-how in the rules or detailed plans of the action that we entertain in our mind prior to action; tacit knowledge is a kind of knowing in the action. Tacit knowledge is not to be confused with either luck or some “gift.” Tacit knowledge comes from accumulated and acquired success experience, disciplined skills, knowledge, and extraordinary amounts of focused practice. The fact that tacit knowledge becomes spontaneous, like a sixth sense, deceptively, makes it appear to happen easily.

Although sometimes we think before acting or deciding, spontaneous decision making does reveal a kind of knowing that does not stem from a prior intellectual operation. This decision making comes from a tacit knowledge that we accumulate through successful repetition. Tacit knowing is partly intuitive and is triggered by our feelings and affective responses. Also, tacit knowing draws from exceptional mastery of disciplined techniques that have become automated.

When a professional tennis player has a “feel for the ball,” this knowing lets her repeat the exact same tactic she used previously that proved successful. Her repetition is her acknowledgment that she has been doing something right, and her “feeling” allows her to do that same thing over and over again. This process requires reflection on her own patterns of action and on the situations in which she is performing. She may reflect on action and occasionally in action. Numerous theorists point out the limitations of technical rationality and explain how we think on our feet, or just know what to do, based on our tacit knowledge and habits of acting.

Learning theorist Donald Schon notes:


We learn to execute such complex performances as walking, skipping, riding a bicycle, skiing without being able to give a verbal description even roughly adequate to our actual performance. Indeed, if we are asked to say how we do such things, we tend to give wrong answers, which, if we were to act according to them, would get us into trouble.10



Every competent strategist can recognize groups of “normal” patterns associated with a specific market, peculiarities of a certain kind of organizational structure, or irregular patterns of data – for which he cannot give a reasonably accurate or complete description.


Good strategic thinking requires an awareness of tacit knowledge. Every competent strategist can recognize groups of “normal” patterns associated with a specific market, peculiarities of a certain kind of organizational structure, or irregular patterns of data – for which he cannot give a reasonably accurate or complete description. Amidst day-to-day operations, a strategist makes innumerable decisions, but cannot state specific criteria used in those decisions. A seasoned, successful strategist demonstrates skills for which he cannot state the rules and procedures. Even when making conscious use of research-based theories and techniques, seasoned strategists rely on tacit recognitions, judgments, and skillful past experiences. In other words, the strategist operates automatically because of trusted intuition, due to a vast repertoire of successful experiences; but she also has the capacity to pause and critically reflect.


Scenario

John Bright, an American President of a Russian-American automotive joint venture, was puzzled and a bit annoyed by the unbridled enthusiasm of his marketing and PR guys regarding some articles in the local papers. According to the local media the SUV which was manufactured by the joint venture was reportedly the #1 choice of Russian car thieves.

“This is fantastic news! Our car is the most popular SUV in the country. Russians love our car so much that they are ready to steal it in order to satisfy their yearning for a great piece of American automotive engineering. We must come up with a marketing campaign built around this unexpected development.” This was the battle cry of John’s international team.

As much as John respected the opinion and ideas of his marketing team, his gut feeling told him that there was something wrong with this picture. If nothing else, the five years that John spent working in China before coming to Russia, taught him a very important lesson – trust your gut feeling and intuition – things were very often not exactly what they appeared to be. The intuitive skills he developed in China happened to be easily transferable and extremely helpful when he transferred to Russia.

To get to the bottom of the matter, John shared his concerns with Alex, his trusted outside consultant, and asked him to analyze the phenomenon. In a couple of days, Alex barged into John’s office grinning and holding a bunch of documents in his hand. “Well, John, I guess that we both believe the local economy is still a work in progress. But at least Russians have mastered the fundamentals. Clearly, they understand supply and demand – the local car thieves, I mean.”

Alex continued, “Your Russian joint venture partners are solely responsible for the manufacturing and distribution of the car’s spare parts. And according to the documents that I have here, they practically stopped spare parts manufacturing in the last six months – it’s not very profitable, they say. So, your cars are being snatched off the streets for spare parts: destination – the chip-chop shops in the suburbs.”

The next morning, John stopped operations at the automotive plant’s assembly line – an unheard of, potentially volatile, and decisive course of action. “I don’t manufacture cars without providing maintenance services and spare parts supply,” explained John.

Once again, his intuition had not failed him. It had served him well. A couple of hours later he received a phone call from the office of the country’s president.


Tacit knowledge can be a source of sustainable competitive advantage because it is impossible for competitors to imitate and difficult to substitute. For that very reason, it is incredibly valuable. Or, as T. S. Eliot once offered, “Talent imitates, genius steals.”



The intuition factor and framing

What role does intuition play in our making strategic thinking decisions? Intuition is what allows us to recognize patterns and frames that we use as part of strategic decision making. Interestingly, we recognize patterns primarily through a process based on intuition.

A pattern is a set of cues, which usually appear together, so when we see a few of the cues, automatically, we expect to find the others. In other words, a pattern is any repeatable concept, thought, or image whose repetitions together make up an approach to a problem, a way of looking at things. A pattern is a repeatable sequence of neural activity.

A particular viewpoint may develop gradually over time. An idea that was beneficial at one time, however, may not be useful today; and yet, the current idea may have developed directly from the outdated idea. A pattern may develop in a specific way because the pattern was derived from the combination of other patterns. In organizations, we tend to form patterns based on partial, inaccurate, or incomplete information – snapshots of our condition. However, if all the information had been available at one time, the pattern would probably appear quite differently.

Patterns persist because their sequences are useful and sufficient to our frames; but if we allow ourselves to pause and step back from the sequence, we might be able to imagine a restructuring of that pattern and create something quite different or even better. Once experienced intuitive strategists see a pattern, any decision they have to make is usually obvious. Following patterns can be enormously useful when we are dealing with day-to-day decisions that occur in rapid succession, when we are under pressure, or when we are dealing with a scenario that includes a lot of inconclusive or uncertain information. We need to be able to filter and sift rapidly. Intuitive pattern recognition is how we do this.11

Pattern recognition can take place in a split second and without conscious thought. Because this process is rapid and not conscious, we are rarely aware of how we arrived at an intuitive judgment, which is precisely why it seems mysterious to us. Even if the situation is not identical to what we have seen before, we can recognize similarities with past events, and automatically “know” what to do, without deliberately having to think through the options. When we recognize a pattern, we familiarize ourselves with a situation. We have a “feel” for what will work and what will not. Basically, at this point our decision making becomes intuitive.


Formal analysis can be valuable to supplement intuition, but it cannot substitute for intuition when it comes to complex strategic decisions.


Very large repertoires of patterns that have been acquired over years of practice enable successful strategists to make good decisions using intuition. Without these patterns and without this experience base, strategists would be paralyzed as strategic decision makers. The formal methods of analysis are not enough, even when applying the fastest and most advanced computers to crunch all the numbers. Strategic analysis serves to generate testing, challenging, reflecting, and acting on the intuitive hunch. Formal analysis can be valuable to supplement intuition, but it cannot substitute for intuition when it comes to complex strategic decisions.

Research studies show that executives use intuitive pattern recognition to create mental simulations in order to imagine how a scenario might play out. In order to recognize the framework in which we are playing out our scenario, we need to learn to stop the automatic process.12 Truly innovative strategic thinking is not about playing out new patterns in existing frameworks but, rather, about creating new frameworks and different patterns within these new frameworks. Daniel Kahneman’s research has led him to conclude that it is “far easier said than done, [as] our mind tends to make up narratives about the past as a way of making meaning.”13 These narratives are placed within frames that can stubbornly resist shifting and shattering.

When we think strategically, we need to be mindful of pattern recognition as an automatic process of making sense. However, problems emerge when we expect to see a certain pattern and are blinded from seeing anything else. We must judiciously monitor ourselves by making sure we can and do switch off our autopilot from time to time, and deliberately set out to test and challenge the patterns we notice and the meanings we attribute to these patterns. This monitoring is our strategic thinking advantage. An inability to recognize our patterns can get us locked into constructing strategy based on false or irrelevant assumptions.

We know intuitively what cues are going to be important and need to be monitored. We “know” what types of results we “should” be able to accomplish. We have a sense of what to expect next because of our patterns and frames of reference. So detailed and habitual are our patterns that they include routines for responding and action scripts. If we recognize a situation as typical, we can recall the typical ways to react. These nearly instantaneous recollections are our hunches about what is really going on and how we determine what we should do about it.14

Figure 12.1 illustrates the process of intuitive pattern recognition and framing that we typically and automatically use in strategic thinking.

Just as we see a new problem as a variation on patterns in the old one, so our new problem-solving actions and decisions are a variation on the old. Just as we are unable at first to articulate the relevant similarities and differences of the situations, we struggle to articulate the similarities and differences of our problem-solving procedures. Indeed, the whole process of “seeing as” before and “doing as” before may continue without conscious verbal articulation.
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Figure 12.1 Intuitive pattern recognition and framing process that occurs in strategic thinking




It is our capacity to see unfamiliar situations as familiar ones and to decide and act in unfamiliar situations as we have done in familiar situations that enables us to bring our past experience to bear on a unique situation.


It is our capacity to see unfamiliar situations as familiar ones and to decide and act in unfamiliar situations as we have done in familiar situations that enables us to bring our past experience to bear on a unique situation. Our capacity to “see as” and “do as” allows us to have a “feel” for problems that do not fit existing rules. This capacity rests on the range and variety of the repertoire that we bring to unfamiliar situations. Because we are able to see these new and unfamiliar situations as elements of our repertoire, we are able to make sense of the uniqueness of unfamiliar situations and need not reduce them to instances of standard categories.


Rational and a-rational thinking

The differences between rational linear thinking and a-rational thinking are fundamental to learning strategic thinking because we utilize both. The processes are however, quite distinct. One process is not more effective than the other for learning to think strategically, but, rather, both are necessary, and we must realize their differences in order to be able to use both effectively. Rational, linear thinking is selection by exclusion. We work within a particular frame of reference, and toss out what is not relevant. With a-rational thinking we realize that a pattern cannot be rearranged from within itself, but only as a result of some external influence. The frame is perceived as an impediment. We attempt to discard the frame to disrupt the pattern by means other than rational, logical, linear thinking. Part of the frame shattering process is to invite outside influences and to embrace their provocation as a support to divergent and deep-dive thinking.

Developmentally, there may be situations that require an emphasis on strengthening the rational linear thinking process, while other situations may call for a focused approach to learning a-rational lateral thinking.

Intuition is the way we translate our experiences into judgments and decisions. Intuition is our ability to make decisions by using patterns to recognize what is going on in a certain situation and to access the typical way to react.15 We use our experience to recognize and determine what to do and how to respond.

When strategists fail to recognize or respond to patterns in value conflicts, violate their own ethical standards, fall short of self-created expectations, or ignore public problems they have helped to create, increasingly, they are subject to expressions of disapproval, failure, and ineffectiveness. These important areas of strategic thinking stretch beyond the conventional boundaries of rationality, logic, and analysis. They call on us to draw on a “feel” or a “sense” about the problem that doesn’t fit our existing rules. Our a-rational processing becomes eminently important. This processing includes the skillful judgments, decisions, and actions we make tacitly and intuitively, without being able to state the procedures or rules that we follow.

The successful executives whom I interviewed spoke of vacillating back and forth between rational and a-rational thoughts without any concern. Each had a well-developed intuitive sense of the situational appropriateness required for using rational and a-rational thinking. This is a characteristic that comes from successful intuitive practice. When we look at data, an adept strategic thinker will question whether anything in the picture is unusual. We need to imagine new patterns even when the old patterns are very vivid. The reframing problem shows that our intuition is fallible. Even when intuition is based on expertise, we may still have overlooked something important. Too often, experienced strategists can fall into a routine that blinds them to new possibilities.16 The habit of critical reflection is essential for breaking through this barrier of expertise.

Reframing a strategic issue relies on our ability to identify our habits of mind, challenge what we “know” and to become aware of our intuitions. Just because intuition is fallible does not mean that we cannot make good use of it. Our eyes are not perfect – they blur and have blind spots, and they often require lenses to correct for distortions. Yet we don’t reject the information we receive from our eyes. So, too, we need not refute what we learn through our intuition. We need to pay close attention to our intuition and cultivate it with the same degree of seriousness that we give to analysis. As common sense would suggest, intuition researcher Philip Tetlock reminds us, “Experts are just human in the end. Experts are led astray not by what they believe, but by how they think.”17




Noticing “red flags”

What makes us tune in to the alarm bells or recognize the red flags waving in front of our faces? Our intuition. Built up through repeated experiences which we have linked together unconsciously to form a pattern, our intuition endows us with a sense of familiarity – “Yes, I’ve seen that before!” Pattern recognition explains how we can make effective decisions without conducting a deliberate analysis. Regardless of the business or functional area in which we make strategy, we accumulate experiences and build up a repertoire of recognized patterns. The more patterns we learn, the easier it is to match a new situation to one of the patterns in our repertoire. When a new situation occurs, we recognize the situation as familiar by matching it to a pattern we have encountered in the past.

For example, at a quarterly meeting in Jakarta, Tobo, a discerning Indonesian, hears the global strategy team suggest trucking the company’s product across the country. Quickly, Tobo sees a red flag waving as a cue that there could be problems with security. By transferring his knowledge from previous logistical efforts in the country, and assessing the variables therein (e.g., time, place, people), Tobo “gets it.” Without pausing or thinking, he grimaces and abruptly redirects the conversation to alternative transport options because he “knows” the danger signs.


Pattern recognition explains how we can make effective decisions without conducting a deliberate analysis.



Scenario

While scouting for a new and more economical plant facility, Nicholas reviews the demographic data of a fairly desolate region of Romania, and zooms in on its 70 percent unemployment rate among 18- to 50-year-olds in eight surrounding villages. Also, he notes that the average education level is fourth grade. A warning light flashes in his mind, and within minutes he dismisses this region outright as a potential site for a new commercial container assembly plant because he can read the writing on the wall – disaster!

As the global chief operating officer of a commercial container manufacturing company, his gut feeling is that operating costs will be sky-high. Expats will have to be cajoled to join his team as supervisors and top managers, local staff training will nibble chunks out of the budget, and equipment replacement costs will be exorbitant because everything will “grow legs” and walk away. He knows that a bribe cache will need to be replenished constantly to appease the local government officials, not to mention that there will be drugs, crime, theft, lack of loyalty, and a deplorable work ethic. Nicholas “knows” the rest of the story because he grew up in Romania and witnessed four similar assembly plant mistakes (against his advice) as chief operating officer of his previous company. He sees the data, recognizes a familiar pattern, and makes a negative judgment in a matter of minutes.

Across the table from Nicholas sits Chiho, who cannot believe what she is hearing. These same data make her salivate! She had championed the company in its business development initiatives with tremendous success in Vietnam. She has scrutinized these data, not just zoomed in on a couple of points. The region looks like a dream to her – no competitors, a captive recruitment ground, eager and appreciative employees, no distractions from work, no labor unions, rock-bottom operating costs, and an opportunity to contribute to the future of the region.

The company heeded Nicholas’s gut feeling and decided to postpone a decision while it studied other options. Within months, a competitor set up shop, only to find itself involved in a nightmare of tangled expenses and crime. The operation closed up shop one year later.


This scenario reminds us that executives from different countries and industries recognize very different patterns, as a result of their unique repertoires of experience, culture, and education. Needless to say, these differing viewpoints can complicate strategy sessions when people see the same data in different patterns, different patterns from the same data, or the same patterns from different data. Although a certain pattern may be a red flag to one person, the pattern itself may not even register with another. Knowing that patterns may be understood differently requires us to identify and explicitly articulate the patterns we see, as well as the assumptions we make about them, through critical reflection and dialogue. Bringing people from other socio-national, functional, and corporate cultures into strategy making ensures that we get some degree of variation in the interpretation of data because, unconsciously, we all bring along our patterns and frames.

Even the most experienced executives can make the mistake of assuming that their colleagues see the patterns that are so obvious to them. The ability to detect patterns is simple and, as such, is easy to take for granted and difficult to learn. Therefore, it is critical that we challenge ourselves as much as we challenge others to carefully describe, listen, and see patterns. Differences in pattern recognition can be as important as similarities when creating winning strategies.



Challenging through reflection in action and reflection on action

What distinguishes reflection in action from other kinds of reflection is its immediate and perceivable impact. Interestingly and subtly, when we define the scope and breadth of our strategy, we choose the focus of our attention and we name the things we will notice. Generally, when we examine a strategic issue we tend to repeat the familiar patterns and frames we have acquired through our experience, simply out of habit. Reflection in action requires that by naming and framing we select things for attention and organize these things in the moment; doing this can alter meaning and suggest a new direction.

Reflection in action, based on Donald Schon’s work on reflective practice, is a process consisting of “on-the-spot surfacing, criticizing, restructuring, and testing of intuitive understandings of experienced phenomena.”18 Learning takes place when action is informed by reflection. Action and reflection are considered not as separate concepts, but as parts of a single process by which we become aware of our underlying assumptions, reflect on our initial understanding of the problem, and develop new ways of defining problems. Reflection in action implies that we learn as we define and implement new strategic decisions and action.

As Schon sees it:


When someone reflects-in-action… [h]e does not keep means and ends separate, but defines them interactively as he frames a problematic situation… . [H]is experimenting is a kind of action, implementation is built into inquiry. [Therefore] reflection in action can proceed, even in situations of uncertainty or uniqueness, because it is not bound by the dichotomies of technical rationality.19



If we can place technical, analytical traditional problem solving within a broader context of reflective inquiry, strategic thinking will be enriched greatly.


With regard to strategic thinking, reflection in action has a critical function in questioning and identifying the assumptions underlying our tacit knowledge or knowing in action. In other words, we think critically about the thinking that got us into a predicament or presented us with an opportunity. In the process, we may restructure a sequence of action, recreate the meaning, or devise a new way of framing problems. We begin to ask: “What else could I do?” or “How else could I see this?”

Through reflection in action, we can slow down or suspend the process and actively diverge our patterns and frames. We can broaden and deepen our views and intentionally distort the familiar in order to explore and create, because we frame strategic problems in different ways according to various perspectives.

For these reasons, the process of reflection in action is critically important when facilitating the learning of strategic thinkers. Questions about the legitimacy of reflective capacity and its relevance to strategy may dissipate once we understand how reflective capacity balances the analytical dimension of learning. If we can place technical, analytical traditional problem solving within a broader context of reflective inquiry, strategic thinking will be enriched greatly.

Strategic problems are interconnected in complex ways. Indeterminate factors, such as uncertainty, ambivalence, contradictions, and value conflict, defy the basic tenets of technical rationality. What is necessary when making strategic decisions involving these factors is not only the analytic techniques, which have been traditional in strategic development, but the reflective action abilities. Reflection in action and reflection on action involve the natural process of learning decision making and problem solving in a way that fuses the cognitive and the affective dimensions of learning. As we can clearly see, reflection in action and reflection on action require extensive use of the deeper dive domain of learning.

A further complication of reflection on action is that everything makes sense in hindsight. In his insightful book, The Black Swan, Nassim Taleb pointed out that


our tendency to construct and believe coherent narratives of the past makes it difficult for us to accept the limits of our forecasting ability… . The illusion that we understand the past fosters overconfidence in our ability to predict the future.20


In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, researcher and Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman says:


A general limitation of the human mind is its imperfect ability to reconstruct past states of knowledge, or beliefs that have changed. Once you adopt a new view of the world (or of any part of it), you immediately lose much of your ability to recall what you used to believe before your mind changed.21


The process of reflection in action is essential to dealing well with situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict. Western historical and cultural bias toward rational thinking blinds us to the a-rational process that is omnipresent in developing critical reflective capability. Our ability to learn to think strategically can therefore be thwarted if we do not learn to pay attention to the affective dimension of learning and to appreciate how this dimension impacts upon strategic thinking.

Phrases like “thinking on your feet,” “keeping your wits about you,” and “learning by doing” all suggest that we can, and sometimes actually do, think about what we are doing while we are doing it – when we reflect in action.



The element of surprise

Much reflection in action hinges on the experience of surprise. When intuitive, spontaneous performance yields nothing more than the results we expect, we tend not to think about it. But when an intuitive decision leads to surprises, whether promising or unwanted, we may respond by reflecting in action. Until this moment of surprise, we have been deciding and acting via autopilot. After the moment of surprise, we focus on what we have unintentionally created. In such processes, reflection tends to focus on the outcomes of action, the action itself, and the intuitive knowing implicit in the action. Very often, due to a surprise, and the inherent tension it brings, we are propelled to reflect on the understandings that have been implicit in our decision or thinking process or pattern. Due to the surprise, we are able to uncover assumptions, criticize, restructure, and reframe for further critical action.

Strategists often do think consciously about what they are doing – sometimes, even while doing it. Particularly when struck by surprise, they reflect back on action and on the knowing that is implicit in their decisions. For example, they may ask themselves: “What features do I notice when I recognize this incident as being familiar or dubious?” “What are the criteria by which I make this judgment?” “How am I framing the problem that I am trying to solve?” Generally, the aftermath of a surprise is when we look reflectively and introspectively on these opportune moments in an attempt to describe the tacit knowledge behind our action. Our descriptions of the surprise may vary, depending on our purpose and the language of descriptions available to us. We may refer, for example, to the sequence of operations and procedures that we execute or to the clues we observe and the rules we follow, or the values, hunches, and assumptions that underlie our reasons for action.

The sequence involved in the process of reflection in action resembles a breakdown outlined by learning theorist Donald Schon. Initially, we are involved in a situation where we take action spontaneously and routinely – using our autopilot response. This action reveals our tacit knowledge and is our way of framing a problem appropriate to the situation. This knowing in action is spontaneously delivered without conscious deliberation. This sequence of pattern recognition works, providing intended outcomes, so long as the situation falls within the boundaries of what we have learned to treat as normal.22

Next, a routine response produces an unexpected outcome – pleasant or unpleasant – that is incongruent with the categories of our tacit knowledge. This incongruence or surprise is what gets our attention, and our autopilot is interrupted. The attention we pay has significant implications for our ability to choose the focus of our critical reflection in strategic decision making.

Surprise provokes the final step, which is reflection in or on the present action. Reflection is, to some degree, conscious, although it need not be conveyed with words. We ask ourselves, “What is this?” or “What’s happening?” and at the same time ask, “How have I been thinking about it?” Our thought turns back to the surprising incident and, at the same time, includes our present thinking and feeling.

Honing our reflective capacity is essential because reflection serves as an important corrective technique – one that halts over-learning, interrupts complacency, and reduces overreliance on our autopilot. Through critical reflection, a strategist can recognize and greet surprises as an opportunity to reveal and critique the tacit understanding that has developed around repetitive experiences of expertise and familiar habits of mind. Looking at surprises in this way can create a chance to make new sense of the situation and to look differently at uncertainty or uniqueness, which is an inevitable part of a global strategy environment.

Most often, these high-potential candidates are, essentially, placed firmly inside the corporate frame to learn its construction (i.e., the corporate way). Learning the corporate way is important for building a knowledge base and reinforcing the organizational culture. But frequently this learning is where the strategy-development process ends – and where the strategic thinking problem begins. These high-potential individuals learn the existing corporate frames and all of the subtle cues about changing those frames – or not.

Because of this socialization, these candidates may easily mistake strategic planning for strategic thinking. As a result, typically, they fail to adopt a habit of challenging the corporate frames and remain unclear about their strategic role: is it to maintain existing frames, or is it to truly shatter and reframe? Furthermore, rarely do these high-potential candidates take the time to familiarize themselves with their greatest strategic asset – their own unique frames. Without critical reflective ability, they cannot challenge and test their own frames, nor can they test the existing corporate frames on which strategy is currently made.

Unless frame testing occurs, the personal beliefs and assumptions of the high-potential individuals and those of the company are never made apparent. Granted, this sometimes happens by chance, but luck is not the aim of this process. In order to create an innovative, adaptive, and sustainable strategy, these individuals must shatter deconstruct the existing frame (shatter it) and reconstruct it (reframe). Ultimately, those who succeed at strategic thinking understand, articulate, and test their own existing frames, as well as those of the company.
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The roles of analysis and intuition in strategic decision making

“No more marketing research. No more focus groups. No more promotions and commercials – we’ve been sinking money in this black hole for a couple of years. No more. I should’ve trusted my gut feeling long ago!” That was the declaration made by Louisa Perez, the country manager of an American soft drink corporation operating in Venezuela, to her executive committee. For the first time in her life, she could not get answers to a problem from the research and analysis. For the longest time, she had had an uncomfortable feeling that something was not right, but she ignored the feeling in favor of more analysis. Louisa is known within the company as a meticulous analyst; her decisions are always based on well-researched data. She has been annoyed with the same song that the locally hired managers sing every day: “My gut feeling tells me this, my gut feeling tells me that.” Louisa has guts – she just never felt like basing her strategy on these gut feelings.

She continued:


It’s amazing – we’re beaten to a pulp in the orange soda drinks segment of the Venezuelan market by a newcomer that doesn’t invest any money in marketing its own product. It just dumps the drink concentrates at the feet of local bottlers and waits for more orders – which come like clockwork.


Later, at a dinner with the sales team of the local distributor, Louisa could not help but share her frustration with a young sales manager seated beside her. He smiled awkwardly and said:


I’m sorry, Mrs. Perez, that nobody told you about it earlier. But I believe the reason your product’s sales are going down has nothing to do with your marketing efforts. Some dishonest soda fountain operators have figured out a way to open sealed concentrate containers and dilute the beverage with tap water. The competitor’s containers are much easier to tamper with than yours – that is why they keep buying them; it’s not the quality of the soda. Your company’s technological prowess and the growing numbers of dishonest operators have driven you out of the market.


Louisa’s gut feeling turned out to be right. The problem was not about jingles and research. Now, she faces another dilemma – to start researching the new phenomenon or to skip the research and deal with it by relying on her newfound strategy tool: intuition.

This chapter offers a discussion of coordinating intuition and analysis to strengthen strategic thinking.


Rational analysis can never be a substitute for intuition within the process of strategic thinking.


Intuition within the context of strategic thinking has to be balanced with deliberate, rational analysis. But rational analysis can never be a substitute for intuition within the process of strategic thinking. Cognitive knowledge must be integrated with having “a feel” for the situation, which is otherwise known as tacit knowledge. While analysis has its function and intuition is not perfect, trying to replace intuition with analysis is a huge mistake, if the intention is to think strategically.

Analysis is a supportive tool for making intuitive decisions. The concept of rational, logical thinking is one of selection based on the process of rejection. Information and ideas are put in order and tested according to linear criteria; and then, they are discredited and discarded if they do not fit. When time and information are available, analysis can help to uncover cues and patterns as well as provide new points of focus for the creation of different patterns and reframing. Also, analysis can help to evaluate a decision. But analysis cannot replace the intuition that is at the center of the strategic decision-making process. Strategy does not always obey the logic of our framework.

Despite increasingly analytical approaches to making strategy, it remains principally an iterative process of two distinctly different cognitive clusters – one that is reliant on conceptual, divergent, and critical reflective processes and the other – a cluster of rational, convergent, logical, linear capabilities (see Chapter 4). We need to explore the connection between analysis and intuition in an effort to develop strategic thinking. Ultimately, we need to learn how to conduct analyses which improve intuitive thinking – and to distinguish what types of decisions are most appropriate for analytical thinking and for intuitive thinking. Intuition expert Gary Klein notes:


Our intuitions function like our peripheral vision to keep us oriented and aware of our surroundings. Our analytical abilities, on the other hand, enable us to think precisely. We may believe that everything we think and decide comes from our analytical thinking, the conscious and deliberate arguments we construct in our heads, but that’s because we’re not aware of how our intuitions direct our conscious thought processes.1


In situations that require strategic thinking, sometimes we need to rely more on intuition and other times we need to draw more on analysis. According to intuition experts and research, when the situation keeps changing, when the time pressure is high, or when the goals are vague, analysis is not enough. We have to go with what we “know.”2 These situations require risk taking, yet they can also yield strategic rewards if we invest in building a repertoire of successful intuitive experiences. By contrast, when our strategic decision involves a lot of computational complexity (e.g., determining whether there is a cost advantage) we are doomed or duped if we do not do the analysis.


Numbers are not always any more trustworthy than intuition.


Because our intuition can mislead us, we often opt to track events using objective measures – which are quick and easy things to share. Relevant or not, this objectivity feels safe. To use objective measures, we develop metrics that will record what we need to know – a rate of change, a degree of progress, or some other feature that will help us make decisions. Market-share metrics, for instance, tell us the extent to which a company dominates its industry.

On the other hand, intuition comes to us through subconscious and sensory reactions and perceptions, not through numbers, so hunches just pop into our minds without leaving any trail about how they were formed. In contrast, metrics provide firm documentation for our decisions. If someone questions us, we can point to the numbers to explain our decisions. Intuition cannot really help us to figure out overhead rates or make budget projections. Unfortunately, numbers are not always any more trustworthy than intuition. As the nineteenth-century British prime minister and statesman David Lloyd George (1863–1945) wisely pronounced, “You cannot feed the hungry on statistics.”

Accurate, reliable numbers are often difficult to obtain, subject to multiple interpretations, and even harder to apply. Quantifying the elements of a situation does not guarantee that we will make a good decision. Metrics can even interfere with intuition. For example, the hard numbers of a particular niche market don’t necessarily add up to a story that explains why we feel a strategic decision is just plain wrong. There is considerably more to a strategic decision than a chain of numbers.

Nevertheless, we cannot dispense with numbers. They force us to align our intuition with reality. For example, numbers keep us from pursuing a strategy whose image masks the reality of reduced capacity, changed circumstances, overextended budgets, or disappointing rates of return. Therefore, numbers cannot be discounted or discredited entirely.


Intuition as a check on analysis

How does intuition keep analysis in check? Intuition helps us to monitor our attention by signaling to us to be more alert in high-stakes situations. For example, we “smell a rat” or get that gut feeling that something is not quite right. Intuition can help us spot problems earlier and warn us that our decisions, and actions based on those decisions, are insufficient to reach our goal. It is our intuition that enables us to pick up on subtle inconsistencies in patterns, which triggers a feeling, which then leads to a certain decision or action. Because of this, we draw confident and incredible conclusions from very little information. Intuition is what we use when we try to see patterns when we look at data and facts. The patterns are not linear, so they are not always obvious. This is when intuition becomes our best friend – we look over a set of data or variables and suddenly a pattern becomes visible. The ability to recognize patterns is intuitive. Our experience is what arranges things into patterns.

One strength of metrics is that they give us a snapshot without the cumbersome details of the process by which that snapshot was acquired. This absence of history and context accelerates communication in strategic meetings, because details of the method for obtaining data are not usually shared. This means that we have to judge the numbers on face value – the risk is in not knowing if we can trust the numbers.

I am not suggesting that we reject or be shielded from data; rather, we need to use critical dialogue and inquiry to scrutinize and test the data. We need to ask, “Whose data?” “Where did they come from?” “Why were they collected?” “Whose interests were they intended to serve?” “Whose interest do they actually serve?” “Why were they compiled in a particular way?” and “Who paid for the data collection and analysis?” in order to get the story and the context behind the numbers. Seeing numbers out of context can cause us to misinterpret information and lead to regrettable strategic decisions and conclusions. In this strategic environment of ambiguity and paradox, analysis will take us only so far.



Analysis as a check on intuition

While it is important to emphasize the role of intuition in strategic decision making, of equal note is that intuition alone does not generate or constitute strategic thinking. What are some of the limitations to intuition? Why does intuition sometimes prove unreliable? Several important limitations to the use of intuition come from the types of decisions we face, the opportunities we have had to develop our intuition, and the inherent nature of expertise. Intuition researcher Gary Klein suggests three reasons why our intuition may not serve us well.3

First, while complex and uncertain decisions make intuition difficult to apply, these are the very kinds of situations in which we need to use highly skilled intuition more than ever. Since much of strategic thinking includes dealing with very complex, incomplete, and uncertain information which is constantly changing, we must develop our intuition to a degree that we can trust it as a reliable tool. Analysis alone does not suffice. Intuition must be tested against analysis, and analysis must be tested against our intuition in these highly complex and constantly changing circumstances.

Developing intuition based on pattern matching is hard when the strategic situation we are trying to resolve is complicated. Even if we think that we recognize a pattern, we may be fooling ourselves, which is why we must be adept at using critical reflective processes to challenge our perceptions, frames, and assumptions. There are no substitutes for testing and reflecting.

Second, the strategist may not have had a chance to acquire expertise. We may not have a chance to build a strong experience base because we cannot get feedback about our judgments. The absence of a strong experience base can lower our confidence when using our intuition.

Third, the experience base of our intuition may be distorted. Even if we know how to acquire and evaluate our intuition, we still have to worry about the validity of the feedback we receive. Therefore, we must habitually test validity through dialogue and critical inquiry.

Rational and intuitive thinking are not mutually exclusive. When both are well developed, our composite knowledge is extremely advantageous for learning to think strategically.



Decision-making approaches to strategic thinking

Decision making is central to strategy making and therefore it must be practiced, challenged, and refined as we learn to think strategically. First, we will look at the familiar and traditional Western approach to strategic decision making, and follow with an approach that integrates intuition and rationality.


Traditional strategic decision making

Traditional strategic planning approaches, steeped in the customs of the technical rational scientific school of thought, emphasize some variation of the familiar, classic six-step model of decision making:

Analyze the problem
⇓
List alternatives
⇓
Evaluate alternatives against a set of criteria
⇓
Weight each criterion
⇓
Rate each option on each criterion
⇓
Sum it up – Compare – Voilà!

This linear model of decision making strikes many of us as very comforting and appealing. The model is straightforward, and is based on solid analysis and logic. It is systematic, rational, and methodical. Leaving nothing to chance, a good decision is guaranteed if we just follow the process. This model allows us to justify our decision intelligibly to others – there is something reassuringly “scientific” about it.

The catch is that this linear model provides a false sense of assurance. It is a sanitized sequence that omits the untidy parts of the complex problem-solving process. The messy, nonlinear parts of problem solving are imperative to distinguish strategic thinking from strategic planning and are necessary for strategic innovation, adaptability, and sustainability.

As we have discussed in great detail, critical reflective processes are essential for challenging the underlying assumptions of a current strategic issue in order to ensure that it is examined and explored. Complex strategy decisions call for a combination of cognitions that include critically reflective processes. Reflection in action may be slow and arduous, or quick and decisive. When a strategist reflects in and on his action, the possible targets of reflection are as varied as the kinds of factors, variables, and patterns before him, and as wide ranging as the multitude of underlying frames, assumptions, and belief systems that he brings to his reflections.

Reflection may be about the tacit norms and reasons that underlie a particular judgment, or on the theories that are implicit in a pattern of events, decisions, or reactions. Also, reflection could be on the feeling about a situation that has guided a particular course of action or decision. Possibly, reflection could be about the way in which the strategist has framed the problem encountered, or on the role he has constructed for himself within a larger organizational or business context.

Although reflection in action is an extraordinarily complex process, it is commonplace among successful strategists. For many strategists it is the defining trait of their success because of its impact on complex decision making.


We must be willing to enter into new kinds of confusion and uncertainties when we engage in critical reflection on action.


Our attitude about critical inquiry influences greatly our attitude about the strategic decisions we make. We probe the information and stories of the leaders of the key business units and systematically pursue the implications of our familiar and chosen frames. At the same time that we try to shape the situation to our frame, we must hold ourselves open to any “playback” from or of the situation.

While judgments must be grounded in relevant data, conclusions should remain open to reevaluation, which can be stressful. We must be willing to enter into new kinds of confusion and uncertainties when we engage in critical reflection on action and decision making.

To apply reflection in and on action to strategic thinking, the following tenets of learning are recommended:4


	1 Give and get valid information. Valid information is essential for informed decisions.

	2 Seek out and provide others with directly observable data and correct reports so that valid attributions can be made.

	3 Create the conditions for free and informed choice.

	4 Try to create, for ourselves and for others, awareness of the values we embrace in making the decision, awareness of the limits of our capacities, and awareness of those factors that are beyond our control.

	5 Increase our internal commitment to decisions made. Try to create conditions, for ourselves and for others, in which we are committed to an action because it is intrinsically satisfying – not because we anticipate external rewards or punishments.





Integrated strategic decision making

As we strengthen our capacity for strategic thinking, we must remain mindful of and adept at integrating the roles of intuition and rationality. Critical reflection is an approach that can help to integrate intuition and rationality effectively in strategic decision making. Figure 13.1 illustrates the complementary roles of intuition and rationality in the overall strategic decision-making process. Although, in reality, intuition and rationality coexist, they tend to alternate in performing a predominant function within the strategic decision-making process.

Upon encountering a strategic circumstance or dilemma, intuition is what waves the red flag or nudges us under the table. By leveraging our experience and knowledge in a non-analytical and discreet manner, intuition gets our attention and helps us to recognize something as problematic. Intuition helps us to determine where to focus our attention and helps us to sort issues.

Then, the role of rationality kicks in by clarifying and systematically discerning issues and opportunities which warrant further consideration. Rationality is essential for ordering facts in a linear and logical way. Meticulous prioritization, data collection, and analysis are crucial in order to move forward the assessment of circumstance.

As our problem assessment progresses, our intuition works to identify possible causes and to verify true causes. Without a well-honed intuitive sense, problem analysis can remain clinical, sanitized, and ineffectual, in that problems are exposed only superficially and analyzed without much, if any, examination of the “truthfulness” of their cause. Rationality then plays the critical role of identifying relevant information and analyzing facts. Rationality serves to evaluate a logical fit between possible causes and data, by analyzing the problem against established objectives, standards, formulas, and models.
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Figure 13.1 Integrated roles of intuition and rationality in strategic decision making



The final decision-making step is where the tension between intuition and rationality is most apparent. The consequences of making a strategic decision today can be daunting – huge stakes within an unpredictable future make the risk factor enormous. Executives whom I interviewed noted consistently that intuition usually leads their strategic decision making; and if their intuition is not countered by rationality, runaway intuition can be as detrimental as it can be beneficial. Intuition provides our first judgment or gut reaction in decision making. The role of rationality is essential and imperative, then, as a “testing” method, to verify the hunches and preferences we have intuitively made. We need to work through the rigors of a disciplined rational process while noting and suspending our initial claims. The focused and skillful use of both intuition and rationality offers a structured process of checks and balances in strategic decision making.




Coordinating intuition and analysis

As we have examined thus far, neither analysis nor intuition alone is sufficient for strategic decision making. The challenge is to find a way to balance intuition and analysis. We do not want to abandon metrics, but we do not want to be fooled by numbers either. We need to find ways to use data effectively to support and correct our intuition, so that we can benefit from both analysis and intuition as ways of interpreting strategic events.

The synthesis of intuition and analysis that seems most effective for strategic thinking is when we permit intuition to direct our analysis of the circumstances and guide the strategic thinking process. This way, intuition helps us to recognize situations and decide how to react, and analysis verifies our intuitions to make sure they are not misleading us. Table 13.1 highlights the optimal use of intuition and numbers in strategic decision making.

There are several other things that we can do that combine intuition and analysis, including (1) mapping the strengths and weaknesses of strategic options without attaching metrics and (2) not replacing intuition with procedures as a means of taking control of gray areas – a very common mistake. Another integrated approach is to fuse numbers and intuition by using stories in the form of metaphors, analogies, parables, and fables – a narrative can describe how the metrics came to be. These stories can explain how a few primary influences caused the circumstance we are trying to grasp and navigate. Stories add nuance and context as we make meaning of metrics – and those same metrics help us to structure our stories.

Further, strange as it may sound to those who have not experienced it, I often coax the strategists with whom I work to “draw” their strategic problem, along with details of any risks and conclusions. Drawing the strategic problem is a great way to integrate intuition and analysis and it develops thought flexibility by shifting cognitive clusters.

Just because someone has run the numbers does not mean that we have to believe the conclusion. Numbers are as vulnerable to interpretation as is our intuition based on experience. Once we know what a metric is, we can usually find a way to play with or around it – to show that we are doing well according to the official measuring stick, even though we are not making progress toward the larger objectives.



Table 13.1 Constructive uses of intuition and numbers for strategic decision making


	Use Intuition to Support Strategic Decisions by

	Use Numbers to Support Strategic Decisions by






	Initiating strategic concept and framework (“gut sense”)

	Testing intuitive framework




	Formulating frameworks

	Establishing strategic targets and goals




	Identifying patterns (“hunches”) that are negative and positive

	Making comparisons




	Making sense of incomplete, partial, inaccurate information

	Ensuring compliance




	Making sense of rapidly changing data

	Spotting trends and patterns




	Mentally simulating scenarios (“dress rehearsing”)

	Evaluating strategic performance




	Exploring new possibilities and alternatives with stories

Expanding and enriching context of data

	Testing stories and creating and re-creating new stories




	Constructing new frameworks

	Constructing new frameworks







Regrettably, traditional strategy development approaches tend to focus almost exclusively on the cognitive cluster comprising linear, logical, rational thinking – useful for analytical thinking – at the expense of an appreciation of the cognitive cluster consisting of a-rational thinking, critical reflective processes, and intuition. Aside from the attention given to emotional and social intelligence,5 the relevance of the affective, a-rational domain to strategic thinking remains largely ignored or discredited.

Do we wonder, then, that we are struggling to develop strategic thinkers? The cognitive cluster required for strategic thinking (see Chapter 4) takes a considerable amount of time, tolerance for ambiguity, heightened sensitivity, and a strong desire and discipline to develop. Furthermore, in practice, the traits of this cognitive cluster are largely invisible and occur informally. As we attempt to combine intuition and analysis, we must also accept a degree of ambivalence, which is part of the complex reality of strategy.

Regardless of its limitations, honing our intuition is critical as we learn to think strategically. Therefore, we need to develop our intuition into a reliable instrument. There is no magic formula or shortcut which improves such judgment. We can only develop our intuition for making decisions by prioritizing its development. This means continually challenging ourselves to make tough judgments, honestly appraising those decisions in order to learn from the consequences, actively building up an experience base, and learning to balance and blend intuition with analysis.

Successful strategists and those responsible for developing a cadre of strategic thinkers include intuition in their learning approach because it is precisely the reason why others trust their opinions and decisions. These strategists are known to be right on the mark – the ones who spot the early signs of problems and recognize opportunities without having to gather all the relevant data and perform all the required analysis – they just “know.” Through years of experience, they have developed and translated that experience into a level of confidence necessary to make important judgments. If key strategists understand where their intuition originates, if they can discern when their intuition may be misleading, and if they can convince others to take their intuition seriously, then they are able to justify their authority.



Notes

1 Klein, The Power of Intuition, 66.

2 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.

3 Klein, The Power of Intuition.

4 Goleman, Working with Emotional Intelligence.

5 Goleman, Working with Emotional Intelligence.





V

Summary and questions

Executives often rely too heavily upon either data analysis or intuition to the detriment of their strategic thinking. While data analysis is an important tool to understand the strategic environment, an over-reliance can lead to same-frame thinking in the strategic thinking process. It is important to balance rational analysis with intuition when making strategic decisions. One cannot replace the other, as they are complementary.

Intuition is necessary to ensure that our data analysis makes sense. However, it is equally important to use analysis to ensure that our intuition is correct. Effective and consistently accurate strategic thinking is accomplished through deliberate application of rational analysis and intuition, in tandem.

Furthermore, the a-rational cognitive cluster (see Chapter 4) comprises other ways of “seeing” and “knowing” that can also expand our ability to scrutinize and interpret complex strategy data, particularly massive volumes, paradoxical, and inconclusive. Both cognitive clusters assist us to integrate intuition and data analysis into the strategy decision. Such an integrated approach can also broaden our thinking and assist in applying prior knowledge to new contexts when determining the validity of our intuition. Successful strategists use intuition to help identify patterns, trends, and problems early on. They understand the origins of their intuitive thoughts and know when their intuition might be flawed, and they compensate by alternating their intuition with rational analysis.


	1 Think of an instance when you were involved in a strategic decision where the data and intuition were not in agreement. How did you make the decision? What role did the data play in the decision? What role did intuition play in the decision? How could rebalancing the use of data and intuition have changed the decision and the outcome?

	2 How does having a flawed framework affect intuition? How can you identify a flawed frame and change the frame in order to effectively use intuition in decision making?

	3 Are you aware of any of your own flawed frameworks? How could you know? What could be the origins of your flawed intuitive thoughts?

	4 Why is it important to identify the risks you might incur by ignoring or discrediting your intuition as you make strategic decisions? How can you mitigate the risks?

	5 Think of a moment when you were in the midst of a problem, but were able to “think on your feet” and consciously suspend the solution, to reframe and act on it in a different way. What did you notice about your habit of mind? What allowed you to reflect in action on the situation? What was the impact?

	6 What are some ways that you could interrupt your habitual, reflexive, autopilot response to decision making that will allow time and deeper insights into alternative solutions?







VI

What role does culture play?

You’d be surprised: culture as a factor for learning to think strategically


What we wish, we readily believe, and what we ourselves think, we imagine others think also.

—Gaius Julius Caesar (100–45 bc), Roman statesman, general, and historian





14

The role of culture on strategic thinking

Why address strategic thinking in relation to socio-national culture? The role of culture in strategic thinking is a topic that is often either at the forefront of the minds of those responsible for the strategic success of companies and other organizations, or buried deep in oblivion. Globalization has forced our hand to examine the role of culture with regard to strategic thinking. As Part VI will highlight, we need to understand the learning process involved in strategic thinking in order to position constructively the role that culture plays in strategic thinking.

This part consists of two chapters. Chapter 14 looks at the role of culture in relation to strategic thinking, typical problems encountered, and the cultural dimension of hierarchy as it impacts upon frame formulation. Chapter 15 discusses the challenge of introducing strategic thinking across cultures. It also includes a section on shattering and reframing across cultures and common factors to consider when dealing with other cultures in developing strategic thinking.

Executives, managers, professionals, entrepreneurs, customers, suppliers, shareholders, governments, and competitors of various cultural backgrounds in vastly different locales are all connected in an intricate global web. Individually and collectively, these players are influential in some aspect of strategy: policy reform, business development, leadership development, talent management, relocation assignments, executive searches, change management, and so on. Expatriates, repatriates, and nationals are all involved in developing the internal capacity to create and re-create innovative, sustainable, and adaptable strategy.

As conveyed in previous chapters, successful strategic thinking does not occur in a vacuum. Such thinking can occur only when those involved are able to identify and challenge underlying assumptions, to make frames explicitly, and to shatter and reframe their own basic beliefs and those of the organization. Supporting the frame-changing process means endorsing the use of critical reflective processes (critical inquiry, critical reflection, and critical dialogue) to constructively challenge anyone involved in the strategy process. Also, successful strategic thinking means that everyone is invited to question the business, political, social, and economic environments and to test the company’s capabilities on a continuous basis and without retribution.

In my work with corporate strategists, government policy reformers, and innovative entrepreneurs around the world, I am constantly bombarded with one question: “Why can’t I find any good strategic thinkers here?” In fact, this question is often the springboard to many of my client relationships. In working with strategic thinking issues all across the globe, I have found leaders in every country, every industry sector, and within private and public organizations who drive at the second, more compelling part of the question: “What can I do to make ‘these people’ think strategically?” What many clients want to hear, of course, is a simple diagnosis indicating that their strategic thinking problem is due to “cultural differences,” followed by some neatly packaged three-step solution, and accompanied by a timeline. They are eager to receive standard course proposals and correlated metrics tables.

Unfortunately, the remedy is not quite that simple or clear. Typically, I find that senior executives and corporate boards use a strategic planning framework as a basis for complaints about the absence of strategic thinkers. But this is like saying that you want to go fishing, so you head straight to the desert. This frozen mindset of strategic planning is symptomatic of the executives’ lack of, or misunderstanding of the cognitive processes underlying both strategic thinking and strategic planning. These executives fail to differentiate between strategic thinking and strategic planning, and are unaware of the role that culture plays.

Most often, I find that clients tend to lack a process or criteria by which to identify and develop strategic thinkers, because they lack knowledge about the informal, iterative learning process or have no awareness of the attributes needed to proceed. Furthermore, rarely do these executives have foundational information about the cultures with which they are working. Once these missing pieces are clarified, culture becomes yet another variable to identify in facilitating learning to think strategically.


Culture’s impact on pattern recognition

What role does socio-national culture play in learning to think strategically? Culture plays an interesting role, as it shapes our frames and, in turn, teaches us what to pay attention to. Culture informs the patterns we come to recognize and rewards us for learning them. Specific patterns are inherently cultural, since they teach us what to fear, where to attach values, and which values to assign to our frames.

Culture per se is not a differentiating factor in the learning process of strategic thinking. Culture is but one factor that influences our experience. The strategic thinking process is identical, regardless of culture, because strategic thinking is driven by the informal human learning process. The informal learning process required for strategic thinking exists at a level that supersedes culture – socio-national culture, organizational culture, or functional culture. But if we are unaware of the informal learning process that underlies strategic thinking, one might mistakenly and easily blame culture as the culprit for a shortage of strategic thinkers across the globe.


Culture per se is not a differentiating factor in the learning process of strategic thinking. Culture is but one factor that influences our experience. The strategic thinking process is identical, regardless of culture, because strategic thinking is driven by the informal human learning process.


Management and public policy researcher Khalid Alyahya’s studies on Middle Eastern senior managers support the notion that, at some point, national culture becomes irrelevant to thinking and learning. His extensive research on management cultures in the Middle East concurs with other findings which claim that, to a certain extent,


people act and … organizations operate the same way regardless of where they are located, … regardless of the culture or historic experience of a society. Democratic practices such as empowerment, decentralization, and participation that prove to be successful and effective in one setting are transferable to other national settings.1


What is most important for global organizations is for their managers and executives to model and establish an expectation for critical reflective processes and to reframe experience. This reflective capacity enables us to learn from our experiences, and fosters learning for strategic thinking.

Too often, I find that culture is a convenient veil with which to cover our frustrations and unanswered questions about the strategic thinking process – particularly when we are working with leaders from outside of our primary culture. Things are further complicated by the fact that strategic thinking is an overused and under-defined term, as previously mentioned. Furthermore, the informal learning process of strategic thinking is generally not well understood; so we can easily misattribute the inherent messiness to culture and may attempt to absolve ourselves of responsibility for development.


All cultures have customs and deeply embedded values that help us to determine what we know, how we know it, and the degree to which it is safe for us to use challenge, dialogue, and critical reflection in our organizational contexts.


Although culture per se is not a primary factor in learning to think strategically (the learning process is), culture has a visible impact on the patterns that we learn to recognize and the frames we use to outline and assess strategic data, information, and decisions. For example, culture determines the way we assess creditworthiness for mergers, it influences why we predict political stability for investment, it affects how we judge a provincial governor’s or deputy minister’s trustworthiness for a joint venture, and it determines how we plan our market-entry strategy.

All cultures have customs and deeply embedded values that help us to determine what we know, how we know it, and the degree to which it is safe for us to use challenge, critical dialogue, and critical reflection in our organizational contexts.



Typical faux pas

What kinds of cultural errors typically occur in global strategy-making meetings? Very often, I find that we think we know more than we actually do about foreign markets, about the capabilities of our local businesses with regard to implementation, and about local agendas and priorities. Furthermore, we have inconsistent degrees of comprehension about the way that global operations are positioned relative to the organization’s core strengths. One strategic learning imperative is to take the time to critically reflect and critically dialogue with others to determine the limits of what we know and what others know at the start of the strategy-making process.

Regardless of geographic location, rarely do we find a company which has a consistent understanding or expectation of the strategic thinking process. Mind you, having this consistent understanding is distinctly different from having an official, formal, strategy-making routine in place. The kind of instrumental, mechanical, strategic planning process that is well known basically consists of people showing up at a certain time and place with requested information and analysis and conducting a surf-level discussion within existing corporate frames of reference. This discussion tends to be logistically rich and learning poor.

Very often, when we are making strategy outside our primary culture, critical information is missed or misinterpreted because it is not available through the usual market-research processes. Essential frames may be omitted from strategy discussions because the relevance of the perspectives is not visible in the same way as it is back home. Furthermore, key contributors are frequently overlooked due to language or geography, time zones, and technology issues. We tend to convince ourselves that getting their partial insight or fragmented information is good enough.



Cross-cultural dimensions impact frames

We carry our existing frames with us across continents and time zones without realizing that they may be juxtaposed on a pile of other existing frames that are very different from our own. While this lack of realization can be destructive to strategic thinking if left uncovered and unchallenged, it can become a constructive and competitive source of innovation if new and different frames are identified, tested, shattered, and reframed. In order for this shattering and reframing to happen, we must engage in the deeper dive domain of learning to examine the role that culture may play in our attitudes and beliefs, particularly with regard to the notion of challenging others and being challenged ourselves.

Cross-cultural theorist Geert Hofstede, in his seminal work Culture’s Consequences,2 identified five dimensions that exist in every culture to varying degrees. These dimensions influence the frames of reference that we develop over time. While Hofstede’s studies have been criticized in a number of ways, his cultural dimensions provide us with a convenient way of classifying the differences among cultures and have continued to be a subject of revision and debate for subsequent cross-cultural theorists.

Alfons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner modified these dimensions in their book, The Seven Cultures of Capitalism, to include seven dimensions: universalism vs. particularism, analyzing vs. integrating, individualism vs. communitarianism, inner-directed vs. outer-directed orientation, time as sequence vs. time as synchronization, achieved status vs. ascribed status, and equality vs. hierarchy.3 Many excellent sources are available on cross-cultural dimensions, and an understanding of the dimensions can serve as a basis for inquiry, to challenge the assumptions underlying strategic decisions.

Regardless of the specific terminology, all of these cultural dimensions play a role in shaping our frames of reference. When working with clients around the world, I am frequently asked to pare down the cultural dimensions to the single, most influential aspect related to learning to think strategically. Doing this is, of course, impossible. The complex combination of cultural dimensions and individual personal traits which impact our cognitive capacity must be accepted en masse when learning to think strategically.

Nevertheless, for the purpose of demonstrating the impact of the combination of cultural dimensions on strategic thinking, I reluctantly and cautiously will stick my neck out and mention hierarchy as but one manifestation of the combined dimensions – and only to exemplify the impact that culture has on learning to think strategically. Hierarchy leaves its sticky fingerprints on every aspect of strategy making. I find, because of its pervasive influence, the dimension of hierarchy is important to address early on when working with executives. Hierarchy is evident in a multitude of ways, which makes it a convenient starting point for challenging beliefs and igniting critical dialogue about content, process, and premise assumptions.


Hierarchy as a factor

How a culture perceives hierarchy within a business or government environment can determine the experience that leaders typically have with challenging information and expressing divergent opinions. From our respective cultures, we learn specific things about hierarchy. For example: Who can we question? Under what circumstances? What is a “question” as opposed to a “threat” or an “insult”? How do we structure a question? What is the right way to respond to questions? Why? Where? When? When do we attempt to save face or to display status through questions and responses?

In some cultures, for example, challenging a colleague, a superior, or a visitor is considered disrespectful because this challenge is interpreted as an attack, an interrogation, or humiliation; such a challenger is labeled as disloyal or untrustworthy. This label can make it difficult to incorporate a rigorous routine of critical inquiry and critical dialogue that are so necessary for learning to think strategically. Developing the trust required for making and implementing critical strategic decisions may be difficult as well. Perhaps most importantly, the quality of strategy can be substantially weakened if the deeper dive domain of learning is not embraced and practiced by everyone involved with strategic issues in every geographic location.

In some cultures, to remain within the surf domain of learning is considered to be polite business and good interpersonal interaction because nobody dares to be challenged, except in accordance with hierarchical rules – this protects against a loss of face. In these cultures, using critical dialogue and inquiry openly for testing may be more difficult. At the same time, a particular individual within that culture may have strong critical reflective capacity, but open and public and challenge may be culturally difficult to accomplish. This dilemma can become one of relative consequence.


Scenario

Recently, Junichiro had been promoted to be the Asia president of a German international investment bank. A big part of the position was obviously strategy, and the stakes were high. He had a stellar strategic planning and execution track record. In fact, this record is why he was promoted into the position. But his rope began to fray when his strategic thinking ability was put to the test. His role within the bank had changed overnight from being a brilliant strategic planner to becoming a successful strategic thinker. Without the capacity to create and re-create strategy, there would be no strategy to implement.

He was caught between a rock and a hard place. He knew that within Japanese business society he would quickly lose the respect of the very people who promoted him, especially if he questioned them overtly or publicly. At the same time, his own neck and the bottom line of the bank depended on him to routinely scrutinize every particle of data and analysis. He realized that he needed to think differently in order to do this. Panicked, he sought help.

During our initial meetings, Junichiro mentioned that he had never learned to “think”; what he had learned was to be very adept at rapid pattern recognition and correcting imprecisions. In fact, his adeptness is how he had made a name for himself, because in minutes he could automatically sift through mounds of data and accurately solve complex problems. He quickly discovered that this was not enough for strategic thinking.

In order for Junichiro to commit to taking the risk of learning the critical reflective processes that he understood were essential for learning to think strategically, he had to resolve the polite, on-the-surface Japanese cultural requirement that clashed with the particular practices required in critical reflection. This first step was a confidence builder. He identified several key strategic thinking strengths he already possessed (honed intuition, experience of using reflection in non-work contexts, access to positive role models, and a fierce desire to win). Also, he distinguished strategic thinking from strategic planning in his executive and management vocabulary. And, as the new company president, he set an expectation within the corporate culture of practicing critical inquiry – challenging, testing, and refining strategic ideas.

Furthermore, Junichiro retained his personal and cultural preference for dealing with people one-on-one, and he subtly modified his indirect style so that he did not feel as though he was “attacking” his Asian colleagues. This modification was important for him to remain authentic. Junichiro took great care to preface his critical inquiry with an explanation of the mutual and collective benefits of such a process. He invited his Asian colleagues to reciprocate, and he demonstrated appropriate language of questions – making a game of the process. Also, he took care to thank each person before and after each critical-dialogue encounter, expressing gratitude for their support of the bank’s long-term strategic capacity. Once Junichiro had drawn up this list of conditions that he felt were necessary culturally, he was satisfied that he could commit himself to the learning process. The very process of drawing up the list engaged him in identifying and testing his own assumptions and beliefs about the learning process involved in strategic thinking.


Regarding the influence of hierarchy: Some cultures consider disregarding hierarchy to be disrespectful and disloyal, particularly when junior executives or those from a certain group (e.g., women, newcomers, outsiders, functional groups, nationalities) express alternatives or imagine beyond their prescribed status in society or outside the hierarchical bounds of a specific team or job description.

Quite commonly, I find that executives from these cultures – organizational cultures as well as socio-national cultures – lack an ability to notice pattern variations because they are short of the experience base. Their culture taught them to follow a tightly defined, prescriptive approach to pattern identification – and this approach was so limited that imagining new ways of seeing things does not even register, since they have no experience doing so. Their forte is in paying attention to and quickly noticing a set of “correct” or “incorrect” patterns in a given circumstance. While this focus has advantages, it is a habit of mind that needs to be tested in order to learn to think strategically.

Most importantly, remember that just because we “don’t” doesn’t mean that we “can’t” learn to recognize different patterns and develop different frames of reference. I have worked with exceedingly capable strategic thinkers in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Russia – all strong hierarchical cultures with clearly established cultural norms for questioning. Pattern recognition and shattering is learnable. Culture is not an excuse to hide behind. Certainly, culture has a strong influence on the patterns that we learn to recognize and the frames we learn to use, but our human capacity to critically reflect is limitless. Therefore, we can learn to shatter and reframe through critical reflective processes, if we seek to and commit.

After several months of working on strategic thinking with a newly promoted and ambitious Chinese global head of manufacturing for a multinational paper company, this executive described the difference that he noticed in his own decision making after concentrating on critical reflective processes:


It used to be impossible for me to make decisions that were not given to me because I didn’t even know what “think more strategically” meant. But there is a lot of pressure on me in my new job. I couldn’t “see” anything except [for] what had been pointed out to me. I didn’t know how to notice things. I was afraid to look for other things. The only things I “saw” were the things I was permitted to look at; everything else was blacked out in my mind.

In my case, it was always important to notice what other people expect you to see – the aim in my culture is to avoid seeing anything that you are not supposed to see. It was like everything else was in the dark, and, naturally, I was afraid of the dark. I was supposed to be afraid of the dark. [Anything that is] new or different hides in the dark [for protection] – and now, that is what you are telling me and helping me to practice! I feel a little bit afraid, but I am amazed already at what I can see now that I am looking. I think I only needed permission and a guide. It is only now that I realize all the other things that are happening at the same time. I am already making better and bigger decisions and it’s surprising to me, but I have a wonderful feeling of freedom and control in this way of thinking.





Challenges of introducing strategic thinking across cultures

Having lived and worked abroad for more than two decades myself, I feel very strongly about the strategic need to transcend culture and to refocus as quickly as possible on the informal, iterative learning process of strategic thinking. I do not mean ignoring culture, but that we must acknowledge and appreciate culture within the larger learning context. The intent of strategic development is to increase the capacity for learning to think strategically, and culture is just one, albeit significant, piece.

Yet the influence of culture on shaping collective and individual frames can have an impact on nearly every aspect of strategic decision making. Therefore, we must understand some common frames which need to be shattered and re-created across cultures. One of the more common strategic challenges is information gathering. Credible, valid, verifiable, relevant, and timely information is often hard to come by, and yet it is integral to strategic decision making. Cross-cultural expert Ernest Gundling notes that, while there may be numerous reasons why information is not shared readily,


In general, concerns about sharing information directly are more pronounced in hierarchical, group-oriented cultures where enduring personal relationships are a key personal asset. To place in jeopardy your relationship with a senior member of the hierarchy or a key network member could have dire long-term consequences.4



In many countries, who gives information is given greater significance than what the information is.


Business information that is standard in some countries, such as annual reports, auditing and accounting reports and data, marketing data, and economic reports, may not be readily available or even exist in others – for a variety of reasons. Furthermore, the quality and the objectivity of available information can be problematic. In many countries, who provides information is given greater significance than what the information is. No one dares to question either the data or the individual who provided it because to do so would threaten the hierarchy that sustains the culture. In these cases, there is no line that distinguishes fact from fiction.

The political environment can also influence information gathering and complicate strategic decision making. When working in a country or with people from countries with a history of politically oppressive regimes, the legacy of fear and suspicion lives on long after the political landscape has changed. The ghosts of experience continue to haunt even the most bold and progressive people. Providing relevant and truthful information to anyone outside a tight circle of family and a few friends is considered foolish and risky. Furthermore, the shadow of thriving crime elements or remnants of a former regime can guide the information flow of local and international businesses, and leaders are likely to be guarded and hesitant about sharing information about anything – revenues, plans, or client relations – for fear of how it may be used against them.

As a means of introducing a strategic thinking imperative into a non-Western or a culturally diverse environment, it is helpful to position strategic thinking as a directive, by having an authority figure from headquarters or from a well-respected government minister officially sanction the critical reflective processes as being an integral part of making strategy or policy reform competitive. Presented as a corporate culture expectation, the pronouncement can and should be followed by crucial modeling among senior leaders and guided coaching that is respectful of individual practice. This approach bows to the dimension of hierarchy and legitimizes the unfamiliar new practice. It also gives permission to executives and managers to commit to practicing such things as critical inquiry and testing.

In other words, with this kind of positioning, the expectation of using a critical reflective process and a divergent process for the development of strategic thinking is explicitly stated as an imperative or directive from the top. This establishes parameters that place the corporate culture above any socio-national culture for eight hours of each day within a specific context. This way, the emphasis is not on behavioral change but, rather, on a fundamental process of embedding change that includes behavioral practices which undoubtedly counter existing belief systems on many levels. This practice will be disruptive, but dealing with disruption is part of adaptive and innovative thinking, which is essential to competitive strategic capacity.



Shattering and reframing across cultures

As we have discussed, culture can be influential on our ability to shatter and reframe. Cultural values tend to direct our focus; culture highlights the patterns we are “supposed to see.” And culture creates a context in which we practice and experience the right and wrong ways of identifying, interpreting, and evaluating these patterns. Culture is how we learn our first frames of good and bad. We learn to look at a situation in a particular way and make decisions according to prescribed frames. Through culture, we also learn the degree of value given to both analysis and intuition.

Shattering frames requires that we are able to challenge and test ourselves, others, and the habits of mind, beliefs, and underlying assumptions that support the traditions of the organization. Therefore, we must be willing to risk comfort and familiarity in favor of the uncomfortable and uncertain. We need to be able to live with all the what-ifs that will haunt us as a result of shattering: What if my questions are laughed at? What if my [data/information/hunch] contradicts the commonly accepted way? What if I don’t know the answer to my own question? What if I posit a question or topic that is a “forbidden frame”?

Time and again, clients from around the world confide and comment that it is actually very liberating and freeing to use the deeper dive domain of learning, rigorous and risky as it may be, because they do not have to give up their authentic selves. Instead, they are able to choose, discard, borrow, and adapt at will. In my experience, this tedious and emotionally strenuous process of shattering frames cannot be taught in a traditional manner, but it can be modeled and coached. Remarkably, I have found that as clients engage in shattering their frames, they notice that the strategic thinking process is identical, regardless of culture. The strategic thinking process is driven by an informal and iterative learning process, not by culture per se.

Sometimes, clients are anxious about the strategic thinking learning process, fearful that they might find themselves reclining on a couch, hanging from tree limbs, or positioned on a yoga mat. This learning is an intensive, exhaustive, and formidable process. But one that is generally attained through knowledge about the three-stage process of informal learning (preparation, experience, and reevaluation) discussed in Part II and agility using the five attributes (imagination, broad perspective, juggle, no control over, and desire to win) presented in Chapter 15 are essential for executives in any culture to understand if they are to think strategically.


Personal and organizational determination and commitment levels are much more important for learning to think strategically than any one particular cultural frame.


Once the informal learning process and the five attributes are understood and attended to, culture sort of evaporates from the strategic thinking process. The validity of data is greatly enhanced, integrity issues are made apparent, and better strategy making and implementation are a result. Learning to think strategically is well worth the investment if a company or government truly wants to grow a global pipeline of strategic thinkers. The road can be quite long and full of bumps, but making this journey is certainly worth it. Personal and organizational determination and commitment levels are much more important for learning to think strategically than any one particular cultural frame.



Everyone can learn to think more strategically

Although it is a surprisingly pervasive belief in corporate corner offices, and in executive development circles, believing that someone may be unable to think strategically just because she or he comes from a certain culture is a myth. Once again, I emphasize that culture is simply one factor that influences our learning experience. There is a beauty to experience that transcends culture – it can be broadened, deepened, acquired, and transferred over the course of our entire life.


Scenario

Abo was a fiercely determined, strategically successful African tribal leader who was also illiterate due to sustained and dire economic, political, and social circumstances. His country had the good fortune of his being appointed to a government ministerial post as part of a nation-building process that was being instituted. I had the great pleasure of being invited to work on strategy development with the various government ministers and was told it would probably be easier for me if I just politely ignored Abo, because it would be impossible for him to fathom strategic thinking, but I found his contributions to be original, his questions to be insightful, and his wit to be irresistible – he was an experienced (and perhaps a natural) strategist.

In spite of my modest expectations, this man tested my beliefs about learning strategic thinking – heretofore, illiteracy had not been part of my strategic development experience. Abo, it turned out, was very adept at using the informal learning process in the same way as literate corporate executives. He methodically gathered and analyzed massive amounts of information from diverse sources, humbly acknowledging that much of it was incomplete and inaccurate. He was not at all hesitant to ask focused questions that exposed underlying complexity and contradictions.

It quickly became apparent that he had a thinking habit that was admirable and inspiring to other government ministers. He asked critical questions to test the motives and beliefs of himself and anybody else in attendance. His probes were insightful and provocative, and they tested for implications and consequences that were broadly based. He dutifully tested and retested his own and others’ viewpoints, and he claimed that his feisty nature was a result of being doubtful, curious, and eternally hopeful – not dissimilar to those descriptors put forth by the ancient Greeks that included dealing with seeming polarities. This combination compelled him “to fight for what I know in my heart is right.” He was an incredible problem solver with an ability to make connections between seemingly unrelated matters in the hope of sowing the seeds of new possibilities.

Abo was a highly experienced strategic thinker who simply didn’t read or write. He was thinking at very deep levels and had extraordinary critical reflection capability. When he spoke, his words were artful and profound, and he had developed a talent for transferring learning across various contexts. With ease and pleasure he used his learning experiences in the wartime and peacetime villages and mountains to draw analogies and metaphors for the new government challenges – his storytelling was riveting. It was as if he had years of experience in dealing with members of the new parliament and international agencies, because his intuition was honed in his prior experiences. He was very wise in the ways of politics, such that none of these strategic policy problems was new to him; only the context had changed.

In addition to further developing his strategic thinking strengths, he chose to focus development on the flip side of the strategy-making coin – building his linear, logical cognitive abilities such as sequencing information and understanding the logic of cause and effect – necessary skills for strategic planning. He also jumped at the chance to enroll in a literacy program to make up for lost time.


Admittedly, this is an extreme example, but only because I point it out as exceptional. Cases similar to this (e.g., illiteracy, dyslexia, autism, and speech, hearing, and physical disabilities) abound in organizations and in communities around the globe. My point is twofold. The first point is that we can all learn to further develop the critical reflective processes that are essential to strategic thinking. The second point is that we need to be aware that our own cultural frames can limit our ability to see strategic thinking talent, because talent may not fit the pattern of what we believe it should look like. Based on her study of entrepreneurs and strategic thinking, Croatian professor Lara Jelenc concludes that “there are many myths and interpretations of its meaning … largely due to the problem of articulating the cognitive character of strategic thinking.”5

Understanding the five attributes (see Chapter 15) and the informal learning process (see Chapter 5) inherent to strategic thinking is critical if we aspire to develop others and ourselves. Simply bringing together a group of highly intelligent or well-educated people is insufficient for strategic thinking to occur. Strategic thinking requires a mutual understanding among people about the strategic intent and an awareness of the process involved to achieve that intent. This learning process is dependent on a high capacity for meaningful critical reflection, trusted intuition, and substantial critical dialogue, all balanced with meticulous analytical skills among the people involved. Strategic capacity building requires that this multifaceted process become embedded in the organization’s culture.

The following seven suggestions are useful for introducing strategic thinking across socio-national cultures.


	1 Clarify intent. Is the aim to develop strategic thinking or strategic planning? We need both, and the cognitive clusters need to be complementary functions in order to achieve a winning strategy. Learning is easier if a clear focus is articulated.

	2 Pick and choose broadly and encourage self-selection. Not everybody in an organization needs to be a strategic thinker. While reflective processes can be developed to varying degrees, we also need strategic planners – especially if an excellent strategy has a prayer of being successfully implemented. Offer information about developing strategic thinking to everyone with strategic responsibility, but allow people to self-select initially, in order to create role models and momentum.

	3 Give permission to use a deeper dive level of learning, which includes the critical reflective processes of inquiry, challenge, reflection, and testing.

	4 Provide an abundance of information about the strategic thinking learning process up front. This creates a foundation for trusting the process and encourages self-directed learning.

	5 Use an informal development process, such as coaching or mentoring, and be patient with the timeframe that may be needed. Don’t pressure people to see results – remember, this is an informal learning process. Focus instead on including and practicing critical inquiry in daily business tasks and increasing the critical dialogue on day-to-day issues. Much of the learning process may be invisible, and much of the early learning may be incidental (i.e., trusting senior leadership, trusting the critical reflective process, trusting changed relationships, and so on).

	6 Don’t assume. Clarify what you know and what others know and what you do not know and what others do not know; and what others might know.

	7 Avoid using “culture” as an excuse for not developing strategic thinkers in every area of the world. The informal learning process and attributes required are of a human, not cultural, nature.



In summary, it is helpful to understand what influences the way we frame our experiences as well as the assumptions and beliefs that we hold about strategy issues. We must understand the culture into which the learning framework fits. Learning to shatter and reframe beliefs that are culturally influenced must occur in order to learn to think strategically. Admittedly, this shattering and reframing can be more or less challenging from one culture to the next, but it is part of human adaptation and thought innovation. It can be learned, and it is inclusive of all cultures.



Notes
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15

Debunking the myth of the chosen few: five attributes

Luckily, and in spite of many implied messages about strategic thinking being a reserve of the chosen few, strategic thinking is indeed learnable. Is it teachable? Perhaps not directly – but it is learnable. A look at the five critical attributes of successful strategic thinkers can help debunk this pervasive myth of the chosen few. In this chapter, the role of culture and strategic thinking are linked through a discussion of the five attributes – they are human capabilities, universal in nature, and they reside within every socio-national culture. They are not the domain of a chosen few. Learning to think strategically is a global leadership imperative – and the following five attributes construct a bridge across cultures, once we know what it is and how we learn it.

As mentioned in the previous Chapter 14, culture is often mistakenly blamed for an absence of strategic thinkers in various countries. But the following five are universal attributes possessed by successful strategic thinkers – irrespective of their socio-national culture. While culture certainly influences the experience with and exposure to the five attributes, they can be learned if and when the cultural barriers are crossed.

The temptation to accept a myth about who can learn to think strategically is understandable in a strategy environment that is overloaded with complexities, contradictions, and confusion. A myth, after all, controls the possibility of conflicting evidence – myths help us to make meaning of conflict and ambivalence.

With regard to strategic thinking, there are four reasons that propagate the myth of the chosen few – those who do think strategically. First, overuse of the term strategy. Without a clear definition of strategic thinking or a distinction between strategic planning and strategic thinking, we easily create, and get caught in, confusion.

Second, strategy is generally talked about as something we get to make when we become (more) important. Not being a strategic thinker is a well-known, sacrosanct excuse used to prevent people from promotion. So surely, those who make strategy must be among the chosen few.

Third, we recall the capstone strategy courses in most business school curricula and the tip of the triangle in corporate strategy structure. Both imply elitism and perpetuate illusions of grandeur. Criteria for entry remain implicit and mostly vague, so we are left with the impression that whatever is required of strategists, we lack; which serves to reinforce the myth of the chosen few. In truth, most of what occurs in the strategy meetings of these elite pockets of organizational power bears little resemblance to strategic thinking – it is mostly about strategic planning. So, it’s a bottle that hasn’t been uncorked, a party that hasn’t happened!

The fourth myth is that successful strategy is deceptively simple. It either works or it doesn’t. This myth deludes us into believing that making strategy is about the luck or magic of those clever chosen few. However, the underlying thinking process is mostly informal, invisible, and not well understood.

To dispel these deeply held and widely believed myths is not easy. If, however, we understand the attributes that support the learning process involved in strategic thinking, we can begin to imagine ways to develop our capacity to learn to think strategically.

The following five attributes identified by seasoned and successful strategists as being critical to learning to think strategically are:


	Having a vivid imagination

	Keeping a broad perspective

	Being able to juggle, or attend to competing, incomplete, and inaccurate information all at once

	Dealing with things over which you have no control

	Possessing an adamant and relentless desire to win.



Irrespective of culture, industry, and age, leaders who are conceptual, divergent, nonlinear, and intuitive thinkers tend to have a natural inclination toward strategic thinking. By the same token, concrete, linear, analytical thinkers tend to have a natural edge in strategic planning. As with any highly complex and high-stakes endeavor, there are those who have a natural propensity for strategic thinking and those who may find it challenging. However, a challenge can be overcome, and a natural inclination is only a “booster shot.”

Personal cognitive capabilities need to be respected, and differences should be perceived as complementary to and compatible with the strategic thinking process. In other words, concrete, linear, analytical thinkers can most certainly learn to become more conceptual, critically reflective, intuitive, and a-rational – though they may squeal from time to time. Conceptual, intuitive thinkers can, likewise, learn to become more linear, logical, and rational – though they, too, may squawk at times.

Everyone is capable of improving and informally developing the five essential attributes, to varying degrees. Because of this potential, organizational leaders must ensure that everyone within an organization has access to resources that support the learning process used for strategic thinking through:


	Information about the strategic thinking process

	Opportunities to observe critical dialogue among senior leaders

	Practice through participation in critical dialogue regarding strategic issues

	Encouragement to engage in creative endeavors

	Engagement in the critical reflective processes.



With such exposure and learning expectations, some natural strategic thinkers will emerge from the shadows, creating a first segment of the pipeline. Skillful planners who wish to strengthen their strategic thinking capacity will also come forth, creating another segment to the pipeline. From there, interest is generated and others tend to be attracted and drawn into the pipeline.

Having worked with both accomplished and aspiring strategists, I contend that genuine strategic thinking growth is largely about making sure that people understand what is required for learning to think strategically and allowing them to take the lead in their own learning. This learning process differs dramatically from one person to another.

Once strategists understand the learning process that underlies strategic thinking, they can and do come up with their own best ideas and approaches to support the development of the five attributes and critical reflective processes. When aspiring strategists lead the learning process, their commitment to wrestling with entrenched habits of mind, identifying patterns, and taking the risk to trust some informal learning increases considerably.


The aim is not to create a strategic thinking campaign but, rather, to create a pipeline of strategic thinkers across functions and at all levels within an organization, for competitive purposes.


Importantly, not every person in an organization needs to be a strategic thinker. The aim is not to create a strategic thinking campaign but, rather, to create a pipeline of strategic thinkers across functions and at all levels within an organization, for competitive purposes. Rest assured that each of the following attributes can be developed to some level of mastery through discipline, determination, and practice.

The executives whom I interviewed for the research underlying this book were asked to describe what they paid attention to when making good strategy and what was the most essential requirement for thinking strategically. I expected that the executives’ different backgrounds might generate different attributes that they considered essential to learning to think strategically. But I was surprised to find that the five attributes presented here were consistently and emphatically articulated: a vivid imagination, broad perspective, juggle, ability to deal with things over which you have no control over, and an adamant desire to win.1 These five attributes are not arranged in order of importance, since they are all equally essential to learning to think strategically.


Imagination


The eyes are the window to your soul.

—William Shakespeare (1564–1616), English poet, actor, and playwright


Activating our imagination is a critical factor for learning to think strategically. Dealing only with information or linear matter is insufficient. One of the Japanese financial executives in the study stated:


To start, I have an idea or a problem. As I become aware, I usually start to ask questions, and, of course, then my imagination begins to act. (leans forward, talks very quickly and gradually louder) And depending on what I do about it, I can get into trouble (laughter) or have some fun! You know, imagination is, I will say to you, a very, very important part of good strategy making. This is probably the best part, and it is necessary to enjoy it – to spend time with your imagination! (smiles, sits back) I think it’s a big mistake not to include imagination [in making strategy]. It is something that happens inside – and can happen anywhere. You know, other people tend to ruin this part, so I do it privately and don’t tell anybody it’s happening! (laughter)


A Polish senior manufacturing executive also explained the importance of imagination in making strategy:


You must always try to imagine what else or how else things could be. Imagination! This is something nobody talks about in strategy sessions; maybe they think it’s not so serious or sophisticated. Or maybe it is that you cannot buy it. (laughter) But it’s the jewel nobody expects in the pauper’s attic.


One American executive stated: “A really important part of making good strategy is being able to imagine things. You can’t just work with facts and data. Your mind and imagination have to kick in if you’re going to be any good.”

The CFO of the technology company concurred with other successful strategists in the study: “Your imagination kicks into high gear, you read everything and talk with everybody – no stone goes unturned; you keep rolling them around.”

Strategic thinking requires the cognitive duo of divergent and deep-dive thinking. Divergent thinking helps us break mental habits, see new patterns, and imagine possible connections. Deep-dive thinking involves having continuous and meaningful internal conversations that are critically reflective, and having external conversations that are insightful and challenging – conversations with others that focus on data, experience, and insight that stretch our frames and expose us to other possibilities of knowing.

Occasionally, some of my business clients lump creativity and intuition together. These aspiring strategists assume, mistakenly, that if they focus on developing creativity they will automatically improve their intuitive judgment. Unfortunately, the two do not always function well together. Creativity comes from combining different, seemingly unrelated, dimensions of experience. Creativity, by definition, is not tied to our past experiences, whereas intuition is a by-product of patterns we have previously experienced. Therefore, an intuitive approach to creativity may rely on previous experience, but it also transcends that experience.2


Creativity comes from combining different, seemingly unrelated, dimensions of experience.


We know that successful strategists delight in using their imagination when thinking strategically and that we all have the capability of transferring learning from one context to another.3 This transfer of learning is an essential part of the imagination that is so vital to strategic thinking; we need to know it and trust it in order to leverage it for strategic advantage.

One of the most perplexing problems regarding strategic thinking is that we treat business and creativity as if they do not belong together. The reality is that they do. They only seem like odd partners because we assume their opposition and position them as such. Within this framework, we feel compelled to pick one or the other; but for businesses to thrive in a competitive global economy, by way of sustainable strategic capability, it is imperative to see them as complementary.

Ironically, at a time when innovative strategic thinking is among the most pressing concerns, business schools are upping the ante on analysis, with the serious intent of churning out people who will make innovative strategy. To return to an earlier metaphor, using only analysis to create innovative strategy is like hoping to fish while heading to the desert.


Ironically, at a time when innovative strategic thinking is among the most pressing concerns, business schools are upping the ante on analysis, with the serious intent of churning out people who will make innovative strategy.


If strategic innovation is what business schools wish to cultivate, then students would be much better off engaging in photography, painting, design, or, perhaps, guitar or piano lessons in order to “know” creativity. These outlets will contribute substantially to their long-term ability to create innovative strategy, simply because they will have first-hand creative experience on which to draw. Creation itself is a generative process. Creativity is about combining the original and the new. Unfortunately, the resultant tension that launches divergent thinking drives many aspiring strategic thinkers to halt the creative process and return to their prior habits of mind and same-frame thinking. This serves only to perpetuate and preserve the existing organizational frames and habits of mind. Our formal and conventional education, paradoxically, teaches us that when we feel this sort of tension the appropriate solution is to frame the situation as a “problem.” We are often guided to select one approach or another. Unfortunately, by remaining in this traditional frame of problem solving and eliminating tension, we stop short of ever progressing in the creative thinking process. The tension that is provoked by the contradiction and opposing mindset is merely a signal inviting us to move through the situation by using the divergent AND thinking process, rather than “either/or” thinking (see Chapter 17).

It is fascinating to me that although the core business of any successful company depends on its ability to re-create innovative strategy, the creative people are often left out of strategy meetings. They tend to be excluded from a process that is dependent on their greatest asset, creativity. Often, we assume that truly creative people do not know the “business” side. What, then, would happen if we excluded financial experts from the strategy meeting because we assumed they did not know the “creative” side of the business? Truly creative people often report that they feel sidelined or disconnected from the business. Furthermore, in many businesses there is an aversion to the very word “creative,” and yet innovative thinking is not possible without it.

The strategic thinking process requires the inclusion of those individuals who hold very different perspectives and experiences to help challenge, test, and refine the underlying frames and assumptions that support current business strategy. Also, innovative strategic thinking requires an understanding that shattering and reframing are part of the divergent and creative process needed for strategic success.

In order to develop innovative strategy, the role of imagination must be acknowledged, celebrated, and integrated into the strategic thinking process. At a time when companies say they are desperate to have a more innovative strategy, their daily decisions often undermine them and prevent them from moving in that direction.



Broad perspective


If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear as it truly is, infinite.

—William Blake (1757–1827), English poet and artist


The second attribute is the ability to see a situation from a broad perspective. This attribute has two parts: to literally “see” the strategic problem from a bird’s-eye perspective and in panoramic view; and to draw on a vast and diverse range of frames and points of view. The executives who were interviewed maintained that the ability to see things from a broad perspective is crucial because this view allows them to see many things at the same time and to begin to imagine seeing things differently – both as they are and as they might be. When asked how he broadens his perspective, an American technology executive explained:


I just talk to people, trying to hear about their experiences … all kinds of people. That’s what you realize about strategy and why I like making strategy. If you want to develop a big picture or see a big picture, you need to talk to people. I mean everywhere you go, in the market line, at the beach, at the movies – even at my parents’ house, flying, you name it. Wherever there are people, somebody’s willing to talk. If you listen to all of them and pull back, way back, you start to see things more broadly. You have to look at the picture differently though; when you look at the whole picture, you can figure out how strange things actually fit in – and your options explode.


Interestingly, the executives often referred to developing a broad perspective and expanding critical dialogue within the same thought. They claimed that talking to a vast and diverse range of people on a regular basis helped them to develop their capacity for broad perspective. They also implied that critical dialogue led them to a broader perspective.

An international cybersecurity executive who also happens to be a hot air balloon pilot once told me that he does not just think strategically while he is flying his balloon, but that he is using all his balloon flying strategies in his business life. He explained:


When I compete in a hot air balloon race, I try to find the wind blowing in the right direction. I position my balloon at the highest point above the other balloons and patiently watch the balloons below … who is catching the wind; at what height and in what direction are they moving, and then I make a decision – I see a balloon going in the direction that I need, I descend, and follow this balloon. I apply this same strategy to my business.

If you want to be competitive, you must find a way to take a step back to go to the highest point … then look at what happens below – in the market, in your region, or in your industry. Take a deep breath, gather as much information as possible, talk to everybody all the time, not just a few people during one time of the year. Sure, there is a big element of risk. But strategy is all about risk; and this is worth the risk. There is a danger of losing momentum and time while the competition is charging ahead. But for me, the value of taking time to assess the situation from the highest vantage point, to carefully observe your competition, is well worth the risk. For me, it’s better than frantically going up and down, randomly searching for the wind blowing in the right direction to take me to my destination.


A Chinese executive said: “I like to look broadly at things and imagine what they might look like in different arrangements – and this is really important, I believe, for making strategy.” After reflecting on the question of the most essential requirement for thinking strategically, an American financial executive responded:


You know, another thing I guess I’d say is perspective. That’s why you’ve got to get out and talk to people – it broadens your perspective. And that’s what strategy, or good strategy, is all about. (pause) The best vantage point is from the highest point – that bird’s-eye view.


The technology CFO from Hong Kong explained:


I like to see the big picture – that’s why I like making strategy. Even though it is difficult to do, you must make it a habit to talk to many people, about every issue. This is how you get the broad perspective that you need to make successful strategy.


The CEO of a financial company commented that one of the most important reasons to broaden perspective is “to improve your way of thinking. So get to the highest point, to get the best broad view. That’s the best way to improve thinking because you see things differently, and then you have more possibilities for thinking.”

The most successful way these strategists broadened their perspective was by diversifying and expanding their interactions and contacts, because expanding them forced the executives to challenge their frameworks and to see and imagine other patterns. Interestingly, nearly all of the executives interviewed attributed their experience of living and working outside their home country to broadening their perspective in ways that nothing else could. While not everyone tasked with making strategy can or will choose to live and work in another country, going outside our comfort zone is enormously beneficial, and breaking with the familiar is a means to broadening our perspective.

Social scientists Susan Weil and Ian McGill maintain that “a person or organization which knows only their own village will not understand it. It is through dialogue across villages that we are enabled to consider what we intend and what we do from new perspectives.”4 This perspective suggests an experiential link to an expanded perspective.

These executives had an extensive capacity to shift between rational thinking and a-rational thinking, and an uncanny ability to see connections and create synergies among seemingly unrelated things. Making these connections is the essence of creativity and is necessary for taking a broad perspective.



Juggle


A fool thinks himself to be wise, but a wise man knows himself to be a fool.

—William Shakespeare (1564–1616), English poet, actor, and playwright


The third essential attribute is the ability to comprehend many things at once, specifically being able to deal with incomplete and inconsistent information, inaccurate data, and information in flux. This attribute is among the biggest challenges for global strategists.


The ability to see and to work with opposing relations and paradoxes is indeed an attribute identified by effective strategists as a requirement for strategic thinking – as opposed to planning, where the ability to eliminate paradoxes an ambivalence is required.


A technology executive in the study responded to the question about what he pays attention to and what is essential for learning to think strategically by exclaiming:


Learn to juggle! [You’re] bombarded with tons of information and data, especially about economics and political processes … and it changes all the time. [You] need to start thinking about how everything affects everything else. You juggle in your mind – that’s how you’re able to deal with so many unknowns and unpredictable things.


Juggling is about far more than multi-tasking. In his seminal work that challenged the rational model of decision making, Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman noted,


Like a juggler with several balls in the air, you cannot afford to slow down; the rate at which material decays in memory forces the pace, driving you to refresh and rehearse information before it is lost. Any task that requires you to keep several ideas in mind at the same time has the same hurried character. Unless you have the good fortune of a capacious working memory, you may be forced to work uncomfortably hard. The most effortful forms of slow thinking are those that require you to think fast.5


This juggling attribute is in stark contrast to the prioritization and reductionist thinking required of strategic planning. Strategic thinking demands that we see and work with opposing relations and paradoxes – whereas strategic planning requires us to eliminate paradoxes and areas of ambiguity. Sometimes, juggling can feel awkward, or downright overwhelming. The Polish manufacturing CEO quipped: “It is very easy to gather information. Most of it is of no use – or it is not true – it is incomplete always! (pause) You must know this and treat it like you carry hot potatoes!” A technology company executive emphatically stated:


The importance of filtering and figuring out ways to use tons and tons of information, most of it incomplete and inconsistent, is a must. If you can’t work with a lot of incomplete or contradictory information, you’ll never be a good strategist. If you can and you enjoy it, and you’re driven, then you have a chance.


In describing what he pays particular attention to when making strategy, one of the Japanese financial executives said:


I pay attention to everything all at once. (laughter) It’s not good to separate or categorize things when you make strategy – everything must be included and you must figure out a way to think like this if you want to win. If you practice, at first it will look [like] a blur. Then you must keep step[ping] back until you either see something you recognize, or maybe you will see the whole as a new idea. (pause, followed by a big breath) That is how to make sense of too much information! And you must never trust it [information].


The country manager of a pharmaceutical division covering a remote area of Southeast Asia smiled and shook his head as he read his job description aloud: “responsible for corporate compliance and making strategy.” Laughing, he described it as “inhaling and exhaling at the same time!” And he’s right. On the one hand, he is responsible for enforcing compliance with myriad corporate, industry, and country regulations, rules, and meticulous procedures – tasks requiring extreme convergent thinking. On the other hand, he is expected to come up with a successful, sustainable, adaptable, and innovative strategy in an unbelievably competitive market – a charge requiring divergent and intuitive thinking. An ability to juggle the competing strategic demands and to fully use the complex cognitive cluster is a reality of thinking in a global business strategy environment.

The pharmaceutical executive juggles an everyday strategic challenge of being responsible for compliance (where the role is to ensure that others remain within the existing framework) and also being responsible for strategic thinking (where the role is to move beyond the current framework). This example demonstrates one of the great juggling challenges for global executives, because monitoring compliance and thinking strategically require drawing on very different cognitive clusters.



No control over


Anyone can hold the helm when the sea is calm.

—Maxim 358, by Publicius Syrus (first century bc)


The fourth attribute is the ability to deal with things over which we have no control. A Japanese financial executive explained:


I’d say always prepare for the unexpected – you never know. But you’d better plan for a lot of them – things you never expected – they’ll be there! (moves forward, talks faster) And I’d say to pay attention to what you can’t control. (sits back in chair, talks louder, and gestures with hands) This is backwards from what they teach you in all these courses and books, but it’s what I think from my own experience.


The American financial company executive reminded us of the following:


The world is full of the unpredictable, and these are the things that make or break business strategy. You need to be on top of these unpredictable things, get comfortable thinking about them. (moves forward, puts both hands on the tabletop) When you’re talking about developing a good strategy in this kind of a merger-and-acquisition environment, you can’t waste your time on things you can control – you’d better spend it thinking about what you can’t control.


One of the Polish executives put it another way:


We must think about what we don’t know and expect the worst always. And it’s no use having a party about what you now control, because you don’t know tomorrow. Control is only in our imagination. If you think in this way, you will ask good questions.


This attitude was shared by a German manufacturing company executive, who explained: “We need to think about everything, especially the things we don’t have any power or control over. These are the things we must include in good strategic thinking.”

A Japanese executive commented: “Thinking about strategy is not so predictable – and it is pain[ful]. I must work mostly with unknown information, many missing pieces … but always think about the big picture.”

To underscore the importance of being able to deal with things you cannot control when making strategy, an American executive declared: “You’re driven to find ways to overcome the unpredictable and changing obstacles and disasters, things you’re totally dependent on yet have absolutely no control over.”

Contrary to what is taught in many formal strategic planning courses, the executives in this study indicated overwhelmingly that, for strategic thinking, it is critical to pay attention to what they could not control, rather than to focus on what they could control. This appears to have been a result of their personal experience. For example, a Danish executive who was also a ceramicist mentioned his metaphor of clay – that he cannot control the physical properties of clay; they are what they are. Yet, when working with clay he pays close attention to these things over which he has no control, in order to work with these events.

Interestingly, the executives viewed their lack of control as a kind of tool for leveraging risk. The elements of risk and fear were referenced throughout the interviews by all of the executives as an emotional motivator for learning to make strategy. Also, risk and fear contributed to the executives’ incidental learning, particularly about not trusting sources of data, which conversely led them to trust themselves. They learned to reframe situations to enable themselves to see new opportunities and to think and trust a-rational and intuitive thinking in situations over which they had no control.

Perhaps this attribute of dealing with things over which we have no control helps to explain why these successful strategists thrive on a high level of challenge and why they identified the ability to deal with things over which they have no control as being one of the five essential attributes for making strategy. This ability – to deal with things over which they had no control – appealed to and tested the executives’ competitive drive and strengthened their desire to win. Things over which they had no control offered challenge, which in turn offered meaningful learning, which eventually led to successful strategic thinking. The factor of fear was a motivator, and they learned incidentally to value negative experiences as being important to the learning process. This learning experience allowed them to take risks with decisions over which they had no control. Through their experience, they learned that negative factors were really just challenges for them to overcome in order to win.

Recent research shows that tension is created when we deal with decisions that include constantly changing and unknown variables. As a result of his studies, Daniel Kahneman pointed out that “inconsistencies reduce the ease of our thoughts and the clarity of our feelings.”6 In tough situations, successful strategists act as if they have already won, because they do not believe they can lose – akin to what poet Rainer Maria Rilke penned: “Follow your fear.”

The strategists whom I interviewed experienced the great power that came with releasing the very thing that shamed them, and they converted their source of fear into a source of pride. Their conversion was possible because of their uncompromising desire to win. For these executives, the element of risk enticed them and played to their competitive nature. Learning to deal with things over which they have no control seemed to give them a competitive advantage. If everyone has access to the same data, paying attention to what they do not know or cannot control requires imagination in order to devise a winning outcome.



Desire to win


The lion cannot protect himself from traps, and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves. One must therefore be a fox to recognize traps and a lion to frighten wolves.

—Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), Italian diplomat, historian, politician, and poet


The fifth and final critical attribute is a strong, relentless desire to win. This is the passion and conviction behind all strategic change. For the executives with whom I spoke, the element of competition influenced strongly their ability to learn to think strategically. In response to the question “What has allowed you to be successful in making strategy when others have not been?” the CFO of a financial company instantaneously replied: “I like to be ahead of everybody else. If you don’t have that drive, you’re not the one to make strategy – it won’t be strong or good enough.”

The Polish manufacturing CEO emphasized that in order to be successful in making strategy, “You must be determined to win, have a fighting spirit” He explained: “Making good strategy – it’s about figuring out how to win – this compelling need to get things right, perfect, or win. It’s mandatory to good strategy making. Without it, you’re simply making plans.”

New strategies can emerge from competition, confusion, and confrontation, as these create a necessary tension. Without it, innovative strategy can never proceed. Dialogue, discussion, and debate are all required communication techniques that the successful strategists tended to use for leveraging competitive, confused, and confrontational situations.

In response to a question about what has allowed him to be successful in making strategy when others have not been, the American CEO of the technology company exclaimed:


The stakes are too high to not win. You’ve got to win. You’d better be able to take risks, be extremely well informed, and always build in backups. (pause) And you’d better win. (grin) Sometimes it doesn’t seem like work – it’s more like a game (laughter) – and we want to win. We must win!


The German manufacturing executive stated succinctly: “I like to win. I like the challenge of the game. And when you run one of the world’s best textile companies, you must win, or you lose. It’s simple.”

A Japanese financial executive confessed sheepishly: “I am very stubborn, (laughter) or at least everyone says this about me – so maybe it’s true. It must be this way if I want to make good strategy. I don’t lose!”

The desire to win was a strong undercurrent in the thinking of all the successful strategists whom I interviewed. This will to win was one area where they seemed to make a definitive case for black or white – they either win or they lose. A strong argument could be made that having an intense desire to win had attracted these executives to a highly competitive business environment in the first place. But their relentless perpetuation of competition is what is remarkable. This drive to win is precisely what enabled them to excel and thrive in a competitive environment and earn their reputations as successful strategists.

A passion and determination to survive and thrive connects all five of the attributes, in that it is the primary motivator for learning to make a winning strategy. A compelling desire to win can reframe reality. This after all, made Lady Macbeth the most powerful woman in Scotland. She created the future because she alone demonstrated the greatest desire; and everyone in Shakespeare’s Macbeth followed her agenda before their own.



Interplay of the five attributes

The combination of this particular set of five attributes supports the critical reflective processes and the divergent and deep-dive dimensions that are required of the informal strategic learning model presented in Chapter 5. Different combinations of the five attributes, in a simultaneous interplay, are used during each of the three stages: preparation, experience, and reevaluation.

I would argue that the set of five attributes establishes a mental precondition conducive to engaging in the reflective processes and that the routine use of the critical reflective process model fosters the set of five attributes – in a cyclical and generative way. As a result, paying close attention to and developing the five attributes is an important aspect of developing the cognitive cluster used in learning to think strategically (see Chapter 4).

Although the specific interplay of these attributes is different for each individual, collectively they are essential to learning to think strategically. A compelling and fierce desire to win can propel the critical reflective process. A vivid and active imagination generates curiosity and creativity in the reflective process. The quest for broad perspective is enhanced by both a desire to win and imagination, offering the individual a perpetual array of new possibilities that requires continuous testing. The ability to juggle, to constructively deal with many conflicting things at once, invites challenge and tension to the reflective process, especially when it is combined with the ability to constructively deal with things over which we have no control.

Interestingly, while there is a strong interplay among the five attributes, the nature of the five attributes is paradoxical. Just as their interplay is essential to strategic thinking, they can also lead strategists to frustration, obsession, and anxiety. And yet, according to the executives I interviewed, the five attributes are also the very means by which they overcome this tension. In other words, the five attributes are both the affliction and the antidote.

For example, the Japanese financial CEO explained that in his quest to achieve a broader perspective, he felt overwhelmed and desperate by having to attend to so many things over which he had no control. He expressed tremendous feelings of angst when attempting to balance competing feelings of trying, on the one hand, to unleash his creativity and at the same time to rein in his imagination. He expressed distress at having to monitor his nearly compulsive desire to win. Yet he did not ascribe a negative connotation to the descriptors he used (i.e., “frustration,” “overwhelmed,” “distressed”), but, instead, gave these descriptors a positive connotation – he became animated and energized as he recalled numerous such experiences. Instead of succumbing to this unease, the tension created as a result of the interplay among these attributes motivated and challenged him. They propelled him in his pursuit of making strategy.

The executives regarded situations that could easily have been considered detrimental to making strategy as an opportunity to exercise imagination. Frequently, they used reflection in action to reframe the circumstance as an opportunity for a win. In this sense, being able to engage the attribute of imagination functioned as a motivator because the executives could create options and alternatives to gain a competitive advantage. According to their descriptions, the executives regarded having their imagination challenged as a kind of sport or game that was fueled by their desire to win.



Storytelling as a technique for attributes integration

The deeper dive learning domain is used extensively to connect the attributes to one another. Storytelling, dialogue, discussion, and debate are communicative learning techniques favored by many successful strategists, not only to inspire creativity and to stimulate their imagination, but also to build, sustain, and connect the five attributes. Storytelling creates a means by which they could deal with things over which they had no control, and provided a reference point for testing subsequent experiences, and a means of sharing information. Interestingly, stories created in the form of complex metaphors, parables, and analogies were commonly described as a way of transferring strategic learning across contexts.

Because storytelling is reflective in nature, many of the strategists with whom I spoke indicated that they received more knowledge by putting the information and deeper insight into a story context than by exchanging facts. They tended to use this technique to challenge their assumptions and reflect both in and on action. This is congruent with informal learning, suggesting that “only after a chance encounter, random events and circumstances do people construct a logical story to explain their learning to themselves and others.”7

A story can serve as an impetus for gathering data. For example, a small factual detail is brought to light in the telling of a story, making the listener realize that this detail could be crucial. This realization prompts an inquiry for more information from a variety of sources. Or, a story may serve to broaden and deepen the data by providing context. A German manufacturing executive explained how:


We just like to come together and talk about what we read – it seems we all read different things – and of course we also read the same publications. And we tell stories, a lot of stories about different scenarios. It’s better than just talking all the time. I think storytelling elevates my thinking.


Curiously, storytelling can also be used as a kind of testing tool. Several of the strategists highlighted how stories can change in the telling, even while the facts of the circumstances of the story remain constant. Have you ever noticed how the story of a major business success changes depending on when the story is told? For example, within minutes of an announcement, six months later, or 12 years later? Who the audience is (e.g., a news commentator, your kids, a recruiter, a new hire, your rival). How often it has been told, and who tells it. The more it is told, the more it is tested. The first telling of any story is likely to be quite different in its description of details, the sequence, the pace, and so on than subsequent versions of the same story.

The ability to continually add layers of context and color is an inherent strength of storytelling of a strategic issue and, because stories change all the time, they allow strategists to continually use their imagination to combine information and try out various scenarios with their colleagues. The hypothetical scenarios served to engage the executives in reflection in action. As they presented a story, they received a flurry of reactions, questions, and new data which challenged the original story. Reflection occurred, followed by revisions to the story; subsequently, either part of the story was retold or a brand new story was emerged. More questioning followed, leading to more information, and eventually more reflection – and so the cycle continued.

In my research, storytelling repeatedly surfaced as a method for refining thinking about strategy. By drawing on each other’s thinking and hearing others’ stories, the executives were able to frame and reframe situations by putting things into a broader perspective and, therefore, to view situations, variables, and options differently. In this sense, the executives appeared to use what is sometimes called a symbolic frame,8 which is effective in ambiguous or uncertain circumstances where roles, relationships, and goals are unclear.

The executives in the study were acutely aware that they were tasked with making global strategy within a chaotic environment, and storytelling allowed them to create symbols, which helped to generate hypothetical scenarios that minimized some of the unpredictability. “The symbolic frame considers the roles of myths, symbols, stories, … actors, rituals, ceremonies, humor, play, and metaphors in organizational life.”9 The strategists in this study perceived a disorderly and confused environment as a challenge to advance their strategic agenda, and storytelling served as an effective communication technique for clarification and unification to this end.

Practicing the combination of five attributes is important to strengthening the cognitive cluster that we use when learning to think strategically. A compelling and fierce desire to win propels the reflective processes. A vivid and active imagination generates curiosity and creativity in the reflective process. The quest for broad perspective is enhanced by both a desire to win and imagination, offering the individual a perpetual array of new possibilities that require continuous testing. And the ability to juggle, to constructively deal with many things at once, invites challenge and tension to the reflective process when it is combined with the ability to constructively deal with things over which one has no control. The specific combination of attributes involved is not the same every time, but the interplay of these attributes is consistently used when we engage in strategic thinking.
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VI

Summary and questions

Although socio-national culture structures do indeed influence our habits, mindsets, pattern recognition, and frames of reference, they are not the primary factors in learning to think strategically. The capacity to think strategically is driven by the informal human learning process and it is identical across countries and cultures. If, however, we are unaware of the informal processes that exist at a level that supersedes culture and that underlies strategic thinking, culture can easily become the culprit for a perceived absence of strategic thinkers.

Too often, in cross-cultural strategy settings, information is missed, frames are omitted and ignored, attributions are made, and key mindsets are overlooked. Critical reflection, critical inquiry, and critical dialogue are imperative to determine the limits of what we know at the start of the strategic thinking process when developing a global strategy.

The pronounced hierarchy that is inherent in some cultures can stifle strategic thinking and must be acknowledged to effectively implement strategic thinking practices. In many cases it is helpful for an organization’s senior leaders to promote the idea of strategic thinking and to model critical reflective processes in order to generate acceptance of strategic thinking practices within their company.

To introduce strategic thinking across different cultures, it can be useful to clarify the purpose, choose contributors to the strategic thinking process who represent broad backgrounds, and to encourage people to self-select into strategic thinking sessions. It is also helpful to solicit employees at all levels and within all functions to participate various aspects of strategic thinking.

Strategic thinking requires more than a roomful of the smartest people. It requires people who understand the intent and the process of strategic thinking within the broader strategy framework and have the courage to explore new thinking for the sake of the business.

Nearly anyone anywhere can learn to think more strategically. Strategic thinkers exist around the world. To learn to think strategically, we need to develop a set of five universal attributes: a vivid imagination, a broad perspective, be able to juggle incomplete and competing pieces of information, deal with things over which you have no control, and have a fierce desire to win. The best strategic thinkers around the globe use these five attributes in concert to enhance their strategic thinking. Genuine strategic thinking growth is largely about making sure that people understand what is required for learning to think strategically, making the time and space for it to occur, and allowing them to take the lead in their own learning.


	1 Why is the creation of a global pipeline of strategic thinkers necessary to the sustainability of an organization’s future? How could you support this in your role?

	2 Why is an understanding of the socio-national culture important to developing strategic thinking?

	3 How might the process of asking deep-dive-level questions that expose and challenge fundamental assumptions disrupt an organizational or socio-national culture? What are the implications of such a disruption?

	4 What suggestions could you offer to constructively introduce the critical reflective processes required of strategic thinking within a socio-national culture that values hierarchy? That values a collective orientation?

	5 What are some of the cross-cultural challenges you might anticipate when introducing strategic thinking within your organization? What are some of the risks involved? What could be some of the benefits to the business? What can you do to leverage the impact on learning strategic thinking?

	6 Which of the five attributes are your strengths? Why? How does this impact your ability to contributes to strategy conversations? How could you further develop these strengths?

	7 Which of the five attributes is your weakest area? Why? How does this impact your ability to contribute to your strategy conversations? What changes could you make?







VII

How to become a stronger strategic thinker?

Engage in the arts


Learning is the only thing the mind never exhausts, never fears, and never regrets.

—Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), Italian painter, inventor, and architect
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Strengthen strategic thinking through the arts

You may be relieved to know that this part does not include a list of how-to exercises and one-time activities. Rather, I am recommending approaches that work for clients in my consulting practice to strengthen the long-term sustainable development of strategic thinking. These are heavily reliant on informal learning, yet easily adaptable to formal workshops and lectures, which are more structured. I invite you to use this part as a source for creating your own developmental ideas, to experiment, and to modify current approaches.

Part VII discusses the role that the arts can play in developing strategic thinking. The early section of Chapter 16 closely looks at how the arts activate the five attributes, while the latter part lists how critical reflective processes can support the development of the five attributes. Chapter 17 presents three unconventional approaches that can strengthen learning to think strategically and then offers a discussion of three traditional approaches to the learning process of strategic thinking. It also includes a presentation of the impact of adaptation on strategic thinking. The overall recommendations that I put forth in this part focus on strengthening the five essential attributes previously discussed in Chapter 15 (imagination, broad perspective, juggle, no control over, and desire to win) and on developing critical reflective processes as introduced throughout the book, allowing strategists to link learning in their expanded life experience to a global business strategy context.

While there are many things that can be done to strengthen strategic thinking, I recommend a somewhat unconventional approach of emphasizing engagement in the arts. The arts and critical reflective processes are both readily accessible in every socio-national culture – most often, we simply don’t think about their expansive breadth, depth, and impact with regard to developing the capability of strategic thinking.


Advantages of engaging in the arts

One of the most comprehensive and powerful strategic thinking influences I have experienced in my own business life, and those of the strategists whom I interviewed, is exposure to and engagement in the arts. You can breathe easy, as it has nothing to do with artistic talent per se. The aim is not to achieve fame or fortune as an artistic master but, rather, to “open the doors of perception,” as poet William Blake wrote in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Odd as it may sound, increasing exposure to the arts and participation in the arts can activate the capabilities closely tied to and inherent to strategic thinking. From trying your hand at painting to tapping a new dance step, the arts provide manifold ways to develop strategic thinking capacity.

The arts and humanities offer infinite a-rational as well as rational experiential learning, inclusive of all five of the critical attributes. Engagement in the arts teaches mastery of the critical reflective processes including critical inquiry, critical reflection, and critical dialogue. Learning to think strategically is enhanced not merely from participating in an artistic process, but all the more so when paired with critical reflective processes.


One of the most comprehensive and powerful strategic thinking influences I have experienced in my own business life, and those of the strategists whom I interviewed, is exposure to and engagement in the arts.


We can acquire firsthand learning through the experience of “doing” painting, photography, acting, writing, singing, dancing, playing an instrument, and so on. Also, we can learn through secondhand experience or observation – what the early twentieth-century philosopher William James called “knowledge about” the arts and humanities; for example, by listening to an orchestra, watching a dance, reading a novel, or seeing a play. Naturally, what we read, hear, see, and feel about the play, novel, painting, or dance performance contributes to our “knowledge about,” which often triggers our deeply held beliefs. We find ourselves taking sides with a particular character and passionately defending or vilifying the actions of another. Experiencing the arts is a great way to broaden our repertoire of experience, surface assumptions, transfer learning, identify patterns, and become aware of the convictions on which we take strategic action and make decisions.

When either first-hand or secondhand artistic experience is coupled with critical reflective processes, personal interpretations and premise beliefs can be tested and new alternatives brought to light. Our reflection about our artistic experiences is what occurs as we create alternative endings, when we disagree or are disappointed with an unsatisfactory conclusion. It arises in the dialogue, discussion, and debate we have with friends or family as we leave a moving play, a challenging exhibition, or a rousing concert.

While both cognitive clusters (see Chapter 4) are used to create meaning from engagement with the arts, not surprisingly, it is the complex cognitive cluster underlying strategic thinking that moves the experience to a deeper dive level. A-rational thinking that is melded to critical reflection comes into play as we become enveloped in an arts experience. Experiencing the arts requires us to use both the surf and the deeper dive learning domains and rational and a-rational thinking. With drama, a novel, or a film, there is often a visceral feeling that compels us to take a particular position. Engaging in critical reflection and critical dialogue about the assumptions we hold about the origin of such experiences is a great way to build analogies and to facilitate the transfer of the learning of such an experience to strategy problems. The content of the drama or novel need not be business related, because it is the content-process-premise levels of reflection and the metaphoric conversion that are essential to transferring the artistic experience across contexts. When it comes to strategic thinking, believe it or not, I find that clients who regularly engage in an artistic endeavor generally “get it” very quickly.


An arts encounter can become a metaphor for a business strategy experience (and vice versa) if critical reflection and critical dialogue follow.


Participation in an art form not only exposes us to new patterns through heightened sensory stimulation and imagination but, also, such participation engages experientially both the affective and cognitive learning dimensions that are needed for strategic thinking. These artistic experiences allow us to practice essential aspects of strategic thinking without really “thinking” about it. In some sense, such an experience serves as a “dress rehearsal” for dealing with complex strategic thinking issues. Cognitive agility and imagination are strengthened as we scan for parallels and patterns within a business context. The practice of learning transfer from one context to another presents us with one of the most impelling strategic thinking learning experiences.


Breaking barriers

As noted earlier, for arts engagement to stimulate the development of strategic thinking capabilities, the goal is not on artistic perfection or technical expertise. The determination to engage in a new art form can be a tough mindset to adopt, especially for those surmising the array of options. It is easy to become discouraged when first attempts do not match our expectations, but I encourage you to stick with it. As we will discuss, practice and experimentation align with strategic thinking in that they force critical reflection and support all of the five attributes. A senior product engineer was quick to note,


When my team leader recommended that I take some kind of lessons to develop my strategic thinking, I was confused – but also excited. This was way off from anything we had ever focused on. Anyhow, I chose painting lessons. After the first two lessons I felt like I was swimming in water over my head – what I imagined in my head just wouldn’t appear on my canvas! It was frustrating … but I stuck with it and began to notice that my drawing hand had a mind of its own (laughter)! In the strangest way, it took the lead. After a while it seemed like my thinking mind and drawing hand had fused.


Additionally, it is possible for us to inadvertently erect knowledge barriers around arts engagement, opting out of activities in which we may feel uncomfortable about our lack of familiarity with the art form or artworks. While I advocate informal learning as a means to strengthening the five attributes, I also adamantly support the intermittent use of highly structured formal “learning about” the arts. For example, formal learning from workshops, presentations, and provocative lectures can help us “learn about” artistic information (e.g., topics such as form exaggeration and figure distortion in abstract painting). Not only does this kind of learning break down some of the intimidating knowledge barriers to engaging in the arts, but it also provides insight that allows us to sequence a chain of deeper dives into the critical reflective processes, such as considering how a mode of printing affects the aesthetic of a photo.




Arts support the five attributes

Participation in the arts supports the development of the five attributes for learning to think strategically: imagination, broad perspective, juggle, no control over, desire to win. These attributes develop fluidly with multiple attributes being intertwined and strengthened at once. For example, the repetition that comes from practicing over and over can strengthen a desire to win, and also prompts imagination, as we seek to find new ways to master the activity. As an actor performs the same role continuously, he finds new depths of the character, gains a broader perspective of how that character relates to his surroundings, and may try more inventive interpretations as he becomes more confident with the piece.

Additional ways that arts engagement can support the dimensions of the five attributes of strategic thinking include:


	Expand perspective
We see, hear, and feel different interpretations of the same data; balance individual and group roles; experience the impact of elemental changes in structure, form, texture, dynamics, distortion, diminution, and exaggeration; and experience historical and cultural contexts on the interpretation of data. For example, although the musical notes printed on a page are fixed, they can be interpreted in many different ways. We recognize a tune, yet it is different each time because of the instrumentation, the tempo, the acoustics, the performer, our mood, and so forth. The smile of Mona Lisa remains the same, beautiful and fixed over the centuries, yet it changes with each viewing.

	Deal with many competing things at once
We pay attention to the mastery of technique and focus simultaneously on the overall form, the structure of a piece, changing emotions, and creativity. We learn to juggle many things at once, focusing and shifting our attention with ease. A dancer has to hear the tempo, balance her body, anticipate what is coming next, and be aware of her fellow dancers all at once.

	Engage imagination
The arts foster creativity and infinite possibilities. We see and experience new relationships, patterns, and connections between things and ideas as a result of our decisions, actions, and responses. We enjoy the surprise of new discoveries.

	Experience tension
An affective dimension is inherent in the arts. We have a feeling that generates an intense reaction, which creates options of exploration and divergence, or a release. The various feelings generated by the arts can be divergent and competing, allowing us to experience the resulting tension.

	Pay attention to things we cannot control
We understand that we cannot control every specific aspect of the final movement of an orchestral performance – only our part. The properties of oil paint are what they are – heightening our attention and elevating our appreciation, and perhaps sensitizing our curiosity.

	Develop emotional awareness
We experience a wide range of emotions when viewing a photograph or listening to a brass quintet – from disgust, revulsion, pain, aggression, and sadness to happiness, pleasure, eroticism, and ecstasy.

	Deal with paradox
We experience the finished and the incomplete; repetition and free form; continuity and deviation; prescription and creation; structure and experimentation; sameness and surprise.

	Accept incomplete information
A creation is never truly a completed work. Just as successful strategy is always past tense, a successful performance is only a moment in time passed, and may never be truly finished.

	Take a risk
Learning something new requires commitment and risk. We place ourselves in the vulnerable position of being a non-expert or a novice.

	Learn discipline
Regular practice is required for improvement. Practice requires discipline, sacrifice, precision, sequence, repetition, drill, and consistency. Discipline is required to balance technique versus feelings, which is required for artistic mastery.

	Appreciate practice
Practice requires feedback and determination. We learn to appreciate a distinct sense of time (no shortcuts), movement toward something we strongly desire, nonlinear progress, and a combination of thinking and feeling. We learn that we cannot set a deadline for mastery.

	Learn the creative process through technique
Creation does not just happen; learning the technical rudiments is necessary in order to create. We build a will to succeed.



Across the five attributes, we are reminded that both the arts and strategic thinking are inherently emotional and human. The arts push us to become more comfortable with our a-rational thinking, emotions, and remind us to balance our intuition and rational thinking. While we may be awed by an initial viewing of a painting, it is through layering our knowledge and feelings and personal experience that enables us to find still more meaning. Furthermore, as our perspectives shift and expand, we become more attuned to those around us, considering what others are thinking and feeling. In this way we are reminded that in any complex strategic endeavor, we are part of an ensemble and that our perspective is not the only one. We can choose to reframe our strategy problem and consider the human components to the landscape we are exploring.


The arts expand our perspective

Engaging with the arts and becoming versed with the critical reflective process facilitates our ability to see problems in broad panoramic view. One of the admirable attributes of a strategic thinker is the ability to see a problem from a broad perspective. In addition to knowledge and a conscious awareness of this intent, it also necessitates an ability to rise above the obvious and observe layers of context. This appeals to our imagination and the inclusion of multiple frames. Consider listening to a piece of music. We can zoom in and zoom out with little conscious thought. In one moment we may notice a particular lyric with acute attention to detail. But in the next moment we zoom out to hear the piece as a whole. Or, we may consider how the opening six trumpet notes connect surprisingly to the chorus; and then ultimately how they relate to the overall operatic composition. This sort of ability is what I call panoramic thinking; it can occur through engagement with all arts activities. Becoming comfortable seeking the wide panoramic view of a work translates to how you approach a strategy problem. We aim to zoom in and out with ease on aspects of our strategy problem, just as we would with a piece of music or a painting; scrutinizing the details and then examining a far bigger picture. Connections are made that we may have ignored in a strategic planning mindset.

In addition to supporting panoramic thinking, participation in the arts encourages us to expand our perspectives in another way, by shifting frames. Photography can be one of the simplest and most accessible ways to try this. As we move our lens around a subject, we see new things, consider a different perspective, and step out of our default perspective. We may have to adjust to different light or less ideal conditions. Similarly, engaging in observation can push frame shifting. In a museum exhibition we may see different artists approaching similar subjects from different perspectives. For instance, consider how many variations of an apple or a horse or a dragon might be found across the exhibits in a museum. Spotting these iterations is a playful form of practicing frame shifting. We do this as we tackle a strategy problem by shifting our frames and considering the different possible approaches. An arts encounter can become a metaphor for a business strategy experience, and vice versa, if critical reflection follows.




Critical reflective processes strengthen the five attributes

As indicated many times in previous chapters, the critical reflective processes are an essential component for learning to think strategically. They require diligence and practice, and they work in tandem with the five attributes as we engage in an arts experience. The critical reflective processes unfold in a nonlinear, iterative manner as our mind cycles through critical inquiry, critical thinking, and critical dialogue critical reflection. Let’s look at the following ways this can occur:


	Meta-cognition connection
Our feelings and thinking meld as we immerse ourselves in an arts experience.

	Macro-micro connection
We constantly oscillate between macro and micro perceptions, experiencing the relationship between the part and the whole. Also, we experience the consequences of having a single perspective and the benefits of taking a broad perspective.

	Focus
We practice concentration when the focal point continually changes. Also, we learn to pay attention to different cues and signals, such as the use of amplification and minimization, accents, or silence to gain or refocus attention. Additionally, we learn to focus on the appropriate domain of learning required at a given moment. The instrumental surf domain requires a skills response, while the deeper dive domain requires a more intuitive level of feeling – eventually, practicing focus enables us to make focus a tacit ability.

	Reflection in action
Through practice and repetition, we refine reflection and reaction. There is no endpoint in an artistic endeavor because reflection and experience are continually at work. We constantly ask: How else? What else? When else? Who else? Why not?

	Surprise
We experience surprise as both a means of and a result of shifting our focus. Our pattern recognition is altered, and we shift or divert our attention. Our affective-learning dimension is heightened – we laugh, gasp, gulp, or cringe in response to a dance movement, a costume, or a line in a play.

	Intuition
We learn to trust our intuition through using it and reflecting on it. Trusting intuition happens naturally in the arts – as we acquire experience through practice, feedback, and repetition, we develop our intuition and become confident with using it.

	Affective awareness
We experience the subtleties and variances of emotions and the impact that emotions have on an arts experience or performance. Also, we become aware of feelings attached to the reactions that an artistic experience invokes. We appreciate the nuance of a specific decision such as a subtle shift in a facial expression during a song.

	Integration
We synthesize and integrate the affective domain with the cognitive domain, the analytic with the intuitive, and the instrumental with the deeper dive-learning domain.

	Systems thinking
We make meaning of the intricate influence of relationships between the performer, audience, technician, media, business operations, teacher, composer, and so on.

	Learning transfer
We transfer this artistic learning to strategic thinking – one experience becomes a metaphor for the other, which facilitates pattern recognition, panoramic viewing, framing, shattering, and reframing.



Another way the critical reflective processes to the development of these five attributes is through the creation of alternative scenarios to complex strategic problems. Surprisingly, we often resist examining strategic alternatives in depth because doing so can lead to confusion, ambivalence, and “messiness.” Asking questions about alternatives and assumptions seems like common sense. Yet we rarely do this in a rigorous, disciplined, and open manner during traditional strategy meetings because expediency, political ramifications, and same-frame thinking tend to prevail. Applying the critical reflective processes to workplace strategy as we would apply it to reflecting on a play or art exhibition is messy, but it will bring underlying issues to the surface and may invite new perspectives that a strategic planning mindset would typically exclude.

Critical reflection, critical inquiry, and critical dialogue support the development of the five attributes required of strategic thinking in that they sharpen reflection in action and reflection on action. When reflection in and on action is repeated sufficiently and the results are successful, this critical reflection becomes second nature. Ultimately, we learn to trust the intuitive judgment that comes from our frequent experience – an immeasurable advantage for learning to think strategically.

With regard to strategy, organizations are beginning to recognize the gap between what they need (strategic thinkers) and what many are continuing to develop by default (strategic planners). The days are long past when analytical linear thinking could be compartmentalized from “the other stuff” required of complex global business strategy. Significantly, those tasked with making strategy today need to be adept and agile at using the cognitive clusters that underlie strategic thinking and planning. Our security, health, economic, and social interests are at stake. If our future business and government leaders are going to develop and defend our values through strategy and policy initiatives, they have to understand what they are. The arts and humanities teach just that.

I argue that we must emphasize these disciplines and leverage them to strengthen the five attributes and processes that make strong strategic thinkers. Otherwise, businesses and business schools will continue to operate largely as technical operations, equipped with excellent resources for strategic planning but lacking the complex cognitive processes necessary to be competitive within the realm of growing complexities, contradictions, and constant change. Most organizations are far from being prepared with excellent resources for strategic thinking. If this situation is to change for the better, businesses, executive development programs, and business schools need to engage in some significant frame shattering and reframing regarding their approach toward strategy development.
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Three unconventional approaches that support learning to think strategically

As a result of teaching, researching, and consulting with executives from various industries around the globe, three highly unconventional approaches have emerged as strikingly convincing: AND polarity thinking, metaphor and drawing. The strength of this surprising trio is in using them together – in concert, as they tend to have a synergistic relationship that works – almost like magic – to support the learning aspect of strategic thinking. Each has a history within the learning literature, but scant reference or no reference as an application within the strategic thinking literature. I have discovered these three unconventional approaches primarily through trial and error; but have continued to study them and have found them to be unexpectedly and highly effective in strengthening strategic thinking.

This chapter opens with a discussion of these three unconventional methods: AND polarity thinking, metaphor, and drawing. The latter part of the chapter closes with a presentation of three conventional approaches of action learning, lateral thinking, and learning agility that support the development of strategic thinking.


AND polarity thinking

I first made reference to AND polarity thinking as a necessity for learning to think strategically through a surprising research discovery in 2001.1 I have continued to refine and adapt it as a learning method with remarkable consistency of findings within the context of learning to think strategically. I define AND thinking as an ability to hold two competing and paradoxical ideas in mind at the same time and to use the inherent tension as a springboard for innovative thinking about the problem.

The challenge of AND thinking is twofold: to identify the two real polarities and to resolve to work with the tension. The former requires a series of challenging deep-dive questions that expose and test underlying assumptions; and the latter requires trusting the process and believing it can result in innovative thought. AND thinking is a major variance to the technical rational approach of problem solving and decision making. It can be an especially complex and difficult way of thinking, because it runs counter to the notion of prioritization and reductionist thinking that rely on the elimination of contradictory and opposing thoughts.

As a further note, AND thinking is different from “both” thinking. While each comprises two parts, in an AND polarity, these parts work in opposition to the other. In other words, tremendous tension exists because one side of the polarity other seemingly cancels the other side. It is not just two matters that need attention simultaneously.

Among the most difficult junctures a strategists face early on is what to do when they encounter conflicting and competing priorities. For example, a young CEO of a medical technology firm was faced with the strategic problem of increasing profits right now AND substantially expanding headcount in their research and development team right now. Initially, her impulse was to simplify the problem and escape the tension by prioritizing. Would they tackle profits or headcount first? The temptation to use her habitual either-or mindset was strong. It was only after she remembered that identifying an AND polarity is an inherent part of what gives complexity and risk to a real strategic problem, that she decided to stay with the tension. Because the tension was unresolvable, it forced her into an innovative mindset – how could she create a new way to examine and frame her problem that would eventually lead to an innovative solution?

AND thinking requires that we temporarily suspend judgment and experience the tension of the polarities, as a source of creative tension, and to search for new possibilities that may seem beyond our imagination. This same medical technology CEO stated her initial hesitation:


It took me a while to muster the courage to have others see, in plain daylight, that I couldn’t quite find the second half of my AND polarity – I guess it was an ego thing. But once I got over it, I was really excited. And I was impressed with their amazing questions that helped me slow down my thinking and look at the problem very differently – things I couldn’t see, they saw… . Once I got my AND polarity framed up, it felt solid. I could feel the tension; it was real.


If we recall from Chapter 4, the intent of strategic thinking is to focus on the problem, to identify the real strategic problem – not to solve the strategic problem. Since an AND polarity gives a real strategy problem complexity, it makes sense to invest in front-end time to ensure the polarity is indeed, comprised of two competing or opposing elements; not just two parts.


“AND” thinking is based on the inherent tension created by a polarity – resulting in new meaning, thoughts, and new ideas.


Working within the global context of strategic thinking requires an ability to deal with complex, competing, paradoxical and contradictory information. Our business and policy world requires leaders who are proficient using the complex cognitive cluster (see Chapter 4) that moves far beyond convergent linear thinking into the less familiar realm of ambivalence and a-rationality. Strategic thinking, as mentioned earlier, is not served by using elimination, convergent and reductionist thinking; nor does it benefit from either-or thinking that can easily trap leaders into dualistic and binary thinking.

As mentioned above, AND polarities create an unresolvable tension that all too frequently, ends in a conveniently efficient either-or choice that is based on reductionist and elimination thinking. Leaders who don’t know that an AND polarity is an integral part of a real strategic problem to be uncovered by strategic thinking, will often resort to prioritization when they feel the tension. This tension however, signals an opportunity to activate strategic thinking and possibly, allow for innovative strategy to emerge. AND thinking forces us to uncover the competing and opposing parts of a strategy in an effort to examine faulty assumptions and explore innovative alternatives. Often, polarities within strategy issues can remain invisible unless we seek them out and challenge them as part of strategic thinking.

Strategy is complex and laden with risk, so being able to identify the AND polarity helps to ensure we have a real strategic problem – and not merely a big problem or an important problem. Though one part or the other of the AND polarity may at first be elusive or invisible, it is through critical inquiry, critical dialogue, and critical reflection that two polarities eventually emerge and are tested for validity.2 Accurately identifying the real polarities of a strategic problem is an emotionally and intellectually intense exercise. Most often, we intuit the polarities – we feel the inherent tension of a strategic AND polarity, but we eliminate one side simply to ease the tension and move to a solution as soon as possible. This only serves to destroy the strategic nature of the problem. We revert to our familiar habit of mind – one of expedience and familiarity.

Curiously, in my work with corporate and government strategists in many countries, I find that Americans in particular, often tend to prefer extremes when it comes to thinking about strategy. All too frequently, my American clients insist on a this or that decision very early in the strategy-making process, as soon as the tension from opposing or competing issues becomes apparent. Some of the common underlying assumptions that begin to surface include a premise that fence-riding is wrong or weak, that good strategists should be able to control everything, that tension is a source for elimination, and that there is only one best way.

Interestingly, Americans it seems, tend to prefer the expedience that comes with being definitive in the moment: pick or choose, this or that, and either/or. With few exceptions, I find American strategists would rather take a risk of being wrong all the way, than live with the tension in AND thinking. However, what is required for dealing with the complexity of global strategic thinking is precisely this – being comfortable with the tension of dealing with complex and unpredictable circumstances which include opposites, contradictions, and paradoxes.


Curiously, I find American strategists would often rather take a risk of being wrong all the way than live with the tension of ambivalence that is inherent in AND thinking.


The thoughtful global marketing head of a dairy products company expressed surprising relief once he learned about the role that AND polarity plays within strategic thinking. Simply learning about it shaped an expectation and validated his angst when faced with his real strategy problem.


I used to blame my team for not choosing the right priority and [sheepishly] also, for not coming up with an innovative strategy. We would fight for days over this-or-that as a solution – and it [our strategy] would never get off the ground as a result. But as I came to understand that AND was an important part of strategic thinking, everything has changed.


Knowing about AND thinking made sense to his team and it helped them to make new meaning of the tension and the risk they typically would have dodged. It helped them to understand that strategic thinking has an element of complexity and conceptualization that had eluded them. This was a big a-ha moment.


AND thinking forces two opposing or contradictory ideas or opinions into a single new thought or novel concept and can create tremendous tension and imbalance – to the point of outbursts and innovative breakthroughs.


Our business world is a paradoxical network of global and local, general and specific, modern and postmodern environments. It consists of fragmentation and globalization, heterogeneity and uniformity, passive consumption and active customization, individualism and tribalism, and the old and the new. Furthermore, we need to pay attention to developing affective and cognitive, rationality and intuition, dialogue and debate, and convergence and divergence.

In thinking strategically, we want to expect AND polarities and embrace the unmistakable tension. We need to experience this tension, recognize it, invite it, and work with it. In his compelling book, The Opposable Mind, Roger Martin underscores the importance of AND thinking as he writes, “This drive for the creative resolution of tensions is the single most striking feature of the successful managerial leaders who I interviewed.”3

AND thinking forces two opposing or contradictory ideas or opinions into a single new thought or novel concept and can create tremendous tension and imbalance – to the point of outbursts and innovative breakthroughs. The tension that accompanies AND polarities is beneficial in pushing the limits of what we can conceive as possible. A breakthrough moment or a new concept may be the eventual result of persisting with the tension of an AND polarity.



Metaphor

Metaphor is the second unconventional approach that is highly supportive to the learning process of thinking strategically. While numerous articles have been written on this, it continues to be an underused learning mechanism for the development of strategic thinking. I am using the term metaphor in the broadest sense to encompass and refer to literary extensions including analogies, parables, allegories, fables, and so on. Within a strategic thinking context, metaphor is enormously helpful when it is connected to our AND polarity.

Generally speaking, metaphor is when we say something is something else. For example, we might sigh as we mention that last meeting “was a circus.” Or, state that the project plan “was a garden that never got watered.” Or, warn that the new leadership team “is a snake pit.” Metaphor is a highly influential way of thinking – and also a way of impacting the thoughts of others. Metaphor is an intuitive way of thinking that relies on symbolic representation – the representation of a person, place, thing, or idea is offered as a sensory image that suggests a specific association or point of similarity. As an aside, bear in mind that the metaphor used must be understood in order to transfer to the new strategic AND polarity. In other words, you must be familiar with the original metaphor in order to be able to grasp the new concept and to diverge and grow the metaphor.

While there are different types of metaphor, the type most often used by successful strategic thinkers tends to be the conceptual complex metaphor.4 That is, when one concept is used to understand another concept through the use of a prolonged series of descriptions and implications5 (see example in Figure 6.1, Chapter 6). The symbolic meaning of the comparison is conveyed through narrative and images that are conjured from the metaphor.

Lakoff and Johnson’s well-researched book, Philosophy in the Flesh, discusses in detail the complex and simple metaphor. A simple metaphor is an easy way to make an instant conceptual connection.6 In the example above, if I say the project plan was a garden that never got watered, you understand the gist of what happened. While a simple metaphor should be encouraged, the most beneficial for strategic thinking is the complex metaphor. The complex metaphor is greatly expanded and elaborated, even contorted and distorted version of the simple metaphor.7 A complex metaphor is a sophisticated way to challenge and test the many variables, relationships, factors, and scenarios of a strategic problem. Though time consuming, the complex metaphor is vivid and highly beneficial for learning to think strategically. It involves conveying and revising concepts and intricacies that may not be apparent in an ordinary strategy conversation. Aspects of a problem that were previously ignored or invisible, suddenly appear.


If you change your metaphor – you change your thinking.


Other benefits to using metaphor include an increased participation of those not normally included in strategy conversations. This inclusion of diverse frames greatly enriches the strategy conversation and in numerous instances, contributes to shifting the strategy due to new and different knowledge and insights. As clients confront their AND polarity and begin to create a metaphor, they quickly discover a simple truth: if you change your metaphor – you change your thinking.

A product development specialist from a Swiss office furniture company explained how his team faced a strategic problem of discontinuing a favorite luxury product line with customized client service to a new online product line:


At first, all I could think of was pushing a giant, very heavy boulder up a hill. It was forced heavy labor and I felt discouraged. Honestly, that is what this strategy problem actually felt like. But when we played with other metaphors, I immediately noticed my mood changed and my thinking changed as well. For example, when someone said, “let’s change it [the metaphor] to leading a frightened horse through a thunderstorm,” I noticed we became more compassionate and enthusiastic in our mood; and we had more of the caring and helping attitude. I somehow felt energized.


This team ended up changing their metaphor from laboriously pushing and heaving a giant heavy load uphill, to leading a prized horse gently through a thunderstorm to a new stable. By changing the metaphor, they changed their thinking.

Yet another advantage that is often cited by strategists who use a complex metaphor is the ease with which they slip into divergent thinking and open their imaginations more fully. The openness with which they move into requesting and receiving difficult deep-dive-level questions that uproot deeply held assumptions is supported by using metaphor. Interestingly, participating in a complex metaphor becomes a safe way for dealing with emotionally charged elements of a tough strategic problem. It coaxes people into contributing amicably and imaginatively about otherwise contentious or sensitive issues that often arise in strategy meetings. Collaborating through metaphor allows new perspectives to come to light – often in a playful, yet thoughtful manner.

A key long-term strategic advantage is that metaphor helps make complex thoughts more relevant and memorable. Particularly notable is that memory retention is enhanced when it is linked to the AND polarity discussed above. In a study we conducted of directors of technology and manufacturing companies in North America and Asia, we found nearly all of them reported that they and their direct reports remembered the specific strategy, along with the metaphor, three full years later.8 This was in contrast to an exceedingly low memory retention of their strategy prior to using metaphor to work out their AND polarity. They overwhelmingly reported feeling far more confident in their independent decision-making roles because of the clarity metaphor brought. These directors also expressed a high degree of certainty about their teams adhering and implementing the strategy even though it contained the tension of an AND polarity.

A French strategy director commented that,


Before this, it was normal that we forgot about our strategy at the first coffee break, because nobody really knew what it was or what it meant. But now we use metaphor to structure our AND polarity – and nobody ever forgets it! (laughter) We are all involved and we remember the details forever. [Metaphor] makes it easy to explain and easy to remember for all of us, wherever we are in the world.


As previously mentioned metaphor makes the unfamiliar, familiar. Metaphor is highly sensory; a complex metaphor often appeals to several senses, which compounds and strengthens the memory retention of metaphor. Furthermore, has a strong visual component, and an accompanying narrative, which further supports memory retention. Also, metaphor creates vivid images and poignant feelings of complex issues; which supports memory retention in terms of longevity and memory of details and relationships. This is a striking observation that is quickly noted by clients and graduate students alike as they critically reflect on their own experience using metaphor as a mechanism for identifying and testing their AND polarity.

Metaphor can however, be time consuming. It is not premised on efficiency of thought – it is based on depth of thought and divergent thinking. It is also largely unfamiliar as a mechanism for learning to think strategically. Metaphor draws from two sources: it is rooted in experience (i.e., others have to “get” the metaphor) and parallel thinking or rapid transfer of learning.

The lure of a quick resolution to the inherent tension of an AND polarity coupled with the messiness and time that metaphor requires can tempt leaders to opt for over simplification of the problem itself. “Simplification makes us favor linear, unidirectional causal relationships, even if reality is more complex and multidirectional,”9 notes Roger Martin in his book The Opposable Mind. He further cautions that “simplification also encourages us to construct a limited model of the problem before us, whatever it might be.”10

To highlight a few of the advantages of using metaphor as an unconventional mode of learning to think strategically: metaphor is powerful as a cognitive means to shaping and shifting our reality and/or to changing perceptions and interpretations of reality. Metaphor works across languages and cultures. If our ultimate aim of strategic thinking is to support successful implementation, then we need to ensure that people throughout the organization grasp and retain the strategic concept. The skillful use of metaphor cannot be over emphasized as an effective cognitive process to apply. As mentioned earlier, strategic thinking is highly complex and conceptual. It is also an imperative for business leaders to remain competitive.



Drawing

The third unconventional approach that supports the learning of strategic thinking is drawing. That’s right, putting a pen to paper. Not doodling, but deliberate, intentional drawing of the AND polarity metaphor – that is, drawing a picture of the metaphor that represents the inherent tension of the two parts of the polarity. This requires a highly sophisticated and advanced combination of cognitions from the cluster that supports strategic thinking (see Chapter 4). Such a process includes the use of symbolic representation; drawing a picture of concepts and detail relies on the use of symbols or images. As you might imagine, it can take time to draw numerous iterations and time to critically inquire, dialogue and reflect during the multiple renditions of the drawings.

Artist Andrea Kantrowitz explains,


Drawing materializes ideas and perceptions, projecting and extending thinking processes onto a surface. Interacting with marks and materials, the drawer is able to reconfigure and reimagine the underlying thoughts. Thinking through drawing harnesses the embodied, embedded nature of all human cognition. Neuroscientists and cognitive psychologists have suggested that drawing, in all its glorious ambiguity and iteration, makes visible the fuzzy and iterative nature of much of human thought. It may be argued that we all draw, with different means and materials, as we strive to make sense of the messy and unpredictable words in which we find ourselves.11


Often, I find that executives don’t know where to begin – they jokingly note that they haven’t drawn a picture in 40 years and haven’t a clue as to the what, how or why to get started. While drawing can feel intimidating for some, it can feel liberating and exhilarating for many others. The chief financial officer of a rapidly growing software firm described seeing the broader picture as well as minute details of while drawing his strategy problem:


Well I’m the last person you would imagine as an artist! But I totally lose myself when I’m drawing my problem. It’s very strange – it’s amazing. It’s like I have double vison. Part of me is buried in the details – things just appear. Things I couldn’t have seen without drawing. But the other part of me is floating above – seeing things from a very broad perspective. It’s hard to explain, but I see these at the same time. I’m in a different space when I draw – it’s like I feel and think more intensely at the same time.


This so-called double vision the chief financial officer described is a metacognition that neurologist Richard Restak says occurs when our “thoughts and emotions remain separately recognizable yet woven together into a unified experience.”12 He explains that it’s like what happens when we come to enjoy the counterpoint in a Bach fugue. With experience we become aware of the musicians combining two or more musical segments, yet we experience them as simultaneous yet independent lines of music.

Complex and conceptual strategy problems easily defy words. Time and again, executives tend to initially resist drawing their strategy problem. But once they do engage with the drawing process, they express a certain freedom and a newfound clarity in their thinking. Executives described a kind of intuitive or embodied dialogue that occurs between the hand and mind as they draw. A military general who initially claimed he saw no relevance to drawing and strategic thinking, remarked several months later, on his experience of drawing his AND polarity strategy metaphor.


This has been a revelation to me. Why didn’t I learn about this 20 years ago! (laughter) I’m pretty good at getting one side of the AND polarity but it can take some time to find the other side. And this is where forming a metaphor and drawing it works well … you have to surrender your “thinking,” but the rewards are real … they can be quite profound. I like the idea of sharing the drawings and metaphor with others – they always see things I’ve missed. It opens the channels for some broader and deeper conversations, that’s for sure.


And a seasoned engineer and the regional head of a mining and engineering company explained his insights,


This experience of drawing my AND problem has completely changed the way I look at my strategy problem – it’s an amazing process. I admit, I didn’t understand, rationally, what exactly I was supposed to do. But as soon as I stopped thinking (ironically) and just started drawing, all kinds of things appeared. It was as if my blinders were removed. My mind opened and I was able to see things that were completely invisible to me before. And it was effortless. It just happened. As I drew, I noticed my concentration was intense; at the same time is was a lot of fun and I almost got carried away! (laughter) Time flew … I couldn’t find words to accurately describe what happened, but it seemed like my drawing hand was guiding my thinking. It was like my hand and brain were playing.


Drawing such a complex strategic problem can capture and illustrate broad and overarching issues in a way that words never can. It brings unknown connections and relationships to the forefront of conscious awareness. Drawing uses the a-rational cluster of cognitions (Chapter 4), while explanations with words uses the rational cluster.

An Australian global marketing director of a retail clothing company wrote that,


I don’t have words for what happened … but my entire strategy problem changed after I started drawing. It was a great freedom to not think with words, if that makes sense – it was liberating. My drawing mind went places that my rational mind would never have been invited! (laughter) I realized how my rational thinking was limiting my ability to think strategically. The most surprising thing was how the hand I drew with took over the lead once I let go. I “saw” things I had been ignoring and avoiding as I was drawing. I now feel confident and downright jolly!



Scenario

Arjun was tagged as a nascent frontrunner within the fiercely competitive world of technology start-up companies. He was admired as a brilliant analytical thinker. As the CEO of a renowned Silicon Valley firm, he was hounded by ever-aggressive investors to create a new, innovative strategy. He needed a groundbreaking strategy. It needed to be ingenious; and he needed it soon.

Arjun was spinning like a hamster on a wheel trying to generate an innovative strategy. Tormented by his inability to generate such a strategy, he grew increasingly anxious as the calendar weeks became months. He stayed glued to his computer screen, hopeful that a strategy would soon emerge from the reams of data. He was scared and paralyzed.

Regardless of the many caffeinated brainstorming sessions his team had, and an exorbitant invoice from hiring a strategy consultant, the end result was merely a variation or a slight pivot of their current strategy template. The clock was ticking and competitors were nabbing business and products.

After meeting with Arjun and with his executive team, I suggested that he might want to take out a pencil and draw the problem so that he could see it. He winced at the suggestion and grew skeptical the longer he thought about it. He grumbled something about not having sketched anything beyond two stick figures in kindergarten. His initial protest was fortunately, short-lived. The minute Arjun put pen to paper and focused on drawing the problem, he became immersed and energized. The process of drawing suspended his rational thinking and momentarily allowed him to tap into an a-rational mindset. He reveled telling his team how clearly he could see the whole panorama of their problem as he was drawing – the big picture came into focus, but in a totally different way. They teased him relentlessly as he described the fun he had as he put his hand and mind to paper. He passionately shared how his mind would often race ahead of his words – drawing gave him a place to put his thoughts and return to them later.

As we spoke later that month, Arjun enthusiastically mentioned that when he was actually drawing, he felt liberated. He could see a whole new dimension to the problem. Details and circumstances that had been largely invisible to him were now part of his overall picture. Drawing his problem had highlighted variables that were hidden in the data. He claimed he had re-positioned their business at least nine times as he drew and re-drew persistent threats contained in various imaginary scenarios. Another epiphany he reported was the eagerness of his global team to become involved in his newfound approach to formulating a strategy.

Not only did he recite the old cliché of a picture being worth a thousand words, but he also noted that the exercise was expansive. He commented on the “fascinating conversation between my hand and my mind.” Once the risks and factors were sketched, he could see the limitations and constraints of his current thinking.

Much to his amazement, the more he drew the more he wanted to draw, irrespective of laughter and jovial threats to display his “masterpieces.” His sketches brought peals of laughter, but they nevertheless became a magnet to attract those who would typically have been excluded from his strategy conversations.

Arjun shifted his mindset from an over-reliance on using rational thinking and analytical data to generate a strategy, to engaging in an a-rational process of drawing his strategic problem. This shift offered a means to diverge his thinking and critically examine his strategy problem in a way that is not possible when locked into a rational mindset. “Reinvigorating, energizing, and enlightening. That pretty well sums up what it was like!” revealed Arjun to a crowded room at their annual shareholders meeting. While he may not be entered in the annals of art history with the likes of Degas or Picasso, he ultimately was able to sketch the elements of a complex strategic problem and satisfy the concerned investors, as well as keep his job.


Drawing is a unique synthesizing methodology that is easily accessible yet, underutilized as a strategic thinking learning technique. It allows us to progress with complex and uncertain circumstances, which is essential for strategic thinking. It also allows us to delve into unknown factors by exaggerating or minimizing them and then to notice our reaction and others’ response. Drawing slows our thinking; it can be totally engrossing and wholly consuming. Within the context of learning to think strategically, drawing is a process of deep inquiry into that which is possible to know yet impossible to say verbally; it is a complex and layered process of the mind.13

Drawing our strategic AND metaphor allows us to concentrate and stay with a complex problem far longer than if we were to merely talk or analyze data about the problem. It’s exhilarating because drawing transports us to places and spaces that our rational mind can’t go. As the vice president of a medical device company in Singapore declared about his recent experience,


Drawing was elastic to me – I could expand or shrink the scope of my strategy by drawing – it seemed to alter my thinking. I was surprised! There was a funny back-and-forth chatter between my hand and my mind that took over. I became the “outsider.” I could see things I could never have imagine had I not been drawing. Oddly, and amazingly, I was captive and free at the same time. It’s magical in some sense!


The benefits of drawing our strategic AND polarity problem extend well beyond stimulating the imagination. As strategic thinking seminar participants note over and over, there is a dialogue of sorts that occurs between the hand and mind once we become immersed in this a-rational iterative process. Interestingly, drawing allows us to convey concepts, detailed factors, and the nature of relationships that can be difficult to explain with words; it permits conflicting thoughts and factors to come to light. In a sense, drawing offers us a satisfying and gratifying safety net of sorts, to deconstruct and reconstruct our thinking without being encumbered with words or numbers. Delightfully, drawing forces us to stay with the problem, to focus, and it “offers an extension of memory and a place to generate and play with ideas.”14

I suggest keeping a portfolio of your drawings to reference and as a tracker of your thoughts. Our drawings and our thinking diverge, consolidate, merge, and shift as we proceed with our drawing and thinking. Return to them often as a review or as a source of new ideas. This collection of our thinking allows us to trace and refine our thinking and it also provides a visual reference to share complex information with others. Drawings are a great way to informally invite others into a strategy conversation.

As previously noted, it is much easier to retain complex concepts and a myriad of details when we participate in a narrative of a drawing of an AND polarity metaphor, than it is to sit in a meeting or stare at a spreadsheet. Furthermore, strange as it may sound to those who have not experienced it, I often coax the strategists with whom I work to “draw” their strategic problem, along with details of any risks and conclusions. Drawing the strategic problem is a great way to integrate intuition and analysis and it develops thought flexibility by shifting cognitive clusters.

These are three highly unconventional ways that support the learning of strategic thinking. The most powerful approach is to use all three together because each supports and synergizes the others.



Three conventional learning processes

Three more conventional learning processes, which I encourage anyone interested in strategic thinking to use, are action learning, lateral thinking and learning agility. I recommend these three in particular because they develop critical reflective processes, they are flexible and integrative, and they can be either highly structured and formal or very informal.


Action learning

Essentially, action learning (AL) is an approach consisting of learning and action. While AL programs vary considerably, according to AL expert Michael Marquardt of George Washington University, all AL programs comprise six components: problem, group, questions, action, learning, and coach.15

Reg Revans introduced the concept of AL in the United Kingdom in the 1940s.16 Since then, there have been many interpretations and variations of AL applications. In a nutshell, AL is a systematic and structured approach to developing cognitive and affective discipline, skills, and thinking habits – essentials for learning to think strategically, because AL assists with learning transfer across contexts.

With regard to strategic thinking, AL integrates informal and formal learning and is an excellent way to establish individual and organizational use of the deeper dive-learning domain for strategic problem solving and decision making. Once initial problems are formulated, there is ample room to uncover patterns of thinking, inferences, and so on. Though the strategic thinking process is complex and dynamic, its components can be structured to a certain extent. AL encourages participants to experiment and make discoveries about their own learning as they embark on solving strategic problems. Furthermore, AL develops a cadre of people who have the capacity to use critically reflective processes in strategic thinking.

Linear and logical critical thinking can be included as a structured part of an AL process as a means of balancing the nonlinear and creative nature of the five essential attributes. Critical thinking establishes a logical chain of reasoning that is useful to unravel assumptions and to test new frames and ways of thinking. In critical thinking, a pattern of reasoning, starting with the basic construct of a reason, leads to a conclusion, and the conclusion is established and elaborated. This process moves toward complexities like the deconstruction and construction of an argument, where we develop and test hypotheses, analyze assumptions, and evaluate inferences or causal explanations. Fluency and confidence in using critical thinking are necessary for shifting back and forth between dialogue, discussion, and debate, as well as for testing the rational validity of ideas generated using a-rational thinking.

The implementation of AL can vary significantly, depending on a company’s specific goals, timeframes, and the individuals involved. What is most important, however, is that strategic imperatives are translated into business initiatives that can drive AL.



Lateral thinking

Lateral thinking (LT) is an approach for strengthening the strategic thinking attributes, particularly imagination, broad perspective, and juggling. I find many of the techniques developed by Edward De Bono, the originator of the concept of lateral thinking, to be helpful for expanding perspectives as well as for identifying dominant ideas. It gives vague ideas definition. Without bringing dominant themes into focus, good strategic ideas often remain stuck, tangled, or oblivious within patterns secured in our old frames.

The technique of lateral thinking can increase the chances for rearranging a pattern, which may in turn generate a strategic insight or innovative ideas. De Bono reminds us: “The more irrelevant such influences are, the more chance there is of altering the established pattern. To look only for things that are relevant means perpetuating the current pattern.”17

De Bono contrasts two terms: vertical thinking and lateral thinking. While acknowledging that lateral and vertical thinking are complementary, he differentiates the two by noting that vertical thinking is selective, meaning that it excludes other ways of thinking about accomplishing tasks. This vertical method is derived from technical rationality, as we strive to identify the most promising approach to a problem. By contrast, LT is generative and openly seeks to include other ways of approaching a problem. The intent of LT is to generate as many alternative approaches as possible, and this divergent aim supports one of the fundamentals of strategic thinking.

Accordingly, De Bono explains, “Lateral thinking is both an attitude and a method of using information.”18 LT is a kind of nonlinear, a-rational thinking that is concerned with changing patterns. Instead of simply taking a pattern and then developing it, as happens with vertical thinking, LT aims to restructure the pattern by putting things together in a different way. By its very nature, LT is compatible with and supportive of developing adaptive, innovative, and sustainable strategy.

De Bono further notes that, in using lateral thinking, one acknowledges the usefulness of a pattern, but instead of regarding it as inevitable, one regards it as only one way of putting things together. This attitude challenges the assumption that what is a convenient pattern at the moment is the only possible pattern.19

Since successful strategy is always past tense20 (i.e., it never happens the same way again), LT is enormously relevant and important for learning to think strategically because it emphasizes movement and future.


Lateral thinking enhances the effectiveness of vertical thinking by offering it more to select from.


In his well-known book Lateral Thinking, De Bono explains that the necessity of withholding judgment when using LT is useful in three ways:


To arrange information in a way which would never have come about in the normal course of events; to hold an arrangement of information without judging it; and to protect from dismissal an arrangement of information which has already been judged as impossible.21


The ability to suspend judgment is one of the most basic principles of LT, and this ability is one of the fundamental points of difference from vertical thinking. With regard to strategic thinking, LT is useful for generating ideas, while vertical thinking is useful for developing and implementing ideas. LT enhances the effectiveness of vertical thinking by offering it more. The implications for using LT to strengthen the five attributes are obvious, but strategists and facilitators of learning must also be willing to clarify whether the situation calls for strategic planning or strategic thinking – that is, vertical or lateral thinking, respectively.



Learning agility

Learning agility is the third conventional learning approach discussed in this chapter. It derives from two basic premises. First, profound learning comes from our willingness and ability to learn from experience; and second, individuals who ultimately failed to meet expectations are characterized by an unwillingness or inability to adapt.22

In essence, learning agility is the ability to learn from experiences and apply those learnings to new situations – learning transfer.23 Agile learners seek new challenges, are open to learning, seek feedback from others, and reflect on experiences with the aim of growth and development. According to human resource experts learning agile individuals exhibit the following four characteristics of:


	Mental agility: View problems from a new point of view in unclear situations.

	People agility: Self-aware, calm under pressure, and treat others productively.

	Change agility: Curious and experimental.

	Results agility: Achieve results in complex situations and inspire others to do the same.24



Fascinatingly, by engaging in the learning process that supports strategic thinking, we also learn agility of thought. As we well know, learning does not occur in a vacuum. Learning agility involves simultaneously holding on to our past learning and embracing a new situation; emphasizing the strategic thinking attribute of juggle. In learning agility, we acknowledge past learning and identify which information is useful to apply in a novel situation with potentially missing, complex, and/or changing information. Leaders who are adept at using the underlying cognitive clusters on the Sloan Triad Model™ (Chapter 4) tend to become agile thinkers because of their ability to move fluidly and iteratively from one strategy “dot” to the next, for the purpose of accommodating the business strategy need at hand.25

Furthermore, learning agility highlights learning over time, implying movement and future, which again, is critical for learning to think strategically. Moreover, openness to thoughtful questions from others and reflection on experience, which are both critical to learning agility, equip individuals with a wide range of frames and points of view that are conducive to deep-dive thinking and the strategic thinking attribute of broad perspective.




Adaptation – a strategic expectation

If the aim of good strategic thinking is to create a strategy that is sustainable, innovative, and winning, then by definition, good strategic thinking needs also to be adaptive. In order to become more adaptive, any development initiative must be focused on strengthening and expanding our repertoire of intuition as a means to developing the underlying cognitive cluster that supports strategic thinking (see Chapter 4). Developing this cognitive cluster strengthens adaptive capacity, which can become generative in nature.


Strategic adaptation is most often about recovery or trying to survive a crisis which has appeared suddenly and which threatens the strategy.


The notion of adaptability is not new, and it is generally not included within a strategic thinking context. As noted in Chapter 2, if we look at strategic thinking from the perspective of complexity theory, it is, first and foremost, about adaptation. And if we recall the ancient Greek notion of strategy, we recognize the implicit reference to the need for adaptive and flexible capability in order to deal with the polarities, uncertainties, complexities, and contradictions inherent in strategy. Drawing on Darwinism, we know that the largest, the strongest, or even the most intelligent of species are not those that survive – but those species that survive are the most adaptable to change.

Strategic adaptation consists of building on what has already been established, while exploring new possibilities in the present to benefit the future. Strategic adaptation, unfortunately, is not all about improvisation and fun. Research shows that strategic adaptation is most often about recovery or trying to survive a crisis which has appeared suddenly and which threatens the strategy.26 This research is consistent with transformative learning in the deepest level of the dive domain (see Chapter 9).

In his well-researched book The Upside of Irrationality, Dan Ariely notes that


Adaptation is a very important novelty filter that helps us focus our limited attention on things that are changing and might therefore pose either opportunities or danger. Adaptation allows us to attend to the important changes among the millions that occur around us all the time and ignore the unimportant ones.27


In reference to the starting point of strategic thinking, a Japanese executive explained:


To start, you must have a purpose. Sometimes I start because I’m afraid of something, many times I suppose it’s this. (laughter) And you understand that being afraid is a problem. So, in some sense perhaps I start with a problem, and then I just move to different places to look at the problem.


And a Hong Kong technology company COO explicitly stated:


I think I learn as much from things that hurt me as from things that help me – probably more if I take the time to think. It’s like you have a net you drag through life. You bring along all your “collectibles,” your experiences, with you. And there are times when they’ll help you and times when they’ll get in your way. Those are the times you can learn the most from. They’re your experiences, and it’s up to you what you do with them.


Adaptation is closely linked to reflecting in and on action as a learning process. Reflection in action and reflection on action have become conscious habits over the years for many of the executives I interviewed – both kinds of reflection are habits they learned and valued from their experience. They seemed to be aware of, expect, and trust the chaos, tension, and unexpected elements, and they did not feel compelled to control the disorder. Instead, they accepted anxiety as part of the challenge and expressed both satisfaction and enthusiasm about using reflection in action. Through their experience they had unknowingly made it part of their strategic thinking processes.

The executives in the study, as so many in my practice, described their ability and confidence to turn an obstacle into a game, and a game into a win. They appear to have learned to facilitate their own learning by reflecting on and reframing a challenge until it became a strategic opportunity for them. I continue to be fascinated by accounts of this adaptive process – a continuous and dynamic interplay of the five attributes and the three-stage informal learning process at work.

For example, all three of the executives from a Polish manufacturing company mentioned government interference as a contextual hindrance. They referred with disdain to the degree of involvement of the government, the bureaucracy, the perception that the government’s intention was to provide interference rather than support for businesses, the slow pace at which the government moved, and their past experience with punitive governmental powers. Also, the three executives indicated that the government was an “unknown” element, a “factor beyond their control,” and an impassioned “source of fire” that appeared to fuel their sense of determination. Incidentally, they had learned to transform the negative factor of government into an element of challenge and a motivator for learning.

The Hong Kong technology executive explained factors that contribute to his being a successful strategy maker:


I think it’s a combination of who I am and my luck, honestly. I’m basically a very driven and hardworking guy. I need to really like or be fascinated by what I’m doing – even as a kid I never just did what somebody told me. (laughter) And I like to pretend different things inside my mind. I don’t give up easily. (laughter) That’s probably a good trait, at least most of the time.


An adaptive strategist is able to respond rapidly and effectively to unexpected events, and can quickly shift from a planned sequence of actions to an alternative that is more appropriate.28 Something I have noticed in my own practice, which was supported by the findings of the study underlying this book, is that successful strategists did not explicitly mention “mistakes” as part of their learning, nor did they respond to probes about the role of “mistakes.”

A closer look at this avoidance or omission revealed that the strategists in the study did in fact acknowledge their mistakes, but they did not call them mistakes per se. They tended not to distinguish missteps from experimentation or trial and error. Their descriptions implied, however, that they incorporated learning from these experiences into their continuous cycle of critical reflection and revision during the experience and reevaluation stages of the informal learning process. Also, they used dialogue and storytelling as techniques to test and to preempt errors and to adapt in order to move forward.

One of the financial executives brushed aside the word mistake and went on to explain:


I don’t really think about mistakes, or I’d just get stuck … gotta move forward. It’s more like I’m adjusting to things all the time. When things don’t work out, that moment becomes part of the new future. It’s strange. When this happens, we look again at the data and then we pull apart the analysis. This is the part I really like because I think in a different way. It’s the tough part, but I always learn from it. We imagine all these possibilities and make up a lot of stories. Telling stories is good, you know, because they help you understand what went wrong. And we talk about all kinds of things we have to try. This kind of thing happens all the time; it’s just part of learning to make adjustments and it’s hard to explain. There are lots of these adjustments that need to be made to strategy, lots of things go wrong. But they’re not really mistakes – they’re just part of the process.


Successful strategists with whom I have worked invariably exhibit a strong degree of self-reliance. They do not dwell on negatives or obstacles – they expect them and perceive them as challenges and as learning initiatives. Mistakes simply allow them to refocus their attention and force them to see things differently.


An over-reliance on detailed plans and regimented procedures crowds out adaptive potential.


Adaptation is similar in some respects to improvisation. We cannot plan an improvisation – we assess the situation and act or react. Intuition is essential for improvisation. In strategy making, we rely on intuition to decide when to adapt, to determine the degree to which a situation is deteriorating, and to decide which routine or action script we should use to adjust. Furthermore, we rely on our intuition to decide whether or not to trust our adaptation, because the changes we want to make may result in subsequent or even worse problems.

Chaos theory warns that the closer we get to thinking we understand a pattern and believing we can control it, the more likely we are to be surprised and frustrated when it turns out to be quite different from what we imagined. Therefore, strategists must practice thinking that supports dealing with contradictions. Daily life regularly reminds us that our minds and our businesses are not always systems in balance. If we regularly allow our minds to play with highly unlikely possibilities in relation to some pattern or trend, then the future will not come as such a surprise. We will have a large repertoire of experience with such possibilities, which strengthens our intuition and increases the likelihood of adapting.


Details can doom adaptation

Frequently in my practice, I find that although regional and country business heads are tasked with strategic responsibilities and are highly committed to developing local strategic thinkers, they nonetheless, tend to cancel opportunities for strategic adaptation by creating an over-reliance on excruciatingly detailed plans and procedures among their senior managers. Research has shown that an over-reliance on detailed plans and regimented procedures can diminish adaptive potential.29 An overdependence on plans and procedures actually becomes an impediment and runs counter to developing strategic thinking capability. Just as an over-reliance on a memorized script can impede improvisation, so too can a meticulously detailed plan derail the ability to think strategically.

In contrast to strategic thinkers, strategic planners often aim to specify every last detail, leaving nothing to chance. Unfortunately, the more details there are, the harder it is to adapt, the more fragile the plans become, and the more susceptible a strategic plan becomes to missing its anticipated outcome. A highly innovative chief strategist of an artificial intelligence (AI) division within an American company candidly expressed his thoughts about how details can derail strategic thinking,


At the start I have to ask myself what is my strategic intent? My role is to lead the strategic thinking process, not plan the minute details – that’ll kill my ability to think strategically. Sure, details are important for implementing a strategy, but honestly, it’s the easiest part. Focusing on details when your intent is strategic thinking – it’s like tripping over all the electrical wires and nails and pipes laying around a house under construction. You’ll end up with your nose flat against the floor boards! And you’ll lose the broad perspective of not only the house, but of the entire community. Let go of the details and insist on a broad swath of time and space. Fly high.


In their book Managing the Unexpected, Karl Weick and Kathleen Sutcliffe discuss three ways that detailed plans can stifle adaptability.30 First, plans make us insensitive to the anomalies that tell us it is time to adapt, because plans describe what is relevant and what is not. Anything that is irrelevant to the plan does not get much attention. Second, plans may include contingency actions for coping with difficulties, but these contingencies were drawn up in advance and are usually void of context, the constraints, and any new opportunities that tend to crop up the moment the plan is being implemented. And third, plans are designed to have us repeat “optimized” patterns of activity. But high-reliability organizations cope with unexpected events by adapting to circumstances rather than by depending on plans.

Adaptation is not simply building a new strategic plan to replace an old one. Rather, adaptation means modifying a plan that is in progress via a strategic thinking process – like jumping on a moving train or trying to catch a bird in flight. Most often, the plans we develop need to be improved and modified as we learn in action, because businesses compete in a grossly complex, constantly changing, uncertain global context which is saturated with incomplete and inaccurate information. Adapting strategy is much more difficult than planning strategy, because there are innumerable variables, both known and unknown.

Often, executives stumble over the paradox that the greater the uncertainty we face when making strategy, the more advantage there is to managing that uncertainty by planning to adapt. In other words, paying attention to our hunches or our common sense is what is needed. We tend to know intuitively that the more uncertain and unpredictable our strategic environment, the more useless our detailed plans become. Strategic thinking is not about the creation of a static plan but, rather, about setting a dynamic, sustainable thinking process in motion. An important part of facilitating strategic thinking capacity is to create the expectation of adaptation. We need to be strategically adaptive to deal with such a chaotic and unpredictable environment.

Adaptation is a broad and complex process which “operates at deep physiological, psychological, and environmental levels, and it affects us in many aspects of our lives. Because of its generality and pervasiveness, there is also a lot that we don’t yet understand about it.”31


Strategic planning is not the antithesis of strategic thinking; rather, it is complementary to it and needs to be balanced within the overall strategy-making process.


The concept of bounded rationality was first introduced by Herbert Simon, who won a Nobel Prize in 1978 for his work on decision making and problem solving. His idea was that there are too many facts and too many combinations of facts for us to make any important decision by simply gathering and analyzing all the facts.32 He found that the more complex the decision, the faster the complications added up, and the more “knowing” how to make a decision in ways other than cognitive sequential analysis became necessary.

We need a method which allows us to make effective decisions in these all too familiar strategic situations. Technical analysis and computer models can help, but only by providing a sophisticated synopsis or consolidated information. Given that most global strategy is created under these highly complex circumstances, the decisions we make are connected to many conditions that lack metrics yet weigh heavily on the overall strategic-risk quotient. Therefore, when we consider learning to think strategically, we must pay attention to honing our adaptive capabilities in order to balance our analytical skills.

Strategic adaptation, however, is not always a good idea, and improvisation is not inherently beneficial to strategic thinking. A well-developed intuition allows us to “know” when to change a plan and when to leave it alone. Intuition raises our internal red flags and alerts us to the benefits of taking action and the unintended consequences that arise from adaptations. Our ability to adapt is only as good as our intuition, which is based on our experience.

Strategic planning is not the antithesis of strategic thinking; rather, it is complementary to it and needs to be balanced within the overall strategy-making process. Meticulous attention to detail is imperative to the planning and the implementation phases of strategy. If we expect to adapt our strategy, we must tacitly accept the unpredictability of strategy and openly try to work with this unpredictability, instead of trying to out-plan it.
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VII

Summary and questions

Engaging in any form of the arts is highly beneficial to developing the five attributes of strategic thinkers in both direct and indirect ways. Combined with the critical reflective processes it hones the transfer of learning from one context to another, expands perspectives, stretches our imagination, and offers experience with tension. Furthermore, it develops emotional awareness, supports risk taking, offers firsthand experience with paradox and polarity, and teaches conceptual and complex thinking.

Another decidedly unique advantage is that participating in any of the arts taps into the a-rational mindset, in addition to the rational mind. In “doing” an art form, we slip into a-rational thinking and vacillate between the rational and a-rational as we think “about” the art. With practice, this yields an agility of cognition that is enormously expansive. Leveraging this can be an invaluable strategic competitive asset for individuals and for an organization.

Three unconventional ways to support the learning of strategic thinking are with AND polarity, metaphor, and drawing. Engaging in these, and particularly, in combination, is highly conducive to the development of strategic thinking.

What I refer to as AND thinking is a type of polarity thinking that is conducive to dealing with complex and conceptual thinking. The paradoxical nature of many strategic problems requires an ability to identify the AND polarity within the problem and to work with the inherent tension, rather than revert to convergent thinking to eliminate the tension. The tension that accompanies AND polarities is beneficial in pushing the limits of what we can conceive as possible. A new concept or innovative breakthrough moment may be forthcoming as the result of grappling with the tension of an AND polarity.

Strategic problems tend to be enormously complex and conceptual as attested [to] by the presence of an AND polarity. Drawing and metaphor help us retain the memory of such complex and conceptual problems. Creating and drawing a metaphor that illustrates our strategic problem, is a unusually effective way to shift, shatter, and re-frame an issue, and to identify the real strategic problem prior to moving toward a solution. Creating and drawing such a metaphor enables us to see significant hidden details of the problem that might ordinarily remain oblivious to us. It also allows us to easily broaden or narrow the scope and context of the problem by “zooming in” and “zooming out” through our metaphor and picture. This dual metaphor-drawing process also gives us a place and a process to park thoughts and ideas that may not have words – a very common notion conveyed repeatedly by successful strategists in the study.

Interestingly, such active engagement in drawing and metaphor supports long-term memory retention of both broad concepts and minute details of the strategy problem. Metaphor and drawing spawn a narrative and storytelling; enriching critical dialogue, discussion, and debate. A remarkable “dialogue” between the hand and the mind occurs. It slows down our thinking and sharpens our focus, yet allows us to shift our focus almost effortlessly. This results in a highly iterative cognitive process that enables us to use images and symbols to represent words that have not yet appeared.

Since metaphor and drawing have critical reflective qualities, their benefit when communicating during the strategic thinking process cannot be overstated. These are often underutilized, yet highly impactful types of informal learning that can assist in developing strategic thinkers. Drawing and metaphor in particular, activate and assist in visualizing, diverging, and challenging the strategic problem. In turn, this helps integrate the five attributes and can support learning to think strategically.

Action learning, lateral thinking, and agility learning methods also strengthen the critical reflective processes as well as the five attributes that are required in strategic thinking. Action learning revolves around individuals learning through experimentation and using the critical reflective processes. Lateral thinking is about restructuring the problem and viewing it from multiple perspectives. And agility learning is based on learning from experience and supports learning transfer.

Given the complex and highly unpredictable nature of our world, strategic thinking must be adaptive. If our intent is to engage in strategic thinking, we should refrain from becoming too involved with details, as details can inhibit and deter adaptability. Strategic thinking and strategic planning should be complementary. We want to leverage the strengths of each in order to propel an organization toward its strategic aim. Learning to think strategically is not something learned overnight. It requires emotional (affective) and intellectual (cognitive) learning, the inclusion of life experiences, the sum of the a-rational and rational mindsets, and adeptness at using critical reflective processes.

Moving beyond convention and into the space of exploring and experiencing metaphor and drawing these nontraditional learning processes can strengthen our ability to think strategically in many ways. There is little risk and the possibility of great return.


	 1 Is there a creative endeavor or a preferred art form that you enjoy or could access as a means to strengthening your own five attributes? How could this support you in becoming a more effective strategic thinker?

	 2 What role does informal learning play in developing all five attributes necessary for strategic thinking?

	 3 Think of a time when you observed a performance, museum exhibit, or another artistic event. Think of a time when you engaged in a creative endeavor. What was the difference? How did you experience the difference? How is this relevant for learning to think strategically?

	 4 Why is the creation of a pipeline of strategic thinkers across an organization beneficial to the sustainability of an organization’s future? How could you support this?

	 5 Can you think of a time within an organization when over-attention to details was responsible for derailing a strategic aim? What factors contributed to this? How could it have been averted?

	 6 Can you think of a current strategic AND polarity where you work? Or one that exists within a familiar company or government organization? How do leaders react to the unbearable tension that is inherent in the AND polarity?

	 7 What can detract from and impede our ability to stay with the inherent tension of an AND polarity?

	 8 What is the eventual strategic benefit to organizations whose leaders learn to grapple with the tension of an AND polarity? What suggestions can you offer to entice a team to learn to deal with the tension?

	 9 How is your thinking enriched through the creation of a metaphor? And how is the strategic problem itself ultimately enhanced through the use metaphor?

	10 How does drawing your strategic problem strengthen your ability to think strategically? What are some of the main advantages? Identify some of the possible challenges. Why?







VIII

Where do we go from here?

Suggestions for learning to think strategically


A man, though wise, should never be ashamed of learning more, and must unbend his mind.

—From Antigone by Sophocles (442–42 bc), Greek philosopher
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Where we’ve come from and where we can go: some suggestions

Throughout this book, we have encouraged the reader to seek a balance and to integrate opposing and contradictory perspectives, or metos. We have followed the swinging pendulum from the ancient Greek concept of strategy, which assumed an unresolvable tension and mutuality between chaos and ordered cosmos, all the way over to technical rationality of the modern era, with its obsession on the linear, rational, scientific approach to strategy making. Still, in search of the holy grail for learning to think strategically, we find ourselves at a crossroads, eager to move forward and apply what we have learned.

If we assume, as many organizations do, that human capital is the only true competitive global strategic advantage, and if we also assume that the global reality in which we make strategy promises only to become more complex and challenging, then common sense tells us that we need to make a long-term business investment in strengthening and expanding the strategic thinking capacity within our organizations. Technical rational skills alone will not serve leaders well in the face of complexities that require dealing with polarity tension and unpredictability.

In this Part VIII, we include a chapter offering a list of suggestions for individuals, learning facilitators, business schools, and organizations. This is followed by a “cheat sheet” that consolidates the suggestions from throughout the book.

Learning to think strategically is complex and enormously challenging – yet paramount among leadership responsibilities. It requires abilities that are not generally taught in formal, traditional strategy courses, but instead are learned informally. Strategic thinking requires experience, and time for critical reflection, critical inquiry, critical dialogue, and commitment to developing the five attributes. This final chapter consists of four subsections, each focusing on suggestions for a particular group: individuals, learning facilitators, business schools, and organizations.


Suggestions for individuals

There are many things individuals can do to support the development of strategic thinking. First and foremost, participate in a creative art form – any art form – even if you are not “that type.” Whether you choose piano lessons, painting, carpentry, photography, or cooking, make sure you enjoy it and feel engaged when “doing” it. There is no wrong way to play or improvise – just get started.

Just as with exploring or exercising any new skill, sometimes we need a partner, such as a good friend, a coach who can guide us through critical reflective processes (critical dialogue, critical inquiry, critical reflection) until they become habits. This kind of supported engagement can help with later transfer of learning to a business- or government-strategy context.

Alternatively, or additionally, we could keep a journal about our experience, tracking our progress, reactions, and observations: what am I doing, thinking, and feeling; what is easy; what is a struggle; what am I noticing about my thinking and my progress? Recall the five attributes and use them as a guide for journal reflections and questions. By drawing parallels (literally and figuratively) about what we are noticing and experiencing in our artistic pursuit, we are laying the foundation for strategic thinking.

In case I lost you back at piano lessons and painting, rest assured that the learning from these types of efforts can be used in a competitive business setting. For instance, as I mentioned earlier, when working with executives to develop a strategy, one of the most valuable exercises I ask of them is to “draw” their strategic problem. Initially, some look at me with comic disbelief in their eyes and deflect the invitation with a passing reference to stick figures, but visualizing a complex and conceptual strategic problem through drawing can produce some terrific “a-has,” amazing clarification, and innovative thoughts.

Similarly, when critical reflective processes are introduced, I find that aspiring strategists often respond apprehensively. They have a sense that critical reflective processes are probably good for someone they know – but somehow not appropriate for them. Often, executives are ambivalent and nervous about challenging and testing current thinking because this is not a practice accepted within their organizational culture. They are concerned about being ridiculed and afraid that their colleagues will disapprove of their reframing. Again, they tend to like the concept, but would prefer to forgo the experience.

To ease into these difficult learning processes, I find that offering strategists some knowledge of the surf and dive learning domains provides them with a purposeful means of approaching the level of thinking to which they aspire in meetings –and practice nearly always alleviates some of the anxiety associated with the strategic learning process.



Suggestions for learning facilitators

What can be done to support the development of ambitious and aspiring leaders who wish (or need) to learn to think strategically? First and foremost, those responsible for facilitating learning can create a climate that is conducive to strategic thinking by providing the following:


	Offer information about the learning process used for strategic thinking, the role of informal learning, cognitive clusters, intuition, learning domains, transfer, and the role of critical reflective processes.

	Clearly and explicitly differentiate between learning strategic thinking and learning strategic planning.

	Encourage and/or create sufficient space and time to critically reflect.

	Practice critical inquiry and dialogue so that learners have a baseline, feel confident, and gain experience in using questions, active listening, and dialogue.

	Ensure that learners are involved in strategy making, for this involvement is the best way to practice reflection in and on action.

	Trust that executives and managers can and do have meaningful learning experiences that transfer and contribute to strategic thinking, and invite them to identify these experiences.




Roles for learning facilitators

The ability to do many things at once has become a way of life for leaders of all organizations. For better and for worse, technology can do an incredible number of remarkable things – sometimes to the point of confusion. As human beings, we often feel pressure to match the performance standards of technology. As we attempt to facilitate learning to think strategically, three main points are useful to keep in mind.

First, remember that from a strategic thinking perspective, successful strategy is always past tense; therefore, take an adaptive stance and assume that things will continue to change. Keep moving mentally. Avoid relying on past achievements, approaches, or mindsets for future success.

Second, successful strategic thinking requires agility in using both cognitive clusters: the linear, logical, analytic, convergent cluster, and the nonlinear, a-rational, divergent, intuitive, imaginative cluster. Because the linear, logical side is deeply entrenched already in traditional learning and organizational development practice, sharpen the focus on the nonlinear, a-rational, divergent, intuitive, and imaginative one.

And third, successful strategy is adaptable, sustainable, innovative, and winning. Such strategy requires developing the five attributes (imagination, broad perspective, juggle, no control over, desire to win) and using the informal learning process to ensure the development of these attributes.

So, what does this mean for organizational learning facilitators? This knowledge opens opportunities for organizational learning facilitators to assume any or a combination of the following three roles.


Key strategist

As a partner at all levels of organizational strategy meetings, a key strategist contributes content data and offers a specific perspective. A chief learning officer, for example, has an organizational responsibility to speak directly to the contribution of individual development and to social and strategy dimensions, and to embed challenge into the culture in an effort to create a pipeline of strategic thinkers within the organization.



Concept creator

The concept creator advocates for a process which changes radically the way in which strategy is made. Instead of discussing whether to use an inside-out/outside-in approach or a top-down/bottom-up strategy or structure/infrastructure, concept creators encourage an inclusive, adaptive, nonlinear, divergent, a-rational strategic thinking approach as a genuine concept re-creation.



Process facilitator

Process facilitators often partner with the chief learning officer and organizational learning specialists who support executives and line managers. Process facilitators play a supporting role to those who challenge, revise, and test the data as well as their thinking throughout the strategy-making process.




Techniques for strengthening strategic thinking

The following suggestions provide facilitators of learning with practical techniques for promoting and strengthening the cognitive and affective skills required for strategic thinking. Learning facilitators can strengthen the learning process of strategic thinking by being willing to:


	Give permission to people to act as the contrarian during strategy meetings. Rotate this role until everyone feels comfortable playing this role with everyone else during meetings. Establish purpose, pride, and respect in playing the contrarian role. Rotate people in and out of various groups – allow plenty of opportunities for people to inquire and dialogue.

	Formally teach techniques to ask deep-dive-level questions.

	Formally teach and practice debate, discussion, and dialogue. Invite provocative or antagonistic speakers and urge them to shake up your thinking with fresh perspectives and challenges. Bring in outside speakers who have good thinking habits but who come from worlds which are unfamiliar and very different from your own. Listen, reflect, and dialogue about corporate, competitive, public, or political, educational, social, ethnic, and religious issues and perspectives for the sake of frame change.

	Use metaphors, analogies, fables, and parables as documentation and divergence mechanisms, which enable complex concepts and results to be transferred readily.

	Respect non-work experiences. Learning occurs throughout all activities, not just within working hours or the confines of a classroom. Doing and action are frequently rewarded, to the exclusion of deeper thinking, which requires time, critical reflection, and inquiry. Observe, listen, and record the learning that comes from informal opportunities.

	Explicitly recognize and appreciate executives who endorse and practice informal development efforts that focus on critical reflective processes, in order to heighten awareness and identify role models. Such learning creates an everyday environment conducive to informal learning.

	Think of ways to repeat the things that have worked, and adapt as needed. Pay attention, record, and reflect.

	“Draw” or construct a visual picture of your strategy. Use pens, markers, and objects prior to working on your spreadsheet.



By enabling everyone within the organization to learn a disciplined approach for strengthening the five essential attributes and critical reflective capacity, you can ensure that what emerges will be an informed, innovative, and sustainable strategic pipeline of sorts.




Suggestions for business school curricula

The appeal of business school curricula is that they are essentially a model of pragmatism and technical rationality. This model is also a weakness. The reality of the global business environment in which strategy is made has long ago, outgrown this model. If business schools wish to move strategic thinking beyond a hope and a prayer, then the definition of strategy within curricula needs to be expanded to include learning to think strategically, rather than being limited to learning to plan strategically.

Reading and analyzing novels, dramas, painting, photography, films, and music are great ways to learn about basic human nature – as it intersects with products and services. This is after all, what strategy making is all about. Becoming engrossed in a novel or play, creating a complex metaphor, developing a compelling story, or being moved by a particular piece of music, is a powerful experience. When we recognize that the strategic problem we encounter has been previously experienced, recorded in various forms, and reflected on by countless generations in various countries, our perspective begins to broaden, our pattern recognition sharpens, and our curiosity grows.

We begin to connect our current situation to that in the play, poem, music, dance, or picture through metaphorical thinking. Also, we gain insight through drawing, stories, paintings, and dramas from which to reflect and diverge. Through critical dialogue, continually, we transfer learning and come to understand how others have dealt with uncertainties, conflict, injustice, paradoxes, contradictions, and risk. This learning process belongs in business school conversations.

Learning is one of the very few business situations in which the process is more important than the result. Learning is the competitive factor that differentiates strategic thinking from strategic planning, namely because of its generative and sustainable nature. Therefore, we want continually to place ourselves in a state of imbalance in order to test and challenge our ability to learn.


Learning is one of the very few business situations in which the process is more important than the result.


While I am not advocating for the inclusion of art or music appreciation courses in business curricula, nor is there any reason to eliminate the analytic content from existing courses, I do recommend that attention be given to the flip side of the strategy coin. The five essential attributes and critical reflective processes need to be developed through informal means and also through an instructional approach in order to support the learning of strategic thinking.

There are two popular schools of thought about how to strengthen critical reflective processes. One is that critical reflective processes happen naturally; the second is that they need to be structured. I believe it is important to support the former with the latter if we are to accelerate learning strategic thinking. Business schools can set an expectation for the use of critical reflective processes and also include the processes in segments that can be practiced (e.g., listening, intuition, critical inquiry, lateral thinking, critical reflection) in a structured format using either an integrated or an isolated instructional approach.

An integrated approach might include incorporating such things as exercises in design, drawing, metaphoric writing, storytelling, and intuition into the content of existing strategy courses. On the other hand, an isolated instructional approach might require a seminar allotted to critical inquiry or a workshop on design or storytelling. While some business schools are gradually including these, far more could benefit future leaders by doing so.

Although newly minted MBA graduates often are extremely adept at thinking within an analytical frame, I find that often they are not nearly as proficient when required to shift cognitive clusters. Frequently, across the globe, I notice that graduates of MBA programs lack the critical reflective processes and conceptual thinking needed to transfer, shatter, and reframe – precisely what is needed for innovative and adaptive strategic thinking. They are in a quagmire when trying to think strategically, unable to identify what their habits of mind and patterns are and unable to draw from and transfer experience across contexts. Without these capabilities, they cannot imagine and generate truly innovative strategy. Although many young MBA graduates have impressive professional and personal histories, an inability to critically reflect and to use AND thinking impedes their ability to transfer learning across contexts and diminishes their contribution to the strategy game.

When MBA graduates enter businesses, typically, they have a fixed-frame mentality regarding problem solving and decision making. They have learned (quite thoroughly) one way to examine a problem and often assume, falsely, that there is a best solution for each problem. While this assumption is useful for operational matters and simple problems, it is often counterproductive for the learning process needed in complex strategic thinking. Therefore, business schools could acknowledge and persistently work with both the surf and the dive learning domains across the curriculum, rather than permit the convenient and efficient surf domain of instrumental, transactional learning required in analytical courses.

In referencing the history of strategy, we can see the tremendous and long-lasting impact that the technical rational way of thinking has had on business school curricula. With regard to strategic thinking, the current perception is that many business school curricula are locked into a singular, outdated, analytical mode of thinking that emphasizes the frameworks in vogue during the industrial revolution. The focus continues, with the linear, logical, rational thinking and objective representation taking absolute precedence over anything else. No wonder executives are often disappointed with the inability of experienced and emerging leaders to think strategically – they have simply not been taught. These highly linear, rational skills need to be balanced and blended with learning that requires divergent, nonlinear, a-rational, creative, and conceptual thinking abilities, which are less finite and less concrete and which include an emphasis on the affective as well as cognitive learning domains.



Suggestions for organizations

Much of what has been outlined previously can also be applied to companies, governments, and other organizations. Strategic thinking is not merely behavioral or skill development; rather, it involves a high degree of complex cognitive and affective abilities. If organizations are serious about developing a pipeline of strategic thinkers that can tackle the most complex and unpredictable problems, they must foster a culture that includes strategic thinking.


Fostering a culture of strategic thinking

Fostering culture involves addressing all levels of organizational culture. Therefore, organizations that wish to foster a culture that includes strategic thinking, must consider all three levels of organizational culture. First, organizations must consider how their so-called artifacts (e.g., enticing chat booths, easy access to paper, white boards, play spaces, invitations to explore new interests) can encourage strategic thinking. Are there visible objects, structures, and processes that promote the critical reflective processes, divergent thinking, deep-dive thinking, and challenging assumptions? Is strategic thinking explicitly included in the organization’s value statements?

Second, organizations should consider how their values can support strategic thinking. What do individuals at all levels of the organization value, and does this include strategic thinking? How is the organization rewarding strategic thinking, if at all?

Third, leaders should assess how their own underlying assumptions support strategic thinking – what do they model? For instance, do individuals at all levels of the organization truly feel safe to exhibit the five attributes (imagination, broad perspective, juggle, dealing with matters over which they have no control, desire to win), or is it simply an espoused value that is not enacted? How do leaders truly feel about individuals who practice informal learning strategies?

Techniques for fostering a culture of strategic thinking include:


	Create and encourage practice time to critically dialogue during strategy meetings. The aim of such dialogue should be on developing the five attributes of strategic thinkers – imagination, broad perspective, juggle, no control over, and desire to win – and the critical reflective processes. Critical dialogue about problems requiring rational decisions should be differentiated from problems needing an a-rational approach.

	Focus on encouraging leaders at all levels to actively participate in creative endeavors (e.g., engaging in any of the arts) and the humanities to strengthen strategic thinking and to transfer learning across contexts. Embed a shared vocabulary and concepts; this can be highly conducive to facilitating meaningful dialogue, which enhances the transfer process. It also sends the message to all members of the organization that it is permissible, safe, and encouraged to engage in endeavors that strengthen strategic thinking.

	Include concepts and vocabulary related to the strategic thinking attributes within the mission and vision statements to send a clear message that strategic thinking is valued by leadership.

	Establish rewards mechanisms and positive recognition that value purposeful behaviors related to strategic thinking (e.g., challenging and deep-dive questioning).








A “cheat sheet” for individuals and organizations

Tips for individuals


	Instead of saying “no,” ask a question. And then another. And another. Ask questions that move from the surf to the dive level of thinking. To gain a new perspective, invite listeners and questioners who do not know the background, content, or the politics of the strategic issue.

	Take time to write down the feelings attached to your thinking in a journal or log. Over time, journal entries offer data to back up your intuitive sense of a pattern or trend. This journaling helps you to uncover assumptions, highlights traps in your thinking, and gives you confidence in your judgment.

	Critically reflect on things that provoke questions, strong feelings, or ambivalence. Seek out opportunities to practice critical reflection, like arts experiences. Exercise the critical reflective processes and develop the five attributes through creative pursuits.

	Draw or design your strategy ideas instead of writing them. Write or tell parables, fables, allegories, and metaphors which illustrate your assumptions and beliefs about strategy issues.

	Upgrade and diversify the kinds of strategy conversations you have.

	Alternate among dialogue, discussion, and debate. Include dive-level questions.

	Scrutinize the content, the process, and the premise of a strategy matter separately; then, look at connections between and among them.

	Avoid solutions and a quick-fix approach to strategy problems. Instead, hold back and suspend judgment. Deliberately poke around until you find a surprise. Then inquire and reflect on that surprise.

	Show and tell the perspectives and the patterns you see in data. Explain what they mean, might mean, why, and why not. Pointing out patterns can accelerate the discovery process in strategic thinking, because imagining patterns you have not seen is sometimes difficult. Finding patterns will sharpen your focus and attention. Actually, using show-and-tell heightens the creative process and expands the breadth of visibility in strategic thinking.

	Become comfortable balancing data and intuition. Attune yourself to emotions that rise to the surface and consider many sources of information.

	Slow down, in order to speed up later. Relax. Play. Reflect.

	Identify and focus on what you cannot control, rather than on what you can control.

	Identify role models who practice strategic thinking. Ask them to articulate their thinking, feelings, and experiences of the learning process.

	Change the people and places with whom and where you conduct strategy sessions. More of both is better.




Tips for organizations


	Actively consider how your organizational culture is supporting strategic thinking.

	Shatter the tip-of-the-triangle model of strategy making. Instead, draw and develop from all levels, all functions, and all locales of the organization.

	Clarify the organizational intent by differentiating strategic planning from strategic thinking.

	Encourage and support activities such as participation in the arts and creative life experiences, in order to develop the five attributes and critical reflective processes. Alternate experiences in the arts with structured dialogue and critical reflective development sessions.

	Support and encourage learning processes, such as action learning and lateral thinking, and agility learning as a means of strengthening the five attributes and transferring experience to a business-strategy context.

	Institutionalize time for reflection. Senior executives should articulate explicitly the value and relation between time, reflection, experience, and learning. Reflection can, and usually does, happen outside of work. What is important is that reflection is acknowledged and established as an expectation, supported with ideas of what reflection looks like, and that it then be processed and incorporated into strategic thinking.

	Encourage the use of complex metaphor and drawing when dealing with difficult strategic problems.

	Support an awareness of intuition in order to develop experience and trust among executives as they use intuition as part of the strategic thinking process.

	Talk about discoveries and situations where critical reflective thinking contributes to strategic decisions as a great way of helping people learn to pay attention to critical reflection.

	Do not overestimate the impact of formal learning, just because this type of learning is an organizational habit or because it is convenient to quantify.

	Explicitly recognize informal learning as being valuable to the corporate culture.

	Avoid an obsession with measuring everything. Trust that powerful and significant learning can occur outside the four walls of organizational control.

	Organize “think tanks” across the organization and around the globe (live or virtual). The purpose of “think tanks” is to develop a pipeline of strategic thinkers by strengthening the five attributes and critical reflective processes, not to solve problems. “Think tanks” can become forums to practice and experiment with processes and an opportunity for senior executives to model and further develop strategic thinking.

	Include junior and mid-level managers in conversations about the strategic- learning process. This inclusion serves as a role-modeling opportunity to learn informally through experience. Junior managers should have access to the experienced senior executives as a learning resource, and they should be supported with adequate time for reflection. This can be a great strategic pipeline builder.

	Establish critical dialogue and inquiry as a management expectation.

	Move lessons learned from the surf domain to the deeper dive domain.

	Share more than transactional, instrumental, surface thinking about what went wrong, what changed, and the results. Include process and premise reflection to encourage the affective learning dimension.

	Include the identification of AND polarity and drawing a metaphor of the issue in strategic thinking sessions to ensure you have the real strategy problem. Insist on sufficient time to grapple with these exercises.

	Expand the in-company and external groups with whom executives regularly conduct informal dialogue. Use metaphor, storytelling, and critical dialogue as an everyday alternative to bullet points and sound bites. The listening required of metaphor, storytelling, and critical dialogue can create enormous tension, which can encourage and enrich reflection.






VIII

Summary and questions

There are many ways to develop strategic thinkers, but there is no prescriptive method that works with certainty for every situation. It is up to individuals and organizations to determine which methods are appropriate and may work best for their circumstance.

Individuals are well advised to learn the difference between strategic thinking and strategic planning, and to delve into the cognitive cluster that supports strategic thinking in particular. As discussed in the previous chapters, engaging in a preferred art form lends a multitude of cross-over benefits.

Learning facilitators can encourage leaders to expand their perspective of strategic problems by enlarging and diversifying the range of frames they choose to include in meetings. They can also support the use of deep-dive-level questions and critical inquiry among leadership. And learning facilitators can underscore the importance of informal and unconventional approaches to learning that give access to the a-rational cognitive cluster, in addition to honing traditional formal learning methods.

Business schools are well advised to continue opening curricula to courses that support the development of strategic thinking, not just strategic planning. By valuing the cognitive cluster that supports strategic thinking, business schools will position future leaders as agile thinkers – adept at AND polarity thinking, the five attributes, and critical reflective processes. In turn this exposure and experience will prepare students with an ability to deal with complex, conceptual and a-rational thinking in addition to analytical, linear, rational thinking. Significantly different capabilities that need to be balanced and blended to lead in our real world of uncertainty and ambiguity and paradox.

Learning to think strategically takes time and commitment. It requires ability and agility with a kind of thinking that is typically not taught in formal strategy courses. Yet, the types of cognitive capabilities required are heavily reliant on informal learning and are available and largely accessible across the world.


	1 Individuals: Given your curiosity and commitment to further developing your own strategic thinking, is there an informal, unconventional learning method you could explore and fully engage in? How could you prepare? What could be the most challenging aspect for you? What could be the most rewarding aspect?

	2 Learning facilitators: When you consider your organization’s leadership, what can you leverage to differentiate strategic thinking from strategic planning in practice? What could be potential barriers?

	3 Business schools: How can you accentuate the necessity of learning to think a-rationally as well as rationally, as a means to preparing leaders in an unpredictable and constantly changing environment? What informal learning can be incorporated? What formal learning can be applied?

	4 Organizations: What role do leaders play and what role do individuals play in bringing strategic thinking to life within your organization?








Final summary

After centuries of traveling the long and winding roads, practitioners of strategy and scholars alike have acknowledged the uncanny similarities between the current challenges of our global strategy making and those of the ancient Greeks. Although our present-day global strategy context is, in many ways, qualitatively and quantitatively different from that of our ancient predecessors, our context remains as unpredictable, ever-changing, and rife with paradoxes as was the dawn of Western civilization. And while our learning repertoire is more expansive than that of our predecessors, common sense suggests that we can benefit from the knowledge of many previous centuries. As is often the case, this novel teaching turns out to be just a well-forgotten lesson of the past – the old is ever new again.

In order to promote strategic thinking as a valuable leadership capability, strategy must not be viewed as a product. Innovative, adaptive, and sustainable strategy requires that we exercise, habitually and interminably, a strategic thinking process. Leaders of today must learn to appreciate and embrace the complex tension inherent in learning to think strategically in order to competitively leverage a landscape that is turbulent, unpredictable, and rapidly changing, for the sake of tomorrow.

As noted in the introduction, these chapters have been structured around three key questions: (1) How do successful executives learn to think strategically? (2) What learning approaches are used by successful executive strategists? (3) What factors and conditions are essential for learning to think strategically? My hope is that this book has generated questions in the minds of readers that will inspire practical, original, and informal ways of learning to think strategically – ways that acknowledge and build on the strengths of the learning legacies from the past and that drive us bravely into the future.
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