
Over the last 50 years, the theory and practice of business 
strategy have taken a variety of twists and turns. In the 1960s, 
strategy was equated largely with corporate planning; in the 1970s, 
WKH�HPSKDVLV�VZLWFKHG�WR�GLYHUVL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�SRUWIROLR�SODQQLQJ�� 
The focus shifted to the economics of industry attractiveness and 
value chains in the 1980s, and the 1990s were characterized by  
a concern with core competencies. More recently, practitioners and 
academics alike have been grappling with the impact on strategy  
of rapid market and technological change, growing external risk, 
and the advent of big data.

What comes next? How relevant are existing frameworks and tools 
to the needs of leaders seeking to develop and implement winning 
strategies? And what should be the relative contributions of academics 
DQG�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�WR�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�¿HOG"�,Q�0DUFK�RI�WKLV� 
year, McKinsey Quarterly convened a unique group of experts (see 
sidebar “When theory met practice”), who brought competing  
and complementary perspectives to bear on these and related issues. 
:KDW�HPHUJHG�ZDV�WKH�VHQVH�RI�D�¿HOG�LQ�ÀX[��ZLWK�HQRUPRXV�
opportunities to generate fresh insights in a changing world, as well 
DV�VRPH�XQ¿QLVKHG�EXVLQHVV�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH�KXPDQ�UHDOLWLHV�RI�
VWUDWHJLF�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�UHFHLYH�VẊFLHQW�HPSKDVLV��

Here are highlights of the discussion, moderated by McKinsey 

Quarterly¶V�$OOHQ�:HEE��DPRQJ�¿YH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV��¿YH�EXVLQHVV�
VFKRRO�SURIHVVRUV��DQG�¿YH�FXUUHQW�RU�IRUPHU�OHDGHUV�RI� 
McKinsey’s Strategy Practice, including Fred Gluck, its founder. 

What strategists need:  
A meeting of the minds

A unique gathering of strategists from 
academia, leading companies, and McKinsey 
debates the state of the discipline, with  
an emphasis on opportunities for innovation  
in a changing world.
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Where have all the frameworks gone?

Professor Pankaj Ghemawat (IESE)
At the millennium, I wrote a piece on new management paradigms, 
which I referred to as Eureka and BOHICA. The latter term was 
popularized in business circles by John Micklethwait and Adrian 
Wooldridge at the Economist and stands for “bend over, here it 
comes again.” The reason for writing it was that there seemed to be 
a profusion of ideas about strategy that were new or at least claimed 
to be new. This situation seems to have changed drastically. For 
example, the management writer Richard Pascale supplied an amusing  
FKDUW�RQ�WKH�HEEV��ÀRZV��DQG�UHVLGXDO�LPSDFW�RI�EXVLQHVV�LGHDV� 
and fads for my original piece—but when I contacted him recently,  
he told me he had stopped updating the series a few years ago 
EHFDXVH�DFWLYLW\�KDG�GURSSHG�R̆��,V�WKDW�WUXH�DQG��LI�VR��LV�LW�D�PDWWHU� 
for concern? 

Professor Michael G. Jacobides (London Business School)
Yes, I think we may need new tools or frameworks. When the 
environment changes profoundly, the maps with which we navigate 
LW�PD\�QHHG�WR�VKLIW�DV�ZHOO��)RU�LQVWDQFH��IURP�WHOFR�WR�KHDOWK� 
care to computers, sector boundaries are changing or dissolving, and 
QHZ�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV�DUH�UHGH¿QLQJ�WKH�FRPSHWLWLYH�ODQGVFDSH�� 
6R�WRROV�VXFK�DV�0LFKDHO�3RUWHU¶V�¿YH�IRUFHV��FUHDWHG�IRU�D�PRUH�VWDEOH��
PRUH�HDVLO\�GH¿QDEOH�ZRUOG��GRQ¶W�MXVW�ORVH�WKHLU�UHOHYDQFH²WKH\�
become actively misleading. 

Strategy tools are abstractions from reality that illuminate and 
identify some features and causal relations while simplifying or 
omitting others. So their usefulness depends on context, and  
WKHLU�H̆HFWLYHQHVV�FKDQJHV�ZLWK�WLPH��&RQVLGHU��IRU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�
¿QDQFLDO�FULVLV��5HJXODWRUV�ZHUH�FDXJKW�E\�VXUSULVH�LQ������EHFDXVH�
WKH\�IDLOHG�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�PXFK�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�VHFWRU�KDG� 
been transformed from a set of integrated institutions into a host of 
FR�VSHFLDOL]HG�¿UPV�WKDW�KDYH�GLYHUJHQW�EXVLQHVV�PRGHOV�DQG�DUH�
linked through the capital markets. Only now are we slowly updating 
our mental map of the sector and the tools we use to analyze it. 

That said, I’d strike a slightly more optimistic note; I believe there’s 
scope to help people organize and categorize information without 
having their heads explode. And as a strategy professor, I can’t think 
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of anything better than saying, “Let’s rethink these frameworks 
together with people who use them in their professional practice, 
and revise the strategy canon.” 

Professor Robert Grant (Bocconi School of Management)
I disagree with the notion that the world is changing and that  
this has somehow made our established strategy tools obsolete. Most 
changes in the business environment have been in degree rather 
WKDQ�NLQG��WKH�VSHHGLHU�GL̆XVLRQ�RI�WHFKQRORJ\��WKH�JURZLQJ�LQWHQVLW\�
of competition as a result of internationalization, increased concern 
over business’s social and environmental responsibilities. Most of 
the core concepts and frameworks of strategy have not been 
GHYDOXHG�E\�FKDQJH��$�*��/DÀH\�DQG�5RJHU�0DUWLQ¶V�UHFHQW�ERRN��
Playing to Win,1 builds upon the traditional notions that superior 
SHUIRUPDQFH�UHVXOWV�IURP�VHOHFWLQJ�DWWUDFWLYH�PDUNHWV�DQG�HVWDEOLVK� 
ing a competitive advantage within them. 

What’s changed is not so much the environment as our empirical  
and theoretical knowledge about strategy. Our understanding of the 
experience curve has been augmented by deeper insights into the 
determinants of organizational learning. Our analysis of competition 
H[WHQGV�ZHOO�EH\RQG�3RUWHU¶V�¿YH�IRUFHV�IUDPHZRUN��WR�UHFRJQL]H� 
the role of complements, network externalities, and platforms. Our 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�VWUDWHJLF�ÀH[LELOLW\�KDV�EHHQ�WUDQV� 
IRUPHG�E\�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�UHDO�RSWLRQV��$�PDMRU�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�WKH�
theoretical and empirical research in strategy has moved so  
quickly, and over such a broad front, that its distillation into intuitive 
FRQFHSWV�DQG�IUDPHZRUNV�DSSOLFDEOH�WR�VWUDWHJ\�PDNLQJ�SURFHVVHV� 
RI�¿UPV�KDV�ODJJHG�IDU�EHKLQG�

Sven Smit (McKinsey)
I don’t think the supply side of frameworks has dried up. The 
analysis of data at a granular level—for example, in relation to the 
����FLWLHV�0F.LQVH\�KDV�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�GULYLQJ�PRUH�WKDQ����SHU� 
cent of the world’s growth—is inspiring a massive amount of work in 
companies on how to execute a strategy.2 The framework is now 
WKRVH�����FLWLHV��QRW�D�VLPSOL¿HG��[��PDWUL[��:KHUH�DUH�WKH\"�:KDW�

1  $�*��/DÀH\�DQG�5RJHU�/��0DUWLQ��Playing to Win: How Strategy Really Works, Boston, 
MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2013.

2  For more, see the full McKinsey Global Institute report, Urban world: Cities and the rise 

of the consuming class, June 2012, on mckinsey.com.
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DUH�WKHLU�QDPHV"�+RZ�GR�\RX�DVVHVV�WKHP"�:KDW¶V�WKH�6�FXUYH�H̆HFW�
RI�WKH�GHPDQG�IRU�VXJDU�RU�FR̆HH�RU�\RJXUW�LQ�&KHQJGX��&KLQD"�

Professor Michael G. Jacobides (London Business School)
I’d agree that there is a lot of good work on tendencies that matter to 
organizations—urbanization, globalization, particular technologies 
IURP���'�SULQWLQJ�WR�ELJ�GDWD²DQG�RQ�WKHLU�LPSDFW��0XFK�RI�LW�KDV�
been done by the McKinsey Global Institute and published in the 
Quarterly. And this is where consultants (as opposed to academics) 
add value—not so much by providing information per se, which will 
increasingly become a commodity, as by identifying the important 
GLPHQVLRQV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�PRUDVV�RI�GDWD�ZH�QRZ�KDYH�DW�RXU�¿QJHUWLSV��
Yet this skill isn’t quite a framework or a tool. My view is that we 
QHHG�ERWK�WKH�FRQVXOWDQW��RU�¿UP�GULYHQ�IRFXV�RQ�³WKHPHV´�DQG�EHWWHU�
frameworks, not only to teach strategy, but also to help executives 
UHWKLQN�ZKDW�WKH\�GR��SHUKDSV�E\�KHOSLQJ�WR�LPSURYH�WKHLU�MXGJPHQW��
WR�IUDPH�GL̇FXOW�SUREOHPV��RU�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�LQGLYLGXDO�RU�RUJDQL]D� 
tional biases. We should ask ourselves what types of frameworks can 
work best.

Professor Laurence Capron (INSEAD)
I see most excitement on the faces of my MBA and executive MBA 
students when they are presented with frameworks that enable  
WKHP�WR�JHQHUDWH�GL̆HUHQW�RSWLRQV�DQG�GLVFXVV�D�ZD\�IRUZDUG��7KH�
value curve is one example, the Haspeslagh and Jemison matrix3  
on postmerger integration another. 

From frameworks to synthesis

Sudeep Maitra (Centrica)
Before Centrica announced a new strategy in the beginning of 2013, 
we did consider scenarios, one of which had greater regulatory and 
political intervention in the UK energy sector. But in practice, there’s 
probably no framework or strategy tool that can prepare you for the 
industry being in the center of a highly charged political and public 
debate, which has played out in 2014. 

3  $�PRGHO�FUHDWHG�E\�3KLOLSSH�+DVSHVODJK�DQG�'DYLG�-HPLVRQ�IRU�VHOHFWLQJ�WKH� 
appropriate integration approach, based on two criteria: strategic interdependence  
and organizational autonomy.
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Sven Smit (McKinsey)
Very few traditional frameworks, even scenario planning, were built 
for “black swan” events, which many companies now face every  
ten years or so. And a lot of frameworks are still presented in very 
TXDOLWDWLYH�WHUPV��:KDW¶V�GL̆HUHQW�WRGD\�LV�WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�GDWD��
which means you can research the frameworks’ empirical validity.

Mark Wilson (Unilever) 
I agree. From my perspective in a global company, new strategy 
thinking—frameworks and so on—seems to emerge mainly from 
ERRNV��ZKLFK�PDNHV�LW�VHHP�PRUH�RI�D�OLWHUDU\�WKDQ�D�VFLHQWL¿F�
SURFHVV��:KDW�SHRSOH�LQ�P\�SRVLWLRQ�ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�LV�ZKLFK�WHFK� 
QLTXHV�DUH�VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�SURYHQ��VR�ZH�FDQ�GLVFDUG�WKH�UHVW�

The issue is also how to spread good ones to very busy executives  
in the businesses—and then get the executives to use them. One 
reason our frameworks often seem out of date is that managers 
persevere to the point of desperation with the familiar things  
they learned 10, 20, or 30 years ago, perhaps mixed with what  
they’ve come across in more recent management training or what  
they’ve read in the literature. The trigger point for adopting  
new thinking in an organization often comes when you have worn  
RXW�WKH�ROG�VWX̆�DQG�LW�FOHDUO\�GRHVQ¶W�ZRUN�DQ\PRUH�RU�ZKHQ�EXVL� 
ness performance has slumped. 

Professor Julian Birkinshaw (London Business School)
As academics, we have incentives to come up with new ideas. But 
ZKHQ�\RX¶UH�WU\LQJ�WR�ZULWH�DQ�DUWLFOH��\RX�FDQ¶W�MXVW�VD\��³,¶YH�JRW�WKLV�
bright idea.” You need evidence, and it’s almost always the case that 
the actual innovator is a company. The balanced scorecard is a great 
example. Bob Kaplan didn’t invent the balanced scorecard. He saw  
LW�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�$QDORJ�'HYLFHV��EXW�KH�ZDV�WKH�RQH�ZKR�³EUDQGHG´�LW��
put a great wrapper around it, and said, “This is how it works.”  
So we’re all complicit in the creation of new ideas. Companies call 
consultants and academics when things aren’t going well, and  
WKH�DFDGHPLFV�ZDQW�WR�SLFN�XS�RQ�WKH�VWX̆�WKDW�FRPSDQLHV�DUH�GRLQJ�

Sven Smit (McKinsey)
The trouble is that when these methods derive from one or even  
a handful of companies, the empirical validity is zero. There is a  
KDOR�H̆HFW��:KDW�PLJKW�KDYH�ZRUNHG�DW�$QDORJ�'HYLFHV�PLJKW�QRW�
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work in other industries and might not even be the core reason 
$QDORJ�'HYLFHV�ZDV�JUHDW�

Sudeep Maitra (Centrica)
,�DJUHH�WKDW�VWUDWHJ\�WRROV�DUH�RQO\�H̆HFWLYH�LI�WKH\�SURYLGH�H[HFX� 
tives with a way to get a comprehensive view of their company  
LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�LQGXVWU\�DV�D�ZKROH��<RX�FDQ�JR�WR�DQ�RLO�DQG�JDV�
FRQIHUHQFH�DQG�JHW�DQ�RLO�DQG�JDV�SHUVSHFWLYH��7KHQ��\RX�JR�WR�
DQRWKHU�FRQIHUHQFH�DQG�VHH�WKLQJV�IURP�D�VXSSO\�FKDLQ�DQJOH��7KHUH�
are competing frameworks that overlap and it’s often confusing.  
,W�LV�TXLWH�LPSRUWDQW�WR�KDYH�H̆HFWLYH�IUDPHZRUNV�WKDW�SXOO�WRJHWKHU�
WKHVH�GL̆HUHQW�YLHZV�LQWR�D�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�SLFWXUH��

Fred Gluck (McKinsey)
We’ve talked about frameworks in the context of analysis, but my 
test is whether they are useful for synthesis. If not, what’s the 
process for getting a good synthesis? That’s where the strategies 
come from. A strategy is not the obverse of an analysis. It usually 
comes from some creative insight. I think the real opportunity in 
VWUDWHJ\�GHYHORSPHQW�LV�RQ�WKH�V\QWKHVLV�VLGH²¿JXULQJ�RXW�KRZ� 
WR�GHDO�ZLWK�D�IDVWHU�FKDQJLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��,�OLNH�WR�FKDUDFWHUL]H�
strategy as coming from three places: strategic planning, strategic 
WKLQNLQJ��DQG�RSSRUWXQLVWLF�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ��0\�SUHMXGLFH�LV�WKDW�
most of it comes from strategic thinking and opportunistic  
decision making. Something happens out there; you see it and you 
DFW�IDVWHU��7KH�VWUDWHJLF�SODQQLQJ�SURFHVV�FDQ�GHWHULRUDWH�LQWR�DQ�
exercise of applying techniques and frameworks. 

What do companies want from strategy?

Mark Reckitt (Smiths Group) 
I run a division within Smiths, and that division is a collection of 
small businesses, with an average turnover of around £50 million. 
We use incredibly simple 2x2 matrices to explain the structure  
RU�VHJPHQW�RI�DQ�LQGXVWU\�LQ�VẊFLHQW�GHWDLO�WKDW�SHRSOH�FDQ�XQGHU� 
stand what customers they want to get close to and who their 
competitors are. 

:KDW�RXU�EXVLQHVVHV�DUH�DIWHU�LV�LQVLJKW��0XOWL�LQGXVWULDO�FRPSDQLHV�
UHSRUW�DW�D�SUHWW\�KLJK�OHYHO��VR�LW¶V�YHU\�GL̇FXOW�WR�¿QG�RXW�H[DFWO\�
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what our competitors are doing at the microlevel. Most of all, we 
need to hear the voice of the customer and what he or she is  
prepared to pay for. That will enable us to develop a product we can 
PDNH�PRQH\�RXW�RI�RYHU�¿YH�RU�WHQ�\HDUV�RU�ZKDWHYHU�WKH�OHQJWK� 
of the product cycle might be.

:H�DOVR�QHHG�ZD\V�WR�DVVHVV�RXU�FRPSHWHQFLHV�REMHFWLYHO\��7LPH�DQG�
time again, I come across people who claim they have the greatest 
insight into their particular sector. Actually, it turns out that they 
know more about the engineering or the science in that sector  
than most people, but they don’t look beyond their own cubicle or 
research lab. 

7KH�¿QDO�WKLQJ�ZH�WRR�RIWHQ�ODFN�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�KHOS�GLVWLQJXLVK�
between the cyclical and the structural shifts that go on in an 
LQGXVWU\��,Q�DQ\�\HDU��ZH�KHDU�DERXW�IRXU�RU�¿YH�GL̆HUHQW�WKLQJV�WKDW�
DUH�KDSSHQLQJ��6RPH�ZLOO�RQO\�EH�YHU\�VKRUW�WHUP�FKDQJHV��RWKHUV�
will be almost permanent. The question is which are which. (For 
PRUH�RQ�WKLV�DQG�RWKHU�FULWLFDO�QHHGV�LGHQWL¿HG�E\�SDUWLFLSDQWV��VHH�
sidebar “Help wanted! Seven needs for today’s strategist.”)

Dan Simpson (Clorox) 
,�DJUHH�ZLWK�0DUN�WKDW�DVVHVVLQJ�FRPSHWHQFLHV�REMHFWLYHO\�LV�DOZD\V�
a challenge, though we did some work at Clorox to try to address 
that.4 One of the toughest strategy challenges is still the creation of 
options—creating them is the black box of strategy. It’s easy to  
ZULWH�³GLYHUJH´�RQ�WKH�VWUDWHJ\�SURFHVV�PDS��EXW�LW¶V�GDUQHG�GL̇FXOW�
to create truly innovative strategy options. 

2GGO\�HQRXJK²DQG�LW�MXVW�PD\�EH�D�IXQFWLRQ�RI�&ORUR[¶V�SUR[LPLW\� 
to Silicon Valley—the better tools for creating options don’t seem to 
come from strategy but rather from product innovation. Recently, 
GHVLJQ�WKLQNLQJ�PHWKRGRORJLHV�PDGH�SRSXODU�E\�6WDQIRUG¶V�,QVWLWXWH�
RI�'HVLJQ��,'(2�5�DQG�RWKHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�FKDQJLQJ�
product innovation. I at least wonder if the key principles of reframing 
the market, customer empathy, and rapid prototyping can be used  
to improve the creation of options in strategy. 

4  See Simpson’s essay on clarifying capabilities in “Synthesis, capabilities, and overlooked 
insights: Next frontiers for strategists,” on mckinsey.com.

5  )RU�PRUH�RQ�,'(2¶V�DSSURDFK��VHH�³0DNLQJ�WKH�HPRWLRQDO�FDVH�IRU�FKDQJH��$Q�LQWHUYLHZ�
with Chip Heath,” McKinsey Quarterly, March 2010, mckinsey.com.



Framing questions is the other tough challenge, and it’s one of the 
PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�\HW�XQGHUDSSUHFLDWHG�SDUWV�RI�VWUDWHJ\�GHYHORS� 
PHQW��4XHVWLRQV�DUH�WKH�OHQV�E\�ZKLFK�SUREOHPV�DUH�GH¿QHG�DQG�
addressed. Generating great answers to bad questions is all too 
common and not all that helpful in strategy. 

The other reason framing questions is critical is that, while analysis  
LV�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW��GHYHORSLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV�LV�XOWLPDWHO\�D�SHRSOH� 
centric process fueled by conversation. Each player brings his or her 
H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�ELDVHV�WR�WKH�WDEOH��DQG�WKH�MRE�RI�FUDIWLQJ�D� 

Help wanted!  
Seven needs identified by workshop 
participants for today’s strategist

Techniques for identifying structural versus cyclical changes in the  
external environment

Techniques for spotting and harnessing cross-functional capabilities that  
a company has and may be able to leverage for competitive advantage

Tools for stimulating the creation of options, particularly where change  
is occurring rapidly and the scope for strategic action is shifting

Tools for stimulating the understanding of forces that are truly dynamic, 
with multiple second-, third-, and fourth-order effects

Proven tools for improving strategy processes, breaking inertia, and  
jolting conventional thinking

Techniques for generating and harnessing insights from big data about 
customers, competitors, and suppliers

Techniques for identifying and focusing the top team’s attention on new  
or poorly understood risks—before it is too late
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strategy is to navigate those in a way that is productive. The key is 
the good questions, and any advice on how to improve questions 
would be really helpful. 

Mark Wilson (Unilever)
What’s also important are methods that challenge organizational 
inertia—notably inertia in the form of senior leaders who naturally 
tend to protect their own share of resources, as well as reward 
systems that have a momentum of their own. External stimuli, 
including pressure from the consumer and competitors, help to  
shift thinking, and any tool that makes you stop and think is useful. 
In business, we can move too quickly from problem to solution, 
without spending enough time on the diagnosis. 

In very large networked organizations like my own, there is huge  
value attached to the discipline of implementation. We employ a lot 
RI�EULJKW�SHRSOH�ZKR�KDYH�VSHFL¿F�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�UROHV�WR�SOD\�� 
but because of this we don’t always reward them for thinking creatively. 

If it’s really true that the strategy community is currently focused 
more on producing insights than new techniques, that’s probably  
a good thing. It’s incredibly valuable to have insights coming  
IURP�RXWVLGH�WR�MROW�\RXU�WKLQNLQJ��0RVW�H[HFXWLYHV�DUH�VWLOO�VXUSULV� 
ingly ill informed about what goes on outside the walls of their  
own businesses. 

Sudeep Maitra (Centrica)
For me one of the most important things is a set of dynamic tools to 
deal with, or at least understand, uncertainty. I want to be able to 
paint the landscape while keeping options open—allocating resources 
over time and moving them around as events unfold. You can’t  
do resource allocation or capability building without an indication  
of the way ahead. 

,�DOVR�QHHG�DQ�HYLGHQFH�EDVHG�YLHZ�RI�KRZ�WKH�FXVWRPHU�PLJKW�HYROYH�
in the future. People are stuck between focus groups on the one  
hand and the Steve Jobs approach (“I will know what customers need  
before they know it themselves”) on the other. The Jobs way is 
FRPSHOOLQJ��EXW�LW¶V�ULVN\��7KH�FKDOOHQJH�LV�WKH�MRXUQH\�IURP�WRGD\¶V�
customer, whom most companies understand well, to tomorrow’s 
FXVWRPHU��ZKRP�WKH\�GRQ¶W��2Q�WRS�RI�WKLV��\RX¶UH�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�FRP� 
petitors and policy makers in an interactive system. Scenarios that  
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are completely macroeconomic or play back a “single shot” set  
RI�UHVSRQVHV�GRQ¶W�UHÀHFW�WKH�UHDOLW\�WKDW�VRPHWKLQJ�XQH[SHFWHG�ZLOO�
happen in the external environment. 

Matt McEvoy (Burberry)
Burberry operates in a very fragmented industry, where the ability to 
maintain market share is always dependent on the brand. Because  
our market share is so small, we always feel that if we do something 
great, it can actually be meaningful. 

We probably don’t think enough about the way competitors move; 
the thing we lack most is probably a better view of the competitive 
environment. Information is very anecdotal in the countries  
where we operate, so maintaining the brand, which protects you 
IURP�WKH�LQV�DQG�RXWV�RI�IDVKLRQ��LV�RXU�QXPEHU�RQH�SULRULW\��

Professor Pankaj Ghemawat (IESE)
2EYLRXVO\��WKH�FKLHI�VWUDWHJ\�ṘFHUV�ZKR�KDYH�ZHLJKHG�LQ�NQRZ�
more about what companies want from strategy than I do. But  
DV�DQ�DFDGHPLF��,�GR�¿QG�WKHLU�YHU\�SUDFWLFDO�VXJJHVWLRQV�VWULNLQJ��
partly because of the disconnect with current conversations  
among strategy researchers in academia. Even more alarmingly, this 
disconnect seems to have worsened in recent years. 

Four workshop participants during a break in the action, from left to right: Sven Smit 
(McKinsey), Michael G. Jacobides (London Business School), Laurence Capron (INSEAD), 
and Michael Birshan (McKinsey)
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,W�VHHPV�WR�PH�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�PDMRU�PLVVHG�RSSRUWXQLW\�KHUH��LI�WKHUH�
were more forums for interchange between academics and 
practitioners—something that this roundtable has attempted to 
SURYLGH��DOEHLW�LQ�D�VPDOO�VFDOH�ZD\²ZH�PLJKW�EH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�VHH�
academic research that accounts for and tries to address at least 
some of the practitioners’ concerns and needs.

The social side of strategy

Professor Laurence Capron (INSEAD)
I’ve become increasingly aware of how important nonrational issues 
are in strategy setting. An obvious example is that some CEOs  
tend to be biased toward M&A, which can have enormous 
implications for corporate priorities.  

Professor Michael G. Jacobides (London Business School)
We shouldn’t forget that strategy frameworks are also tools to allow 
political conversations—to help navigate the political tensions  
in a corporation. Strategy discussions are invariably burdened by 
UHVRXUFH�DOORFDWLRQ�DJHQGDV��DFWXDOO\��ZKDW¶V�ODEHOHG�³VWUDWHJLF´�LV�
often what is politically protected by senior management, not what’s 
PRVW�YDOXDEOH�IRU�D�¿UP��0DQ\�D�VWUDWHJ\�GLVFXVVLRQ�LV�DFWXDOO\� 
about executives saying, “You aren’t going to cut my unit.” I was 
UHFHQWO\�WDONLQJ�WR�D�VHQLRU�H[HFXWLYH�IURP�D�JOREDO�SKDUPD�¿UP� 
who described the internal squabbles about which tools to use to 
evaluate the portfolio, as everyone knew how the “right” tool would 
shape the kudos and budget they would get.

Sven Smit (McKinsey)
I agree that much of the song and dance called strategy in companies 
LV�UHDOO\�D�UHVRXUFH�DOORFDWLRQ�SURFHVV�ODFHG�ZLWK�SULGH��,�KDYH�\HW�WR�
see anybody say, “I understand my business is on the way down.  
I will give you $50 million cash back this year and the same again 
next year. I can see lots of good opportunities in the company for  
us to better use that $50 million!” 

,Q�UHVRXUFH�DOORFDWLRQ�QHJRWLDWLRQV��WKHUH¶V�D�VWUHWFK�WDUJHW�DQG�D�
“sandbagging” target; in between sits the realistic target. At the best 
FRPSDQLHV��WKH�VRFLDO�JDPH�LV�D�UHDO�¿JKW��:KHQ�LQGLYLGXDOV�
aggressively dispute other people’s insights with facts, that’s a good 
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SURFHVV��7RR�RIWHQ��WKRVH�LQYROYHG�MXVW�KRSH�WKH�&(2�PRYHV�WKHLU� 
way, and they don’t really discuss content.

Professor Michael G. Jacobides (London Business School)
In both teaching and research, I think we don’t pay enough attention 
WR�WKH�GL̆HUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�VWUDWHJ\�DV�UHVRXUFH�DOORFDWLRQ�DQG�
strategy as insight generation. There is a yearly strategy process, 
which focuses on resource allocation. We should acknowledge  
it as such and better understand its pathologies. But we also need  
WR�WDNH�D�IUHVK�ORRN�DW�KRZ�ZH�LGHQWLI\�ZD\V�WR�LPSURYH�D�¿UP¶V�
SRVLWLRQLQJ�DQG�SHUIRUPDQFH��E\�H[SOLFLWO\�DVNLQJ��³:KDW�LQVLJKW�
generating activities, tools, and frameworks would be useful?”

Conor Kehoe (McKinsey)
You’d be for a proposal of ours: we rename the annual strategy 
SURFHVV�WKH�VWUDWHJLF�DOORFDWLRQ�RU�WKH�UHDOORFDWLRQ�SURFHVV��$QG� 
we have something separate called the strategic review. 

Sven Smit (McKinsey)
We would argue that good resource allocation is an outcome of 
strategy. There’s a lot of empirical evidence that, actually, the 
strategist cannot pick the winner but can pick the loser. It’s about 
NLOOLQJ�VWX̆�PRUH�WKDQ�DERXW�SURPRWLQJ�VWX̆��7KHQ��ZKHQ�\RX�
recognize the winner, promote it and give it resources. But picking 
WKH�ZLQQHU��DV�ZH�NQRZ�IURP�WKH�VHJPHQW�OHYHO�GDWD�RQ�YHQWXUH�
capital and private equity, is harder than weeding out the loser. We 
DOVR�NQRZ�LW�IURP�GLVWULEXWLRQV�RI�0	$��ZH�NQRZ�LW�IURP�PDUNHW� 
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LQJ�SURMHFWV��ZH�NQRZ�LW�IURP�5	'�SURMHFWV²SLFNLQJ�WKH�5	'�
winners is much harder than preventing a loss. I have yet to see the 
company where the process gives 90 percent of the time to deciding 
what we’re not going to do, with the hope that by not doing certain 
things the rest will prosper. 

Mark Reckitt (Smiths Group)
)LIWHHQ�\HDUV�DJR��ZH�GLG�D�ULJRURXV��DFWLYLW\�EDVHG�FRVW�DQDO\VLV�WR�
ZRUN�RXW�WKH�SD\R̆�SURGXFW�E\�SURGXFW��FRXQWU\�E\�FRXQWU\��DQG� 
ZH�HQGHG�XS�ZLWK�VRPH�UHDO�GDQJOHUV��ZKLFK�ZH�MXVW�FXW��6RPH�ZHUH�
really embarrassing: products had been launched by people who  
at that point were CEOs. And the fact that we cut such a product says 
to everyone, “Look, you’re going to make mistakes. It doesn’t matter. 
'RQ¶W�ZRUU\�DERXW�LW�WRR�PXFK�́ �$QG�WKDW�IUHHG�XS�KXJH�UHVRXUFHV��
ERWK�¿QDQFLDO�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW��WR�SXVK�KDUGHU�RQ�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�
were really successful.

Mark Wilson (Unilever)
6RPHRQH�RQFH�VDLG�WR�PH��³'R�\RX�NQRZ�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�SURMHFWV� 
in a business? Up to a certain point, they’re almost impossible  
WR�NHHS�DOLYH��DQG�WKHQ�WKH\�ÀLS�YLUWXDOO\�RYHUQLJKW�WR�EHLQJ�DOPRVW�
LPSRVVLEOH�WR�NLOO�́ �$QG�WKDW�VWDWH�FDQ�FKDQJH�RYHU�MXVW�D�IHZ� 
weeks. It’s a function of gatekeeping processes and which reputations 
KDYH�EHFRPH�VẊFLHQWO\�DWWDFKHG�WR�WKH�SURMHFW��
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