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IN THE END, IT IS

IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER
THAT WE CANNOT BECOME
WHAT WE NEED TO BE BY
REMAINING WHAT WE ARE.

MAX DE PREE, CEO OF HERMAN MILLER,
IN LEADERSHIP IS AN ART
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INTRODUCTION

WHAT | LEARNED IN OFFICE HOURS

YOU'RE ABOUT TO get a revisionist view of strategy. It’s not that
what you've learned is incorrect. It’s that it’s incomplete.

Strategy is a fundamental course at nearly every business school in
the world. I have been privileged to teach variations of it for more than
thirty years—first at the University of Michigan, then at the Kellogg
School at Northwestern, and for the last twenty-plus years at the Har-
vard Business School.

For most of that time I worked with MBA students, until the center
of my teaching shifted to executive education. It was this experience,
particularly a five-year stint in Harvard’s Entrepreneur, Owner, Presi-
dent program (EOP), that inspired this book.! Working intimately with
leaders from nearly every industry and nation as they confronted their
own real-world strategic issues changed not only how I teach strategy,
but, more fundamentally, how I think about it. The experience led me
to challenge some of strategy’s basic precepts, and ultimately to question
both the culture and mind-set that have grown up around it. Even more
important, teaching in EOP forced me to confront how strategy is really

made in most businesses, and by whom.



2 THE STRATEGIST

All of this convinced me that it is time for a change. Time to
approach strategy in a different way and time to transform the process
from a mechanical, analytical activity to something deeper, more mean-

ingful, and far more rewarding for a leader.

THE ROAD TO HERE

Fifty years ago strategy was taught as part of the general manage-
ment curriculum in most business schools. In the academy as well as in
practice, it was identified as the most important duty of the president—
the person with overarching responsibility for setting a company’s
course and seeing the journey through. This vital role encompassed both
formulation and implementation: thinking and doing combined.

Although strategy had considerable depth then, it didn’t have
much rigor. Heuristically, managers used the ubiquitous SWOT model
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) to assess their
businesses and identify attractive competitive positions. How best to
do that, though, was far from clear. Other than making lists of various
factors to consider, managers had few tools to help them make these
judgments.

In the 1980s and "90s, my colleague Michael E. Porter broke impor-
tant new ground in the field. His watershed came in firming up the
Opportunities and Threats side of the analysis by bringing much-needed
economic theory and empirical evidence to strategy’s underpinnings,
providing a far more sophisticated way to assess a firm’s competitive
environment. This led to a revolution in both the practice and teaching
of strategy. In particular, managers came to understand the profound
impact industry forces could have on the success of their businesses and
how they could use that information to position their firms propitiously.

Advances over the next few decades not only refined the tools but
spawned a whole new industry. Strategy in many ways became the bai-
liwick of specialists—legions of MBAs and strategy consultants, armed
with frameworks, techniques, and data—eager to help managers ana-
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lyze their industries or position their firms for strategic advantage. In
truth, they had a lot to offer. My own academic training and research
in this period reflected this intellectual environment, and what I did in
the classroom for many years thereafter was a living embodiment of this
“new” field of strategy.

In time, though, a host of unintended consequences developed from
what in its own right was a very good thing. Most notably, strategy
became more about formulation than implementation, and more about
getting the analysis right at the outset than living with a strategy over
time. Equally problematic, the leader’s unique role as arbiter and stew-
ard of strategy had been eclipsed. While countless books have been
written about strategy in the last thirty years, virtually nothing has been
written about the s¢rategist and what this vital role requires of the person
who shoulders it.

It wasn’t until years into this shift that I fully realized what had
happened. It was classic Shakespeare: As a field, we had hoisted our-
selves on our own petard. We had demoted strategy from the top of
the organization to a specialist function. Chasing a new ideal, we had
lost sight of the value of what we had—the richness of judgment, the
continuity of purpose, the will to commit an organization to a particular
path. With all good intentions, we had backed strategy into a narrow
corner and reduced it to a left-brain exercise. In doing so, we lost much
of its vitality and much of its connection to the day-to-day life of a com-
pany, and we lost sight of what it takes to lead the effort.

Teaching in the EOP program drove these insights home for me.

When I first started working with the group, I used a curriculum
that was much like one I would use in any executive program. Through
a series of class discussions and presentations, we discussed the enduring
principles of strategy, the frameworks that capture them, and a series of
case studies that brought the concepts and tensions alive. We still do
that—and it’s a valuable part of what we do.

But in between class sessions, the EOP students—all accomplished
executives and entrepreneurs—started to ask if they could meet me
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in my office to talk about various situations they were facing in their
companies. These conversations often took place at unusual hours,
and sometimes lasted far into the evening. Most started out predict-
ably enough: We talked about the conditions in their industries, the
strengths and weaknesses of their own companies, and their efforts
to build or extend a competitive advantage. Some discussions ended
there, and a thoughtful application of whatever we’d been doing in class
seemed to meet the need.

Often, though, these conversations took a different turn. Alongside
all the conventional questions were ones about what to do when the
limits of analysis had been reached and the way forward was still not
clear; questions about when to move away from an existing competitive
advantage and when to try to stay the course; questions about reinvent-
ing a business or identifying a new purpose, a new reason to matter.
Even though many of the companies at issue were remarkably success-
ful (one had grown from a start-up to $2 billion in revenue in just nine
years), almost none had the kind of long-run sustainable competitive
advantage that strategy books tout as the Holy Grail.

Working with these managers, typically over three years, and hear-
ing the stories within the stories, I came to see that we cannot afford
to think of strategy as something fixed, a problem that is solved and
settled. Strategy—the system of value creation that underlies a compa-
ny’s competitive position and uniqueness—has to be embraced as some-
thing open, not something closed. It is a system that evolves, moves,
and changes.

In these late-night one-on-one conversations, I also saw something
else: I saw the strategist, the human being, the leader. I saw how respon-
sible these executives feel for getting things right. I saw how invested
they are in these choices, and how much is at stake. I saw the energy
and commitment they bring to this endeavor. I saw their confidential
concerns, too: “Am I doing this job well? Am I providing the leadership
my company needs?”

And, more than anything, I saw in these conversations the tre-
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mendous potential these leaders hold in their hands, and the profound
opportunity they have to make a difference in the life of a company. In
those moments together, we both came to understand that if their busi-
nesses were going to pull away from the pack, to create a difference that
mattered, it had to start with them.

A NEW UNDERSTANDING

In all our lives there are times of learning that transform us, that
distance us from the familiar, and make us see it in new ways. For me,
the EOP experience was one of those times. It not only changed some
of my most central views about strategy; it gave me a new perspective on
the strategist, and on the power and promise of that role.

In these pages I will share with you what I have learned. In doing
so, I hope that you will gain a new understanding about what strategy is,
why it matters, and what you must do to lead the effort. I also hope that
you will come to see that beyond the analytics and insights of highly
skilled advisors and the exhortations of “how-to” guides, there is a need
for judgment, for continuity, for responsibility that rests squarely with
you—as a leader.

Because this role rests with you, The Strategist is a personal call to
action. It reinstates an essential component of the strategy-making pro-
cess that has been ignored for decades: You. The leader. The person who
must live the questions that matter most.

That’s why my ultimate goal here is not to “teach strategy,” but to
equip and inspire you to be a strategist, a leader whose time at the helm

could have a profound effect on the fortunes of your organization.
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STRATEGY AND LEADERSHIP

Does your company matter?
That's the most important question every business leader must
answer.

If you closed its doors today, would your customers suffer any
real loss?? How long would it take, and how difficult would it be,
Jor them to find another firm that could meet those needs as well as

you did?

Most likely, you don’t think about your company and what it
does in quite this way. Even if you've hired strategy consultants, or
spent weeks developing a strategic plan, the question probably still
gives you pause.

If it does or if you're not sure how to respond, you're not alone.

I know this because I've spent the better part of my life working
'zgitb leaders on their business strategies. Again and again, I've seen

them struggle to explain why their companies truly matter. It’s a
difficult question.

Can you answer it?
If you cannot, or if you're uncertain of your answer, join me as I

explore this question with a group of executives now gathering.

It is evening on the campus of the Harvard Business School. The kickoff
orientation to the Entrepreneur, Owner, President program (‘EOP” for




BASED ON HER LEGENDARY STRATEGY COURSE AT
HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL, CYNTHIA MONTGOMERY
OFFERS A RADICALLY NEW PERSPECTIVE ON
A LEADER'S MOST VITAL ROLE.

‘Are you a strategist?’ Thisisthe first question Cynthia
Montgomery asks the business owners and senior
executives from all over the world who participate in
her highly regarded Entrepreneur, Owner, President
program. As leaders, it's not a question they anticipate
on opening day, but Montgomery's vision that strategy
and leadership need to be thoroughly re-integrated in
the modern working world, and her vast experience

~ in showing how to do that successfully, means that by
the time the course ends, they cannot imagine leading
their companies to success without being, and living
the role of, a strategist.

For the first time ever, the thinking and learning

behind this world famous course is being shared

— giving you everything you need to become the
leader your business needs.
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