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Can strategic process cope with a rapidly 
changing world?

Why does strategy fail particularly at 
implementation?

Why do ‘great’ or ‘excellent’ organisations lose 
their competitive positioning?

Why does leadership, particularly at the local level, 
often seem so poor?
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Strategy as a discipline not as a 
‘business world derived’ set of 

ideas and models
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“The message is that an education in 
strategic subjects, followed by 

continuous historical study to maintain 
mental suppleness combined with 

vicarious experience through exercise, 
and actual experience, all contribute to 

acquiring the skills necessary…strategic 
ability is rarely born, more often learned, 

but eminently achievable. ”
James F Holcomb 

“Managing Strategic Risk”, Guide to National Security Policy and Strategy, 
Chapter 9, Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College 2004
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Chessboard mentality:

Trapped by Convention

Failure of Imagination – Strategic Shocks and 
Surprises

Fighting the Last War - The Millennium Challenge

Failure of Implementation - The US Democratic 
Nomination Battle 07-08

Implications for the sector



Strategist Who Won’t Play Chess ®

Trapped by Convention



11© G McConnell 2009

“It is not the strongest of the 
species that survives, nor the 

most intelligent that survives. It is 
the one that is the most adaptable

to change.”
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Success can breed complacency

Unconventional is the new ‘conventional’: Leaders must de-programme 
themselves from conventional thinking – there may be no rules

Implementation Failure: Individual leaders at unit/department levels are 
extremely important in the application of strategic objectives through 
‘operational’ strategy or tactics, 

Senior leadership must allow local leadership the flexibility to develop 
tactical solutions on the ground

Organisations that become leaders in their industry or sector are most 
at risk from this ‘conventional’ thinking – Good to Great can lead to 
‘strategic decay’ e.g. Of the 43 'excellent' companies one-third were in 
financial difficulties within five years of publication of ‘In Search of 
Excellence’
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Trapped by convention…those who should have known better
Companies:

IBM vrs Microsoft - Software not hardware

Microsoft vrs Google et al - Internet revolution

Industries

Music, Publishing, Movie industries - Downloading, sharing, peer-to-peer

Software industry - Open Source; downloading

Political

Western military intelligence - ‘Unconventional’ terrorist attacks

World economic establishment - Subprime/financial crisis
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Failure of Imagination - Strategic Shocks & 
Surprises
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Strategic Shocks are becoming more likely in a networked and fast moving world

Strategy tends to be 

inherently reactive

Lacking in sufficient imagination

Vulnerable to surprise

Prediction tends to be a linear extrapolation of contemporary 
challenges (current scenarios)

Strategic shocks force organisations to reorient their strategy –
‘game changing events’

Most shocks are actually the result of long term trends

Source material: Known Unknowns: Unconventional "Strategic Shocks" in Defence Strategy Development, Strategic Studies Institute 
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Two well known strategic shocks – ability to be forewarned?

Pearl Harbour

Banking/housing crisis

Japanese embassy was destroying 
their memos and code books

Intelligence reports warned of an 
attack on Hawaii

Japanese assault was spotted on 
radar

No housing boom has lasted

No housing related boom has 
ended in a ‘soft landing’

Valuations were off the scale
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“The results, at Pearl Harbour, were sudden, concentrated and 
dramatic.

The failure, however, was cumulative, widespread and rather 
drearily familiar…..

Surprise is everything involved in a government’s failure to 
anticipate effectively.”

Thomas Schelling

Foreword from ‘Pearl Harbour: Warning and Decision’
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Was the property decline a strategic shock to those In-the-
Know?
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2005 – AIB sells its 
headquarters and 
organises a lease-

back deal

2006 – Bank of 
Ireland sells its 

headquarters and 
organises a lease-

back deal 
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How do we manage this process?

Incentive schemes based on long term and 
sustainable success

Listen to the people on the ground especially 
local leaders

Horizon scanning

Foresight Planning

Look at similar industries
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Why is this important to the non-profit, 
social economy and volunteer sector?

“Forewarned is forearmed”
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Fighting the Last War - The Millennium Challenge 
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Example 1 - The Millennium Challenge – Summer 2002
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First Move Advantage

Alternative Communications

First Strike advantage

Unconventional Tactics
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“It started out as a free-play exercise, in which 
both Red and Blue had the opportunity to win the 
game. However, about the third or fourth day, 
when the concepts that the command was 
testing failed to live up to expectations, the 
command then began to script the exercise in 
order to prove these concepts.”

Marine Corps Lt. General Paul K. Van Riper (Retired)
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‘Western countries particularly the United States have created a trap 
for themselves by their very dominance of conventional warfare. 

Confronting the United States in direct conventional combat would 
indeed be folly…other countries or even non-state actors could defeat 
the superpower through ignoring Western-defined rules of 
‘conventional’ war, instead applying what the authors called the 
‘principle of addition’: combining direct combat with electronic, 
diplomatic, cyber, terrorist, proxy, economic, political and propaganda 
tools to overload, deceive, and exhaust the U.S. ‘system of systems.’

Chao Xian Zhan

Chinese People’s Liberation Army

From Kilcullen 2009
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Failure of Implementation: US Democratic 
Nomination Race
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US Democratic Nomination Race
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MY Barak Obama.com

Developed by one of the founders of Facebook (Chris 
Hughes)

Developed online communities based on ‘needs’

Developed toolsets that allowed them to implement 
strategy with local tactics

Same technology available to the other candidates

Why did it work so well for Obama and not the others?
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By the end of the campaign My.BarackObama.com managed to:

Created more than 2 million profiles

Planned 200,000 real-world events

Formed 35,000 volunteer groups

Posted 400,000 blogs

Raised $30 million on 70,000 people's own fund-raising pages

Source: Fast Company, April 2009 Source: eMarketer Report, March 2007
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The Clinton campaign also had a net-savvy audience but didn’t implement…

Source: Fast Company, April 2009 Source: eMarketer Report, March 2007
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Relevance for the nonprofit, not-for-profit and 
voluntary sector
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Why is this relevant to the social sector?

The social sector is like all sectors – there is 
competition for resources

The social enterprise/entrepreneurship sector will 
be called on even more during the recession to 
provide goods and services

The social enterprise/entrepreneurship sector will 
increasingly compete with for-profit organisations
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Innovation goes both ways:
The for-profit sector will 

increasingly learn innovative 
solutions from the social sector
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jugaad
n. an improvised solution; 
inventiveness, ingenuity, 

cleverness

Hindi word



38© G McConnell 2009

A Jugaad!
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jugaad
n. an improvised solution; inventiveness, 

ingenuity, cleverness

Hindi word

Modern definition: Solving a problem with 
scant and local resources (minimum 

resources, maximum constraints)
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Some fundamental lessons for leaders

Accept that there are no rules in modern competition; nothing is
restricted. Knowing this will help free your organisation from the ‘chess 
board’ mentality.

Identify your sector’s potential strategic shocks and strategic surprises; 
contantly analysing these potentials will not only help mitigate against 
them but will also help form your own strategic direction.

Ensure that your  leadership, at all levels, is prepared to think outside the 
parameters normally associated with your industry; ‘deprogramme’ those 
who come from a more conventional background so that they can think in 
the new way: unconventionally.

Be adaptable: ‘Steal’ good ideas from other sectors, from the for-profit 
and non-profit sectors, from history. 
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Thank You


