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Fortune 1  Perspect ive: Em ergent  Strategy 
 
 
I nt roduct ion 
Don’t  waste t im e planning – Act !   This is the reverse of what  t radit ional schools of 
st rategic planning tell you.  St rategic planning, after  all, is just  that  – Planning. 
 
My favorite aide m em oir to plan goes som ething like:   The great  thing about  not  
planning is you have no idea when you are about  to fail, and thereby elim inate all the 
uncom fortable feelings that  com e with im pending doom . 
 
Most  execut ives would agree planning is param ount  to success.  However, st rategic 
planning is too often seen as the end product  in and of it self, but  as the st rategic plan 
sits on the desk, it  is an academ ic exercise and nothing m ore.  A com pany m ust  
em phasize act ion first , not  planning, because effect ive st rategy em erges from  doing 
things not  planning things.  The hum an inputs and outputs are the prim ary success 
drivers of st rategy, both in t erm s of st rategy definit ion and the im plem entat ion of it .  
The daily work of a com pany is far bet ter than any research or m arket  invest igat ion in 
defining what  will help a com pany grow and increase profit s.   
 
I n t radit ional st rategic m anagem ent , we begin with St rategic I nsight , Vision, St rategy 
Creat ion, and Act ion Plans.  These four areas and the accom panying tools of st rategic 
planning are used to crank out  what  is hopefully an insight ful analysis of where the 
com pany is, where it  needs to go, and how to get  there.  However, m y prem ise is:  
 

“I nsight ,” “vision,” “strategy,” and “act ion plans,” and the  
accom pany tools of st rategy are purely the outputs.  Anyone, a 
consultant , a  m anager, or  an assistant , w ith a day’s overview  of 
st rategic planning, can spit  out  believable st rategy.  How ever, the 
m ost  cr it ical var iable is actual DOing the plan. 

 
A com pany’s st rategy is bet ter driven by doing things, because success com es from  the 
brains, work ethic, and m indset  of the people running a com pany, not  from  a 
professionally printed vision, st rategy, and act ion plans.  The people form ulat ing and 
execut ing st rategy are the keys to success not  the st rategy itself.  
 
Despite m y focus on act ion, m y perspect ive should not  be m isinterpreted as com plete 
abandonm ent  of t radit ional planning and design.  I ndeed, planning things at  the senior 
m anagem ent  level can be an essent ial and an effect ive undertaking, however ult im ately 
it  is the doing that  counts;  Substance over form . 
 
 
The I ntent  Of St ra tegy 
The intent  of st rategy is to efficient ly invest  a firm ’s resources to increase return on 
investm ent .  The prim ary resources for  profit  generat ion are:  
 

• Financial capital 

• Hum an capital   
 
Other form s of assets such as patents, land r ights, partnerships, brand equity, and so on 
are products of either financial or hum an capital.   So we can sim plify the too often 
com plicated picture of a com pany’s assets, by thinking in term s of m oney and people.   I t  
is the CEO’s j ob is to allocate the best  people and the r ight  am ount  of m oney to the best  
opportunit ies. 
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Today, there are six st rategic im perat ives that  every com pany m ust  plan and m anage:  
 

• Custom er focus 

• Talent  

• Cost  

• I nnovat ion 

• I ncreasing Sales;  Expansion 

• Technology 
 
These six areas are at  the heart  of st rategic planning. How will you sell;  What  will you 
deliver t o your custom er;  Who is going to do this;  And how you will different iate your 
com pany,  and realize the highest  return on investm ent  possible? 
 
Custom er Focus.   Custom er focus used to be a m at ter of good custom er service, and 
for awhile was a dist inct  area of com pet it ive advantage.  However, it s value, at  least  in 
t he U.S. m arketplace, as a com pet it ive advantage has eroded considerably.  Custom er 
service has becom e m ore a price of ent ry than anything else.  
 
Custom er focus has evolved to include seam less system s for  ordering, scheduling, goods 
receiving, and billing.  EDI , and now the internet  are essent ially m andatory throughout  
m ost  supply chains.  Even beyond this, custom ers are driving suppliers toward 
integrated supply chain m anagem ent , where the supplier is an integral business partner 
with a financial and em ot ional stake in the final product .   Suppliers are expected to take 
responsibilit y for driving the process toward the custom er’s desired outcom e, not  sim ply 
delivering a product  or service.  Suppliers m ust  thoroughly understand both their 
custom ers and, in turn, their own suppliers;  their respect ive needs, and where solut ions 
and im provem ents can be im plem ented to im prove the whole chain of supply.  A close, 
fr iendly relat ionship is not  good enough. Successful suppliers m ust  have knowledge both 
frontward and backward of the ent ire supply chain. 
 
Talent .  The hum an-side of the equat ion is st ill the key driver of product ivity and 
business results.  People are the biggest  variable to get t ing anything done, and the 
single best  predictor of overall excellence is a com pany’s abilit y to at t ract , m ot ivate, and 
retain talented people.  St rong and loyal talent  is a rare and expensive asset , and 
despite the current  recession, globalizat ion and econom ic expansion are intersect ing with 
a generat ional labor shortage that  will wreak havoc with com panies’ growth plans for the 
next  15-20 years.  The long- term  t rend is sim ple:  There are not  enough qualified people 
to fill the needs of businesses.  As generat ions Y and Z m ove into the labor m arket , and 
as global expansion cont inues the labor shortage will grow, and hence the st rategic need 
for  talent  will be a crit ical barrier to com panies’ success.  
 
Knowledge m anagem ent  is another area that  business st rategy authors devote a 
significant  am ount  of t im e to, however for  t he purposes of this art icle we view 
knowledge m anagem ent  as a product  of talent , technology and innovat ion.  I ndeed, the 
following discussion centers on knowledge m anagem ent , although knowledge is viewed 
as a st ream  of inform at ion that  can be tapped into.  Knowledge is best  viewed as a sub-
asset  of your hum an capital, and a com pany’s approach to technology and innovat ion 
can be great  enhancem ents for  knowledge m anagem ent  and the flow of ideas. 
 
Cost .  Cash flow and profit s are key deliverables of every area of the com pany.  
Unfortunately, operat ing costs are beginning to reach parity across whole indust r ies.  
After  two decades of rest ructuring and re-engineering, cost  is not  the st rategic 
advantage it  once was. I n m any com panies the low hanging fruit  has been harvested, 
and effort s in cost  cut t ing are reaching dim inishing returns.  Com pet ing on cost  st ructure 
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is st ill possible in som e indust ries and for som e com panies, but  this is also becom ing a 
fleet ing source of com pet it ive advantage. 
 
Arguing over budget  plans is too often just  a corporate exercise in com prom ise.  Too 
often the budget ing process in com panies drives everyone to focus on the lowest  
com m on denom inator,  as opposed to focusing on reaching product ivity goals and 
increasing return on investm ent .  Typically speaking, cost  and innovat ion are at  the 
opposite ends of the st rategy scale.  Com panies who are low cost  producers are rarely 
t he innovators of the indust ry, and the innovators by their very nature carry a higher 
r isk profile and cost  basis, but  the best  run innovators far exceed low cost  producers in 
t erm s of returns.   
 
Following from  this, st rategies and subsequent  budgets should not  be set  in term s of 
lowering costs, but  in term s of increasing return on investm ent .  This helps to drive the 
idea of m anaging financial capital m ore in term s of overall com pany and profit  
developm ent .  I t  is not  a sim ple quest ion of decreasing costs, but  instead a com binat ion 
of bet t ing, hedging, and t im ing.  St rategize not  on costs, but  on overall econom ic value 
added (EVA)  – the return on investm ent  earned in excess of cost  of capital. 
 
I nnovat ion.  I n term s of st rategy, a com pany should rem ain paranoid.  Som eone, 
som ewhere has a bet ter idea.   You need to grab that  idea or out  innovate it . However, 
m ost  com panies do not  like to drive innovat ion and creat ivity because it  is difficult  to 
cont rol, and innovat ion threatens those who have done well under the exist ing system .  
As a result , although it  is oft en stated from  the top echelons with such plat itudes as:  
“ innovat ion is key to the future success of this com pany,”  innovat ion is rarely supported 
by the two m ost  crit ical groups responsible for it s success.  Execut ives are not  prepared 
to give up cont rol,  and em ployees are not  prepared to take chances.   
 
Two of the m ost  com m on hurdles lim it ing innovat ion are:  
 

• Scarcity of t rained, creat ive people  

• I nternal organizat ional issues 
 
St rategy m ust  support  t he developm ent  of ideas and the flow of these ideas.  Com panies 
m ust  pull from  these ideas and devote the best  people and the r ight  am ount  of capital to 
t he m ost  prom ising opportunit ies to m ove the com pany forward. 
 
I nnovat ion not  only creates m arket  advantages for com panies, innovat ion is a catalyst  
and has follow-on effect s such as im proved business m ethods and financial perform ance.  
This is only achieved when com panies m ake innovat ion a focal point  in the organizat ion, 
where success is m easured, in part , by their level of innovat ion. New and bet ter ideas 
m ove businesses to t he front  of the pack in term s of profit s,  revenue growth, custom er  
service,  and em ployee skills sets. 
 
Expansion.  I ncreasing sales is crit ical to product ivity and com pany survival.  This 
m eans get t ing m ore share of what  each custom er spends, but  it  also m eans expanding 
into new custom er m arkets and new geographic m arkets.  
 
I nternat ional expansion is no longer a st rategy, it  is a business im perat ive.  The idea 
that  you do not  need to be global com pany to be successful is an ext rem ely lim ited 
v iewpoint , which invites your com pet it ion to eventually run you over.  You can view sales 
in term s of a rag – squeezing out  every last  lit t le bit  from  each custom er, but  ult im ately 
you reach dim inishing returns;  or you can view the world as your m arket  of alm ost  
unlim ited possibilit ies. 
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Partnering, another crit ical elem ent  of expansion especially for sm aller com panies, is an 
im portant  com ponent  of increasing sales and expanding internat ionally.  Partnering 
increases a com pany’s leverage and funds a com pany with increased hum an and 
financial capital and is an im portant  st rategic com ponent  for  any growing com pany.   
 
For m any com panies internat ional expansion is not  only about  finding new custom ers, 
but  is crit ical to finding low cost  suppliers.  St rategic reasons for expanding 
internat ionally include:  
 

• I ncreasing sales 
• Saving on cost  of supplies 
• Saving on cost  of developm ent  
• Saving on cost  product ion 

 
Technology .   Another area of st rategy – technology – has becom e so ubiquitous that  to 
break it  out  as a separate item  potent ially lim its it s im portance and applicat ion.  
Technology is an im portant  underpinning in every funct ion, in every part , in every aspect  
of a com pany.  This m ay be in term s of t he products a com pany develops and 
m anufactures, how it  com m unicates and integrates with it s custom ers, how it  m anages 
its routes to m arket .   
 
St rategy m ust  consider a com pany’s exist ing IT st ructure and designs, and its IT talent . 
Every com pany m ust  assess not  only how to ut ilize technology, but  an organizat ion m ust  
ensure it  has a basis on which to grow and m anage the increasing technological needs of 
t he com pany in order t o rem ain com pet it ive. 
 
“ A Range of Futures”  is another very im portant  considerat ion of com pany st rategy.  
Today m ost  com panies are operat ing in an environm ent  where the future of their 
indust ry and m arkets are unknown.  The global com plexity of com m ercial, econom ic, 
polit ical, technological, and cultural change m akes it  im possible to accurately ant icipate 
indust ry and m arket  m ovem ents.  Likely, a com pany can dist inguish som e m ajor t rends, 
but  is unable to predict  the future with any real degree of accuracy.     
 
Com pet itor ’s m oves, changes in vendors’ and custom ers’ capabilit ies and needs, and 
advances in technology m ean that  a rigid st rategic plan involving a long sequence of 
events unfolding over t im e is a recipe for profit  m inim izat ion. Whereas, natural st rategy 
developm ent  that  grows from  the act ion in and around a com pany is m ore likely to be 
forged out  of realit y and hence has a far higher likelihood of success.   
 
I n an environm ent , where a range of futures are equally likely, and m ult iple scenarios 
play them selves out  in parallel, a port folio/ opt ion approach is best . This m eans 
com panies need to place m ult iple bets on m ult iple possible outcom es.  A com pany m ust  
m ake investm ents in organizat ional capabilit ies designed to keep opt ions open.  
Com panies m ust  reserve the r ight  to play by m aking increm ental investm ents as 
st rategies em erge from  the “noise.”   This requires a com pany to cont inuously t ap into 
ideas em erging from  the indust ry, m arket , and inside the com pany.   
 
 
Em ergent Strategy Model 
Em ergent  st rategy m eans st rategy developm ent  is a product  of the daily work and 
interact ion that  goes on inside a com pany, it s indust ry, it s m arkets, and the global 
environm ent  as a whole.  I n em ergent  st rategy, the st rategy is not  known ahead of t im e, 
but  through the rough and tum ble of everyday work, a st rategy em erges and it  is senior 
m anagem ent ’s j ob to bolt  these things together into a system  that  drives the com pany 
forward. 
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Doing st rategy as opposed to planning st rategy requires a different  approach.  St rategic 
m anagem ent  can no longer follow a sequent ial logic of analyze Æ plan Æ im plem ent  
Æ m onitor Æ evaluate.  The plan-do-check  m odel is far  too linear.  I n fact , t radit ional 
plan-do-check system s serve to discourage individual act ion and init iat ive.  The logic 
behind the t radit ional approach is to cont rol and m inim ize uncertainty, and to keep the 
organizat ion in a steady state. However, think of it  this way:   
 

I f , as t radit ional top- dow n st rategic planning w ould have us do, 
everybody thinks and looks in t he sam e w ay, then t hinking w it hin the  
com pany becom es obsolete .   

 
Today, the level of uncertainty and the speed of expansion and increasing com pet it ion 
keeps the m ajority of com panies in anything, but  a steady state.  Com panies m aking 
plans with three to five year t im e horizons are essent ially using the basic rule of 
econom ic theory – “all other things held constant ”  – and this is sim ply not  realist ic. 
 
The problem  with m ost  st rategic plans is they are based in academ ic invest igat ion and 
m ission statem ents, not  in the daily work that  is being done, nor around the people 
doing the work.  Hence st rategy becom es a grand schem e as opposed to an effect ive 
m ethodology for m oving a com pany forward.  St rategy should be, as Einstein’s axiom  
goes, 1%  inspirat ion and 99%  perspirat ion, not  the other way around.  
 
Business is becom ing less like chess every day.  Running a com pany is m ore like a 
soccer m atch.  CEOs have a general idea of what  they need to m ake happen, but  the 
gam e evolves as it ’s played. St rategy develops as the coaches watch the gam e and 
decide how to exploit  weaknesses on the opposing team , or  where and how opportunit ies 
can be quickly seized and capitalized on. 
 
The best  way to think about  em ergent  st rategy is as a 3-Prong approach:  
 

1 .  Define the Gam e Æ  
2 .  I dent ify the Fitness Criteria Æ  
3 .  St im ulat e Act ion Æ 

 
Defining the Gam e includes the m ore t radit ional top down approach of vision and 
m ission form ulat ion.  However, this is not  an academ ic exercise of what  the ideal 
outcom e should be.  I t  needs to be rooted in the gam e in which the com pany is playing 
and the talent  a com pany has. A definit ion of the gam e is not  done in a three day senior  
m anagem ent  ret reat .  I nstead, people from  all levels and areas of the com pany m ust  tell 
senior m anagem ent  what  is happening.  I t  is crit ical that  these people are as close to the 
act ion as possibly.  Frankly, t hey should be neck deep in it .  The m ore layers between the 
m arket  and a com pany’s st rategy the m ore useless the st rategy.   I nvolving a well 
chosen sect ion of people across various levels and funct ions in t he com pany is the only 
way to understand what  is really being done on a daily basis.   
 
This is not  alt ruism , and the end-goal is not  to be nice to your staff (although that  never 
hurts) .  The sim ple m essage is:  Com pany m anagers do not  have a m onopoly on good 
ideas.  Em ployees, especially  those in the thick of the daily act ion and those closest  to 
t he custom er are integral to a com pany’s business, and by increasing their input  into 
com pany st rategy the result  is a far greater num ber of pract ical ideas.  These ideas are 
rooted in m arketplace, custom er, and product ion realit ies – in the everyday work of the 
com pany.   This is where st rategy needs to em erge from . 
 
Defining the Fitness Criteria f lows direct ly from  custom er m eet ings and your indust ry 
analysis.  The prim ary quest ion being:  What  m ust  be done to get  and keep custom ers 



 

©  Fortune 1, I nc. , 2002 
6  

and how does a com pany rem ain com pet it ive in it s indust ry?  These are the m ust -deliver 
part s of a com pany’s st rategy.   
 
Depending on the com pany and indust ry, there is m ore than one way to break out  the 
fitness crit eria, and surely the first  pass will result  in an over abundance of inform at ion.  
The point  is to boil down the fitness crit eria into a m anageable set  of indicators – a 
dashboard or scoreboard depending on the analogy you like – that  focuses the com pany 
on what  it  m ust  deliver.  To ensure focus and to keep argum ents over data to a 
m inimum , it  is essent ial that  the sam e fitness criteria are used throughout  the com pany. 

 
Table 1 shows an exam ple of fitness criteria for suppliers serving the European 
autom ot ive m arket . 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
St im ulat ing Act ion is t he crux that  drives em ergent  st rategy.  Defining the gam e and 
defining the fitness criteria are not  the m ost  im portant  parts of em ergent  st rategy.  
Chances are the definit ion of the gam e and the fitness crit eria will need to change in 
response to the m arketplace.  These changes will flow from  people in the com pany 
ident ifying opportunit ies and taking act ion. 
 
I n em ergent  st rategy, t he work of a com pany constant ly feeds the definit ion of the gam e 
and the fitness criteria.  This is not  done once per year, nor quarterly;  St rategy is 
developed sim ultaneously and cont inuously as a product  of the com pany’s work.  The 
st rategy is the com pany’s rudder, but  t he work guides the cont rols. 
 
Em ergent  st rategy is not  the abandonm ent  of authority and decision-m aking, and the 
argum ent  here is not  for anarchy.  However, com panies m ust  realize it  is im possible to 
cont rol everything that  everyone does.  Unfortunately, a lot  of com pany resources are 
wasted t ry ing to do just  t hat . Em ergent  st rategy depends on people finding new ways of 
doing things.  The crit ical part  of em ergent  st rategy is to encourage and regularly tap 
into this act ion.  Effect ive m anagers play with the inform at ion and opportunit ies to find 
solut ions to m aking the com pany m ore com pet it ive and m ore profitable, and constant ly 
look at  the daily business for im proved ways of doing things. The DOing that  is going on 
inside the com pany is the root  of the com pany’s planning. 
 
 

Com pet it ive  Bases

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0

Growth by Mergers & Acquisitions

Reduce Number of Suppliers

Globalization

Business Process Planning 

New Materials and Designs

Business Flexibility 

Improve Marketing & Sales Effectiveness

Understanding Customer/Supplier 

Customer Integration

Relative I mportance

Table 1  
Center For  Automot ive Indust ry Research at  Cardiff Business School, United Kingdom 
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The Tools Of St ra tegy 
The t radit ional tools of st rategy are great .  The power of analysis and organizat ion of 
inform at ion is an ext rem ely im portant  part  of st rategy.  The only caut ion is to rem em ber 
that  these are the tools of st rategy not  the products.  Too often the tools becom e the 
st rategic plan and this is when com panies fall vict im  to the consult ing factor – where the 
high priced st rategy is t he product , the im plementat ion be dam ned. 
 
St rategic planning tools, although lim ited in term s of im plem entat ion, help build a 
fram ework and organize a com pany’s thinking and ideas.  The tools also help add 
discipline to how com panies look at  both external and internal factors.  Som e of the 
m ost  valuable st rategy tools are:  
 

• Porter ’s 5 Forces 
• Value Chain Analysis 
• SWOT Analysis 
• BCG Port folio Mat rix 
• EVA (Econom ic Value Added)  

 
For those who hold Peter Drucker, Michael Porter, and Kenichi Ohm ae, and those like 
them , in the highest  esteem , em ergent  st rategy m akes generous use of these people’s 
t ools and philosophies.  However, t o create an em phasis on DOing, the 3-Prong Define 
The Gam e Æ Define  The Fitness Criteria Æ St im ulate Act ion  approach is the best  
not  just  for  form ulat ing and im plem ent ing st rategy, but  in realizing the end results of 
t hat  st rategy.  Rem em ber, the tools are im portant  organizers of inform at ion and 
analysis, but  the tools are not  the st rategy. 
 
A defining com ponent  of em ergent  st rategy is t o tap into the knowledge st ream  
springing from  the daily work of the com pany.  To define the gam e in term s of what  is 
happening inside and outside the com pany, the indust ry and the m arketplace, two of the 
best  ways of doing this, were perfected by General Elect r ic.  
 

1)  Work-Out  

2)  Skip Level Meet ings   
 
These are crit ical channels for tapping into the act ion and m ust  be regularly recurring 
part s of how a com pany operates and drives it s em ergent  st rategy approach.  
 
W ork- Out  is a process by which em ployees and m anagers work together to develop 
ideas for im proving an area of the business.  I deas are encouraged and pulled from  a 
variety of levels and areas within a com pany.  More im portant ly, m anagem ent  m ust  
m ake decisions on the spot :  a)  yes, b)  no, c)  need m ore inform at ion;  and a set  date for  
m aking the decision.  Although Work-Out  m eet ings can be init ially cum bersom e, it  is a 
great  tool for input  into em ergent  st rategy.  Through Work-Outs, senior m anagem ent  
t aps into the act ion and achieves a st ronger understanding of the gam e being played, 
and in turn this st im ulates m ore act ion.  Via Work- Out  com panies ident ify ideas 
opportunit ies and are forced to m ake the decision now on if and how to exploit  t hem . 
 
Skip Level M eet ings are m eet ings between the CEO and junior m anagers and other 
em ployees,  without  their direct  boss being involved.  Whereas, this can be init ially 
int im idat ing to the senior level team , whose departm ents are essent ially being m onitored 
by the CEO, it  is a necessary step to drive input  and to ensure com pany execut ives are 
leading and m anaging not  just  telling people what  t o do.  Skip Level m eet ings are 
intended to be inform al, fr iendly, and open discussion to tune- in t he CEO to daily act ion, 
and ideas that  m ay otherwise lay dorm ant . 
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Work-Out  and Skip Level m eet ings are t im e tested tools for tapping into a com pany’s 
daily act ion and knowledge base.  Work- Out  is intended to at tack a part icular issue from  
ident ificat ion to solut ion, whereas Skip Level m eet ings are used to ident ify issues and 
problem s that  m ay otherwise be filtered from  the CEO.   Direct  m anagers are int im ately 
involved in Work-Out  whereas they are purposely excluded from  Skip Level m eet ings.  I n 
Work-Out  it  is m ost  effect ive to use a professional facilitator,  whereas in Skip Level 
m eet ings the CEO is expected to sim ultaneously drive interact ion and listen carefully .   
 
There are m ult iple sources available describing how to effect ively im plem ent  Work-Out  
and Skip Level m eet ings, including books and the internet .   However, for Work-Outs the 
following is a prim er:  
 

1. Decide on the topics to be discussed 

2. Choose a “cham pion”  that  is responsible for this part  of the business 

3. Select  a cross- funct ional team ;  Include people from  all levels of the com pany 

4. Choose an off- site venue to hold the m eet ing, usually a hotel or conference room  

5. The group should m eet  for  2-3 days 

6. Make as m any decisions on the spot  as possible ( yes or no)  

7. Set  deadline dates for  those decisions requir ing m ore inform at ion 
 

 
I m plem ent ing Em ergent  Strategy 
I m plem entat ion of em ergent  st rategy uses a great  deal of what  m ost  com panies already 
do for their st rategic planning.  However, as em phasized throughout  this art icle 
em ergent  st rategy reverses what  com es first .  St rategy developm ent  flows from  the 
act ion plans not  vice versa.  
 
This t able illust rates where t radit ional st rategic topics fall in term s of em ergent  
st rategy’s 3-Prong approach.  For the sake of discussion and illust rat ion, four of the 
areas are highlighted as exam ples below. 
 
 

Define  
The Gam e 

Define The 
Fitness Criter ia 

St im ulat e 
Act ion 

I ndust ry Analysis Custom ers Organizat ion 

Market  Analysis Com pet itors Talent  
Assessm ent  

Legislat ive      Financial      Managem ent   

     Technology Technology  Leadership and 
Mot ivat ion 

Table 2  

 
I ndustry Analysis helps determ ine a com pany’s com pet it ive advantage as it  relates to 
other players.  A com pany m ust  understand the historical backdrop of it s indust ry, as 
well as the current  m om entum  and inert ia of the indust ry.  An accurate picture can be 
developed from  what  a com pany’s sales people think the future landscape will look like, 
as well as 3 rd party research, and being act ive in indust ry forum s.  What  is the influence 
of technology in the indust ry?  To what  degree does governm ent  legislat ion im pact  the 
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indust ry?  Who are the dom inant  players, and how do they create opportunit ies for the 
other players to different iate or build a profitable niche? 
 
Com pet itors.   Som e com pet itors help m ake com panies bet ter,  but  real com pet itors also 
drive com panies out  of business.  The respect ive m arket  shares of all com pet itors;  their 
respect ive com pet it ive advantages and different iators;  and their apparent  st rategy for 
t he future are all im portant  first - level inputs.  What  is the com pet it ive environm ent  
worldwide, and what  have your com pet itors done in the m arketplace over the last  12 -  
36 m onths?  What  is their future st rategy, and how can you prevent  this or out  
m aneuver them ?  This inform at ion helps determ ine where or why a com pany is 
uncom pet it ive, and how it  can im prove m oving forward. 
 
Custom ers.  Com panies m ust  assess and m onitor their custom ers’ future intent ions and 
investm ents, so that  they can begin to m eet  and ant icipate their custom er ’s future 
needs.  Share-of-custom er is a m easure of all the business being done at  each key 
account , and how m uch is owned by the com pany.  What  is keeping the com pany from  
achieving the 100%  m ark?  How can this be overcom e?  I t  is im perat ive that  com panies 
understand custom ers’ relat ionships and partnerships, so that  special needs arising from  
these can be effect ively served.  Com panies need to understand:  a)  How do custom ers 
decide?;  and b)  What  is the catalyst (s)  for t heir purchase decision?  Sales act ivit ies 
should be built  around how a custom er decides to buy. 
 
Key accounts and a com pany’s senior m anagem ent  m ust  be well acquainted with one 
another.  This establishes goodwill, but  also the com pany need to understand its st rong 
points at  these accounts – what  has the com pany done so well?  Pragm at ically speaking, 
custom er relat ionships should be ranked based on historical sales, ant icipated potent ial, 
and st rategic im portance.  Much like business units and product  lines,  custom ers can be 
qualified in term s of the BCG Mat rix:  Cash Cows, Dogs, Stars, and Quest ion Marks. 
 
Organizat ion.  An organizat ional assessm ent , especially in the beginning of 
im plem ent ing em ergent  st rategy is needed to understand a com pany’s culture and m ost  
im portant  the exist ing level of act ion orientat ion.  What  do the people inside the 
com pany think of the com pany, it s m arkets, it s custom ers, and what  do they view as the 
com pany’s prim ary assets and problem s? 
 
A talent  assessm ent  is also an im portant  point  in im plem ent ing em ergent  st rategy. 
Talent ,  especially in term s of I T, internat ional experience, and bench st rength (up and 
com ing talent )  are crit ical to the success of em ergent  st rategy, because it  is from  the 
talent  that  the st rategy flows.  Does the com pany have the talent  it  needs to accom plish 
create and im plem ent  a successful st rategy? Can the com pany expand, grow, and 
im prove with the talent  it  has?  And if not ,  how can the com pany develop talent  flow to 
fill the holes and m eet  t he future needs of the com pany. 
     
Because IT plays such an im portant  role in business today, com panies m ust  m ake this a 
crit ical point  in their internal assessm ent .  Even if technology does not  play a crit ical role 
t oday, it  will in the future.  What  are the com pany’s current  IT st ructure(s)  and system s?  
What  about  in-house IT talent?  Does the com pany have I T plat form s on which to grow? 
 
Leadership & Mot ivat ion.  A com pany’s senior m anagem ent  needs to create the basis 
for act ion and em ergent  st rategy.  Ult im ately st rategy and the implem entat ion of it  
should build a business with an act ion and results orientat ion.  People m ust  feel a clear 
connect ion between the com pany and their own self- interest .  Otherwise any st rategy or 
organizat ional im provem ent  will not  be successful.  To ensure this, the CEO m ust  m ake 
sure the com pany and its resources are aligned.  Em ergent  st rategy has alignm ent  as it s 
fundam ental prem ise, because the st rategy, and hence the deploym ent  of financial and 
hum an capital, flow from  what  is being done.   
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I t  is im portant  not  to m istake em ergent  st rategy as a feel-good approach to organizing a 
com pany.   With an act ion orientat ion com es responsibilit y – Responsibilit y for ideas, 
responsibilit y to cham pion and im plem ent  those ideas, and responsibilit y  for successes 
and failures.  People m ust  feel the fear of failure, while at  the sam e t im e being inspired 
and m ot ivated to take r isks and chances.  Organizat ions constant ly need to regenerate 
them selves through the flow of ideas, excit em ent  and act ion.  The bar m ust  be raised, 
by finding ideas, put t ing resources behind those ideas and raising expectat ions of 
results.  Managers need to grow a culture where ideas are not  only valued, but  are seen 
as the driver of the com pany’s st rategy and the com pany’s future. 
 
Conclusion  
A senior level Japanese business execut ive said to m e in 1996:  “…to be successful you 
m ust  have a hungry spir it , m ake quick decisions and act  fast , and work like a horse….”   
And I  have also seen it  characterized as “…success requires equal parts of talent ,  ideas, 
hard work, and luck.”   The end m essage is:  Success flows from  DOing not  from  planning. 
 
Globalizat ion is leading com panies to tear them selves apart  and create new ways of 
doing things, but  change is not  always welcom e, nor easy to m ake happen.  Em ergent  
st rategy helps overcom e this resistance.  Em ergent  st rategy is easiest  because it  grows 
from  the act ions of those people closest  t o the end gam e;  I t  also requires senior  
m anagem ent  to “ let  go”  and perm it  things to run faster and looser t han they m ay be 
accustom ed to.  I f senior m anagem ent  is t ruly com m it ted to an act ion orientat ion, then 
act ion m ust  be encouraged at  the m ost  direct - t o-custom er level;  and it  is from  here that  
st rategy m ust  f low.  A com pany m ust  change flexibly according to the init iat ives of it s 
people as they create and exploit  opportunit ies growing from  the m arketplace. 
 
A CEO’s j ob is to direct  financial and hum an capital into the best  opportunit ies a 
com pany can find or create.  Managem ent ’s role m ust  be one of support ,  cross- feeding, 
and inspirat ion.  Every com pany m ust  drive com m itm ent , innovat ion, and inspire 
init iat ive.  To really deploy hum an capital from  an act ion perspect ive, a com pany’s CEO 
should tell the people in his com pany:  “ I  want  you to DO things! ”   “Doing is honest  
philosophy.”   “Take act ion, don’t  wait .”   “Focus on the custom er and be innovat ive.”   
St rategy m ust  m eld concept ion and execut ion, so com pensat ion and bonus system s 
m ust  reward act ion.  I t  is m anagem ent ’s responsibilit y not  to m anage, but  to encourage 
ideas and help them  take root  and grow. 
 
One of the m ost  com pelling ideals of em ergent  st rategy is that  the im plem entat ion and 
buy- in occurs before, or sim ultaneously with, the st rategic intent ,  and views the hum an 
inputs as the prim ary success drivers of st rategy.  I n the end, st rategy is m ore easily 
adopted into the com pany because it  grows out  of som ething that  is already being done 
and is likely the brainchild(s)  of an em ployee or m anager who now feels com m it ted and 
connected to the success of the st rategy. 
 
The em ergent  st rategy approach also helps com bat  the Library Of Congress effect  of 
m ost  st rategic plans.  Most  st rategic plans are carefully published, categorized, and filed 
away, usually never looked at  again.  I t  is significant  that  I  have never seen a com pany 
with an effect ive com m unicat ion or dissem inat ion m ethod for m aking anyone but  senior  
m anagem ent  aware of the st rategic plan.  So, even the t radit ional top down approach 
m isses its end goal of “ cascading”  the plan into the organizat ion.  I n em ergent  st rategy 
the plan grows from  the act ion, and hence is inherent  in the daily work people do. 
 
Knowing and willing are not  enough, com panies m ust  act  and apply.  This is substance 
over form . Do not  t ie people to a set  st rategic plan.   I nstead, Define the Gam e, Define 
the Fitness Criteria, and St im ulate Act ion –  Run w ith it . 


