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What is Strategy? 
1

June 2014,  
Egrove Park, Said Business School,  
Oxford University. 

During the Advanced Management and 
Leadership Programme - the flagship 
program of Said Business School for 
senior executives at Oxford University - 
Professor Thomas Powell is explaining the 

“This is not true! I do not 
agree on that!”

– Dr. Jimoh Ibrahim 
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concept of productivity frontier as an approach for strategy 
development. 

Two seats beside me, my dear friend, the Nigerian Billionaire 
Dr. Jimoh Ibrahim, is sitting. He is participating the program as 
a student. An experienced and highly successful business 
leader. Educated in Harvard and heading a conglomerate of 
multiple companies employing 21.000 people. I hear him 
saying: „This is not true! I do not agree!“ Some others raise 
their hands and express their view and their resentments on 
the methodology. The discussion on strategy of the group of 
35 senior managers is unleashed …

And within a couple of minutes it became very clear: There is 
hardly any economic field where a bigger gap between theory 
(academics) and practice (managers) is existing than within 
the field of strategy. 

After some intense discussion the group could agree on a 
definition of strategy: Strategy is the discipline of achieving 
superior and sustaining performance.

To get a better understanding on the matter we should define 
what superior performance means. Some could say it’s about 
profit or growth. Some others will consider profitability or 
share-value as the main indicator. It’s a matter of taste but I 
personally prefer the approach of my great teacher Professor 
Marc Bertoneche who explains:

„A good manager is selling a lot of products. You are a very 
good manager if you not just sell a lot of products but if you 

„Strategy is the 
discipline of 
achieving surperior 
and sustaining 
performance.“  
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make a good profit. And you’ll be an excellent manager if you 
sell a lot of product with a good profit and a lot of cash.“

At the end of the day you can measure any company’s 
performance on the cash it is producing. That’s what its 
stakeholders are expecting and what makes the company 
prosper and defines its share-value.  

Ergo: „Superior perfomance means finding ways to produce a 
strong  and steady cash flow at a good profit!“ 

Along this thin red line I am trying walk when lying down my 
thoughts on strategy on the following pages. 

Superior 
Performance means 
establishing a strong 
and steady cash flow 
at a good profit.
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What modern 
Strategists are missing

2
“You pick a general 
direction and then 
implement like hell.”

– Jack Welsh 



I am not a great fan of soccer. But I got 
impressed watching this year’s FIFA world 
cup in Brazil. Especially watching the 
German national team and learning from 
the performance of their coach Jogi Loew 
as a manager, leader, motivator and 
strategist. 

Of course the German team had some 
great individuals. Bastian Schweinsteiger, 
Philip Lahm, Miroslav Klose and some 
other Germans belong to the best players 
in the world. But there is no Cristiano 
Ronaldo nor a Lionel Messi in sight within 
the German’s eleven. 

Nevertheless (or because of this) they were 
never threatened not to win this FIFA  
championship. 

Let’s try to figure out why:   

The answer might be: Because of Jogi 
Loew’s brilliant strategy. The coach of the 
Germans demonstrated with his team 
superior performance and succeeded 
against strong competition. He got the 
right players together and aligned them 
playing as team and made them react 
dynamic on different, steadily changing 
kind of challenges and opponents.  And 
that’s what strategy is all about: Aligning 
the right people to achieve superior 
performance and to beat competition. 

Let’s have a look at Michael Porter’s 
analysis of the 5 forces and their impact on 
corporate strategy: You’ll hardly find any 
indication that the team you’re playing with 
has an impact on what strategy you should 
chose and develop.

The opposite is the case! In his essays 
Professor Porter rigorously outlines the 
difference of operational effectiveness, 
efficiency and strategy. He claims that 
Japanese companies in the 1980s hardly 
had any strategy because they were just 
focusing on operational effectiveness. I do 
not agree on that! Copying others and do it 
more efficient might be a very smart 
strategy in many businesses (if we 
consider strategy of the art of achieving 
superior performance). Not just Japanese 
industry companies like Toyota but the 
also the German retailer Aldi are excellent 
examples of the significant success of 
operative efficiency as a valid strategic 
approach.

I agree with Porter’s idea that „Competitive 
Strategy is about being different.“ but I 
cannot agree that this necessarily „means 
deliberately choosing a different set of 
activities to deliver a unique mix of value.“ 

In my perception it can also mean 
choosing the right people doing a similar 
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set of activities to deliver a unique mix of value. By doing it 
better, faster, more friendly or smarter than all the other 
market players.  

An excellent example is a restaurant. My dear friend Markus 
Höller, 2-Star-Chef, knows: „It’s always about cooking and 
serving dishes and drinks. Not much more, not much less.“ 
But within this very limited set of activities we will find an 
enormous variety of different levels of customer experiences. 
Is the meal good? Is it excellent? Is the waiter friendly? Is the 
sommelier competent? Is the timing of the courses properly 
arranged? How is the ambience of the location? All the 
mentioned factors and many more of them define if you 
experience the performance of the restaurant as superior.  If I 
got Professor Porter‘s descriptions right this shall be 
considered as operative effectiveness and not as strategy. 

There are many 
aspects Soccer 
Teams and 
commercial 
Organisations have 
in common ...
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Does that mean that most of the 
restaurants have no strategy? 

Of course they have! But we realize that 
we are facing a gap between an academic 
point of view on strategy and the view of 
managers based on the experiences, 
limitations and challenges of real life: 

„It’s not that I don’t understand their 
theories about competitive advantage, 
core competencies, virtual commerce, 
supply chain economics, disruptive 
innovation, and so on, it’s just the way 
these experts tend to talk about strategy - 
as if it is some kind of high-brain scientific 
methodology - feels really of to me. I know 
that strategy is a living, breathing, totally 
dynamic game. Forget about the arduous, 
intellectualized number crunching and data 
grinding that gurus say you have to go 
through to get strategy right. Forget the 
scenario planning, yearlong studies, and 
hundred-plus-page reports. They’re time 
consuming and expensive, and you just 
don’t need them. In real life strategy is 
actually very straight forward. You pick a 
general direction and implement like hell.“, 

is the opinion former GE-Chief-Executive 
Jack Welsh is providing in his book 
Winning. 

And I guess plenty of experienced 
managers will agree on that.

They ask themselves how capable their 
team is to react and adopt on the daily 
changing demands of today‘s markets.  
And they ask themselves how capable 
their team is in regards of the necessary 
implementation of changes. 

Based on the answers to these questions 
they have to think about the strategy they 
want to (and they can) implement. Not the 
other way around. Strategy is a lot about 
pragmatism and about knowing exactley 
the inherent limitations and potentials of an 
organization. 

Applied on the example of the restaurant 
that means that you decide a general 
direction (e.g. pricing, menu, wines, etc.) in 
regards the to inherent limitations and 
potentials of your restaurant and your 
team (reputation of the cook, experience 
and know-how of the waiters, the quality 
of location, guests, suppliers, etc.). Then 
you give your best to align your team to be 
better than your competitiors to get a full 
house and a strong cash flow. Day for day 
for day.

Jogi Loew, the German national coach, 
chose a strategy which was tailor-made to 
the competencies and the mentality of his 
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team. His strategy was not built around the 
best individuals nor on superstar-goal-
getters. He simply didn‘t have them. He 
developed a strategy around all the human 
resources he had at hand and he knew 
perfectly about the inherent limitations and 
potentials of his team.

The Germans did the same all others did: 
played soccer. But somehow they 
appeared different. They did better than all 
the other teams and they finally succeeded 
impressively. 

What did they do different? They relied on 
their own strengths and found a way to 
perform not just superior but also 
authent ical ly and enormously sel f 
confident.  

In the following I will try to dig deeper into 
the impact your human resources have on 
your strategy development and your 
capability to execute a strategy and finally 
to succeed.
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What has Strategy to 
do with HR? 

3

Why shall Human Resources have an 
impact on Strategy? 

One of the most challenging tasks when 
you are in charge of running a company - 
no matter if it’s a SME, a corporation, a 
NGO, a governmental organization or a 

Developing a strategy is like building 
a house. You need a plan, material 
and competent, motivated workers to 
succeed.
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conglomerate - is to find and to align the 
right people.

These people are the precondition to be 
able to identfy and implement any kind of 
strategy. Simple story. But the tricky thing 
is: Everybody is out to get the best talent 
and tries to achieve superior performance 
and to outperform its competitors. 

Unfortunately the naked truth is that high-
performers, collaborative personalities and 
brilliant brains are rare goods and so you 
can be quite sure that you’ll never have a 
perfect team and most propably you‘ll 
have to manage a kind of compromise. 
And even if your team would have been 
perfect until now, this is going to change 
rapidly if you apply a new strategy and 
take the employees out of their routines. 

You can be sure that in any kind of change 
process even the best people will face 
their difficulties.  Especially if they have to 
fulfill new tasks which are neither within 
the scope of their talent nor within the 
scope of their interest. 

I did a small research with befriended 
managers from a couple of different 
countries and asked them: „What is the 
most challenging aspect in applying a new 
strategy?“ and most of them answered, 
„Aligning the involved employees.“

Looking at the example of the German 
soccer team: Had it been a smart strategy 
of Jogi Loew trying to play football (apply a 
strategy) like the Portuguese? Or to mimic 
the Spanish or Brazilians? Or demanding a 
play like the English? No, of course not! 
The nature of the German team and it’s 
individuals is different. Their culture, their 
talents, their style is unique. Even their 
physics are different. They had to find a 
strategy that based on their very own 
strengths within a dynamic and very  
competitive environment. It was not about 
doing different things in different ways, but 
very much about doing similar things in 
their very own authentically style. 

If we take a look at modern management 
literature and methodology, we’ll find out 
that as well in management as in science 
we tend to forget that the knowledge 
about the 5 Forces or the best Blue-
Ocean-Process cannot tell us how to beat 
the market and the competitors. It tells us 
pretty much what COULD be done. But 
hardly anything about what CAN be 
done! 

These approaches provide indications 
what could be done, but they do not help 
us to chose what shall be done. Although 
Professor Porter indicates correctly that 
„Strategy requires you to make trade-offs 
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in competing - choose what not to do“, I 
do not agree on the explanation he 
provides on this thought. I consider it as 
the wrong perspective. 

It’s not a very wise, nor a pragmatic 
aproach that the decision shall be be 
made on concepts like analyzing the 
productivity frontier.

This concept neglects the fact any 
business has to be authentically and not 
all organizations are meant to bend the 
limitations of industry frontiers.  Much 
more important is to inc lude the 
competitive limitations and advantages 
regarding the involved human resources in 
these considerations. These soft factors 
have to be considered to achieve success 
and provide a superior output.

Consider the following: You are the owner 
of a profitable pub and you want to 
become a Michelin Star restaurant 
because a consultant told you that you are 
running the risk being stuck in the middle. 
You might run into difficulties. Your cook is 
definitely not prepared to run a Michelin 
Star kitchen. Neither your bar tender is. So 
you have to get a new cook and at least 
some new service staff. And even worse: 
Your existing customer base expects you 
to be a pub, not a Michelin Star restaurant. 

Even your suppliers hardly fit into your 
„new strategy“. 

We may develop the most impressive 
thoughts and papers on super ior 
performance and how to move the 
productivity frontier. But if we demand to 
apply a strategy which is not in the genes 
of our organization and its individuals the 
probabil ity of fai lure is very high. 
There fore we shou ld bet ter be 
pragmatic,  opportunistic and realistic 
(in the best sense of these words). 

From a management and leadership 
perspective you should consider: 

If you are riding a donkey and treat it like it 
a horse you will definitely fail. But if you 
accept that it’s a donkey and rely on the 
donkey’s strengths, you can achieve a lot.  
If we take a look at the history we’ll find 
plenty of companies who applied a horse-
strategy when they were riding a donkey. 

If you were in charge of Lehman Brothers 
you should better know that you don’t 
have Goldman Sachs’ or JP Morgan’s risk 
management and their quants at hand. 
You should think more than twice if you 
enter the business in which you can’t 
compete with your market-opponents. 
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And this is not (just) about corporate culture. This is about the 
competence and the fields of interest, talent and motivation of 
the people you have at hand (your organization). You might 
have the brightest, friendliest supporters, but you have rather 
weak sellers. You should rely on thus strength in support and 
build a strategy on that. If not, you will easily become 
mediocre in what you’re doing. The worst outcome of any 
strategy because you will lose your unique selling proposition 
and your competitive edge. 

A lot of strategists and managers will tell you that if you once 
found the proper strategy you will find the right people to 
apply this strategy. Especially consultants and MBAs will not 
get tired telling you this. Unfortunately the labour market is a 
very limited and even failure intensive field. Especially when it 
comes to high performers. The empirics of experienced senior 
managers from all over the globe draw a clear picture: 

Harvard Professor 
Michael E. Porter 
identifies 5 major 
Strategic Forces of 
Strategy.
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Most of the befriended senior managers 
I’ve asked answered „My failure quota in 
recruiting is higher than in any other field of 
my operations“.  And approximately half of 
them answered: „It’s more efficient to 
apply a new strategy with an existing team 
than with getting new resources to fulfill 
the task.“ 

That means if we know that we have a 
high quota of failure in hiring new staff and 
if we know that it might be easier to apply 
new initiatives and strategies with people 
who know the company and the culture 
and if we assume that we always have to 
manage imperfect teams, the logical 
consequence is that we should have deep 
knowledge about the competencies, the 
experience and especially the weaknesses 
and deficits of our teams before heading 
towards a new strategy. 
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It‘s the People, Stupid! 
4

“Genius is 2 Percent 
Inspiration and  
98 Percent Transpiration”

– Thomas Edison  



In any organization you have top-performers, mediocre- 
performers and low- performers.

And somehow quite often you will find the same in regards to 
business units, departments or any other entity in the 
economic environment. 

Some companies have excellent product development but 
miserable sales and customer services. Some have an 
exquisite marketing but a poor R&D department. And so on. 
There are hardly entities in the market which can excel in  all 
of these disciplines. And it is almost impossible to excel in all 
these dimensions in the perception of your customers! We 
could dig into the details and the reasons but I think most of 
you can agree on that assumption through personal 
experience. 

Referring once again on the example of the German soccer 
team: Some teams are famous for their excellent offense, 
some for their excellent defense, some for their mental 
strength and others for their physical advantages. It will be 
very tough to position Italy as the great offense team or 
making the Brazilians famous because of their great defense. 
It’s not in their genes and since culture is not just a matter of 
management but also of (corporate) heritage it takes a 
generation of players or more to mutate that. 

And even if you could change this heritage, you should think 
twice if it makes sense to do so. The mentioned genes are not 
just part of the team but also of it’s audience, its fans, its 
market. 

Out of this most of the outstanding soccer coaches in history 
applied two analysis: First they analyze what is the DNA (the 

„In a Service 
Business, we know, 
without the best 
People, we cannot be 
the best Firm“ 
             – John Whitehead 
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culture and heritage) of the team they shall steward to 
success and what are the limits to change this DNA. 

Second they analyze the strengths and weaknesses and the 
interests and potentials of the team’s individuals and how 
these individuals may interact ideal within the (maybe slightly 
mutated) DNA.  

The individual strengths, competencies and interests of the 
team members and their ability to work together and aligned 
for a common goal is a key factor to success and basis for 
any successfully applied strategy. 

Neither the corporate culture nor excellent individuals alone 
will lead the organization to success on the long run. It needs 
the combination of both to apply a strategy of excellence. One 

One and One equlas 
Three, if done the 
right way.  
Or Zero if applied 
wrongly. 
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and one equals three, if it’s done the right 
way! Or zero if applied the wrong way! 

To get a better understanding let’s have a 
look at Michael Porter’s five forces that 
shape industry competition and their 
interdependencies with the act ing 
resources within an organization: 

The threat of new entrants is mainly the 
threat that people who are smarter and 
more aggressive than you and your team 
are entering the market (with a disruptive      
idea). These guys challenge you on your 
own battlefield. It’s hard to be prepared 
because you never know when these 
disruptors will appear on the market place. 
To compete on that you have one chance: 
You have to be as smart, as aggressive 
and (unfortunately) as disruptive as they 
are. And you have to identify the people in 
your organization who can contribute this 
attitude. 

It is necessary that an organization 
cultivates a competitive and a disruptive 
drive which challenges the existing ideas 
how certain business can be done. This 
permanent disruption process has to be 
driven by individuals embedded into the 
organization and its corporate culture. 

The intensity of competitive rivalry 
means nothing else than that other market 

players are out there for kill. They want 
you, your clients and your marketshare. 
You should learn getting comfortable with 
that, because it will never change. It is the 
nature of markets. As a CEO of a company 
you should make sure that everybody 
within your organization is aware of this 
fact. This knowledge is mandatory to keep 
your troops aligned and motivated.  
In historical military strategy (Sunzi, 
Clausewitz, Che Guevara) it’s clear that 
you plan your strategy based on the troops 
and the arms you have. If you got 22 
guerrilla fighters like Fidel Castro during 
his „Grandma-Invasion“ of Cuba you have 
to apply a different strategy than if you 
have Napoleon’s resources. I do not value 
the complexity of the sizing because I am 
convinced that you can apply an excellent 
strategy with 22 highly motivated and 
talented people and achieve superior 
performance. And I am also convinced 
that you can do a horrible strategy with 
thousands of people and lose your 
economic battle. Entities like Lehman 
Brothers and Enron are very famous 
examples. 

Applied on Porter’s view on the intensity of 
competitive rivalry this means to me that 
you have to find a way which enables your 
team having greater impact on the market 
and producing more cash than your 
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competitors. Therefore you have to know the strengths and 
weaknesses of your people and your organization as well as 
the strengths and weaknesses of your opponents. 

Successful soccer coaches like Jogi Loew, Sir Alex Ferguson 
or Pep Guardiola adopt the strategy of their teams based on 
the opponent while never forgetting about the DNA of their 
own team and its nature of playing. The style and strategy 
Pep Guardiola is applying at Bayern Munich is quite different 
than what he did during his tenure at FC Barcelona. Why? 
Because a great strategist knows that the best strategy does 
not lead to victory if it cannot be applied properly because of 
cultural resentments or a lack of necessary competencies.  

If we consider strategy as a way to achieve superior 
performance we have to know what our competitors do and 

„We can play on top 
of the world for a 
good number of 
years, with some 
young players 
coming in to 
reinforce the team.“ 
                -       Jogi Loew
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find ways to do it better and commercially 
more successful. Markets are all about 
competitive rivalry!

The threat of substitute products or 
services is closely linked with the first 
force of new entrants. 

Like it or not: Economic progress is mainly 
about disruption. Somebody finds a way 
to serve a need or a demand better, more 
efficient or cheaper than you. Somebody 
was smarter than you and is now eating 
your lunch.  

In business there are three ways to be 
successful: To be smarter, to be faster or 
to cheat. Since cheating is not an option, 
the consideration should either being 
smarter or faster. In the best case both of 
it. 

For an organization this means leaders 
have to understand that it’s not the 
company that’s smart. But it’s bright 
individuals working together as a team 
making a company smart. And it’s its 
individuals working together as team who 
make the company perform fast and agile 
and create a corporate organism. Today 
we consider dealing with the threat of 
substitute products is mainly a task of 
p r o d u c t m a n a g e m e n t , b u s i n e s s 
development, market research or R&D. But 

it’s a task of the whole company to deal 
with this steady threat. Sales has to be 
aligned to keep an ear on the market as 
well as customer service. These are the 
guys who deal with the market day for day. 
If you have a tech unit use the brain power 
and the research potential of your techies 
to keep track on new developments. Most 
of them will be eager to share their know 
how, their ideas and their concepts. You 
will be surprised how effectively grassroots 
people can contribute to strategy. And 
how easy it is to apply a strategy when the 
people feel heard in its creation. 

If you don’t want to be disrupted by 
substitute products, be a disruptor by your 
self. Accept the fact that the world 
changes and create a team and a culture 
which can adopt fast and radical.  Make 
change an integral part of your companies 
DNA. In a disruptive environment the only 
way to provide superior performance on 
the long term is to align a team that goes 
for more than handling routines properly. 
Create a team that strives to excel day for 
day in contribution and strives how to 
perform more efficient and serving 
customers better than the day before. And 
than the team itself will become the 
aggregator of the strategy and will identify 
ways to achieve superior performance and 
will beat the competition.
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The bargaining power of customers is a 
threat to any industry. The best example 
for that is the global telecommunication 
industry. The major product (the voice 
connection from A to B) is intangible. It has 
no design nor a taste. It has just a price. 
And since there is competition on this 
r e a l l y e a s y - t o - c o m p a r e - p r o d u c t 
(remember you just want a stable voice 
connection from A to B) there is just one 
logical direction where the retail price of it 
will develop. It will decrease. Further in 
te lecommunica t ions you w i l l find 
disruptors like voice-over-IP offers like 
Skype, Viber or Facebook who offer the 
core-product of te lcos ( the voice 
connection from A to B) for free. And even 
players who have been outside this 
industry for long or where partners of 
telcos, like Apple, are entering the market 
with free services like FaceTime Audio. 
That means if you are a telecom company 
the bargaining power of your customers is 
growing dramatically. What to do? Expect 
that within a couple of years the way you 
earn money today will not work anymore. 
There is a good chance that voice 
telephony will cost nothing in the future 
because it’s an inherent part of a data-
package everybody has. That means the 
market as we know it will be disrupted and 
gone. 

And again it’s all about the 6th force in 
strategy: Do you have the right people to 
answer this vital threats of the market? Do 
you have the culture and DNA to adopt to 
these challenges and keep the motivation 
of your people ahead? Do you have the 
better ideas how to do the future business 
than your rivals? Are you capable of 
providing an excellent quality of service 
and your customers are willing to pay a 
premium? At the end of the day the only 
chance to keep ahead with the perpetual 
bargaining power of your customers is to 
have the bright people at place who find 
the appropriate answers. If your customer 
service is excellent, customers will pay a 
premium. If your sales people are 
excellent, they will negotiate fair prices and 
will cross-sell within your portfolio to 
increase revenue and profitability. If your 
R&D and product-development is excellent 
you will have an innovation-driven 
advantage. I f your market ing and 
advertising is excellent and your brand is 
valuable to customers you can keep your 
margin stable. But it’s about the people 
who make sure that all these things 
happen. And ideally happen better than at 
your competitor‘s place.   

The bargaining power of suppliers 
depends heavily on your position (power 
and reputation) in the market and the 
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capability of thinking in and applying of long-term and fair 
partnerships.

No supplier should press its customer with its bargaining 
power if its interested in a sustainable, long-term business. Of 
course in reality this is not always the case since not too 
much managers understand about the advantages of 
symbiotic business approaches. Nevertheless we should go 
for symbiotic and sustainable „live-and-let-live“ approaches 
whenever it’s possible. Even if it costs some minor premium 
and a little slice of margin. In the long run it will monetize and 
convert into profit. 

As mentioned this is unfortunately much too seldom the case 
and a successful leader has to find a apprioate way to answer 
this imperfection of the market and its players. 

„I consider clients 
and suppliers as 
partners and 
therefore it‘s my job 
to balance the 
individual interest.“ 
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And again the answer how to react on the 
supplier’s bargaining force is having the 
bright and motivated people at place. 
Being a buyer does not mean to be in 
defense. If you are capable of lining out 
the common goal of a deal. The seller 
wants to sell and buyer wants to buy at a 
reasonable price. The seller has two prime 
motives: To sell at a high price. And to 
develop the customer relation to sell again 
to this customer. But there’s another 
interest of the seller: He wants to keep his 
customer (in which he invested time in 
building the relation and has hope for new 
orders) in business and competitive. That 
means even if the supplier (the seller) had 
the bargaining power to corner the buyer it 
wouldn’t be very smart in the long run. The 
nature of most buyer-seller-relationships 
does not necessarily imply an important 
strategic force if you have people at place 
who are smart enough to visualize this 
insight. 

At the Oxford Advanced Management and 
Leadership Programme at Said Business 
School we had a training in negotiation 
based on a case study . My class 
consisted some of the smartest people 
and very senior business leaders from 
around the world. I was surprised how 
poor the outcome of the negotiations of 
most of us was. And the prime reason for 

this miserable outcomes was ego, hybris 
and greed. Everybody wanted to win and 
to succeed. But the success of the case 
study was built collaboration. The best 
deal is not the highest or the lowest price. 
The best deal is where all involved parties 
can earn and prosper on the long run. 

To build an strategic advantage in the field 
of the bargaining power of your suppliers 
you have to build a culture and a team 
which is capable to evaporate this aspect 
which Mr. Porter considers as an important 
force. 

I consider this as a misconsideration 
because it’s much more about developing 
relation with your supply chain based on 
trust where the price negotiations are not 
about positions but about motivation and 
balancing the interest of the involved 
players. The limited resource of corporate 
time is better invested fighting competitors 
than fighting allies. You might find tactical 
advantages in stressing the aspect of 
bargaining power within the supply chain 
but in the long term the disadvantages will 
overwhelm the advantages. Of course 
business is meant to be greedy but it 
might be smart to be long term greedy. 

By moving briefly through Michael porter 
strategic forces it became transparent that 
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in none of the mentioned fields you will 
succeed if you don’t have the right people 
at place. Competition is done by people 
and companies are run by people. These 
people serve the market and interpret 
what’s going on within the market. They 
deal with innovation as well as with routine 
processes. They are the face to the 
customer as well as to the suppliers. They 
are the core asset. 

But nevertheless Mr. Porter does not 
consider getting the right people in a 
limited market (let’s be honest: brightness 
is a very limited good) as a serious 
strategic limitation. Also the brilliant W. 
Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne do not 
really reflect on this in their Blue Ocean 
strategy approach. Neither Professor 
Thomas Powell nor Professor Tim Morris in 
Oxford at OAMLP did. Their lectures on 
strategy not even mentioned the HR 
aspect on developing your strategy. 

If we as leaders want to achieve superior 
performance with the companies we are 
stewarding we have to use the knowledge, 
the vision, the drive, the input, the 
warnings and the development of the 
people who shall apply the success: our 
managers and employees. 

That’s why I consider „Aligning the right 
people“ as major force any business 
strategy. And although the subtitle of this 
article says The 6th forces of Strategy 
personally I consider this as the number 
one force in strategy. 

If we follow that path we have to define 
how to analyze this strength in a corporate 
as well as in an academic context. How do 
we measure „Aligning the right People“? 

Of course success is a good empiric 
indicator of having the right people 
aligned. If you are Jogi Loew and you just 
won the FIFA world cup with your team 
you might have aligned the right people. 
Your players were disruptive on the game 
of their opponents and your clients (the 
fans) loved them and bought tickets, 
merchandizing and airtime. But what was 
the difference in regards to the non-
winning teams? What did Loew do 
different? How can we learn from Loew 
and his superior performance? 

To give an answer on that we have to 
forget about the empiric result but take a 
look at the process which led to success.  
If we do this analysis we will find certain 
key-aspects Loew did care about: 

	 1.	 After Loew took over from his 
predecessor Juergen Klinsmann he 
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eliminated all divas (e.g. Stefan Ballack) 
from his team and did not rely on 
outstanding individuals. He formed a 
homogeny unit 

	 2.	 Over years Loew never blamed 
his team in times when they were 
successful and provided necessary trust  
and protection in case of failure to his 
players.  

	 3.	 Loew took the time and great 
effort to development new talents and 
accepted setbacks and critics on his way 
forward. 

Form my perspective as a non-soccer-
expert but a corporate leader this was the 
three key aspects that the German team 
could apply agile and diverse strategies 
full of courage during FIFA 2014 in Brazil. 
And I want to highlight that they applied 
multiple strategies and not just a single 
one. They were capable to play different 
opponents and situations in a different 
way. Loew understood that it’s not him 
playing on the field and he had to rely that 
his players applied the right tactics in the 
right moment.  To do so he had to train 
their judgement and to apply the right 
tasks to the right people. To do this well 
was a major part of his strategy and an 
important contributor to his success.

Michael Porter 5-forces-approach tells you 
nothing but: You are living in turbulent 
times! 

You cannot measure the attractiveness of 
a bus iness on a 5 - fo rces -mode l 
considered the fact there are successful 
and non-successful players in any 
industry. Some industries might be a little 
bit more complex than others. But 
anywhere you’ll find winners and losers. 
So it’s not about how the environment 
performs but about your team’s perform 
within this environment. 

Digital ization is a catalyst to this 
development since more and more walls 
which huge corporations built as obstacles 
for new market entries are teared down 
and accessibility is the driver of innovation 
by small and medium enterprises who are 
disrupt ing old fashioned business 
approaches and product lines. Economies 
of scale is hardly working anymore and 
even brand identity gives hardly safety for 
your future market position. 

Following that thought we have to switch 
our perspective how to  analyze industries, 
companies and organizations. We shall not 
rely on a snapshot which only shows us 
(external) indicators which are changing 
rapidly. Much more we shall rely on the 
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analysis on the human capacity of these 
entities. In an unstable, Darwinistic and 
dynamic environment - as modern 
business is - the main strategic advantage 
is the ability to adopt fast and smart. This 
ability to adopt is depended on the 
corporate culture, on the intellectual 
capacity of its individuals and how 
efficient, creative and motivated these 
individuals are working together as a team. 

I remember when I was invited to an event 
in Vienna. 

The future of mobile communication was 
discussed and plenty of industry leaders - 
such as Nokia, Ericsson, Alcatel, Philips - 
were presenting their vision on mobile 
communication and fancy prototypes of 
futuristic gadgets. It was the year 2000. 

Although these huge companies realized 
the importance of mobile communication 
in the future and had a clear idea about 
mobile messaging, mobile music and 
video and many more things which was 
close how things developed, none of the 
named companies is relevant in todays 
smartphone-market. 

None of them anticipated the rather simple 
and straight forward design of products 
like Apple’s iPhone or Samsung’s Galaxy 
Series and none of them was capable to 

imitate the successful product lines 
quickly. That means „they“ were neither 
smart enough to lead the innovation nor 
fast enough to adopt and compete. 

And „they“ does not mean anonymous 
corporate entities but „they“ means the 
acting leaders, mangers and employees of 
industry leaders: They were the strategic 
core asset of the companies which 
enables superior performance or leads to 
distinction. 
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360° Testing of 
Strategic Limitations  

5

During the OAMLP each person of our 
class had to do a „Primary Colors 360“ 
t e s t .  
A 360 degree feedback which should 
enable us to experience more about our 

strengths and weaknesses. To learn about 
our potentials and limitations. What if this 
would also work out applied on an 
enterprize?

A company is like a human being. It 
deals with internal and external 
issues and problems. It has stengths, 
weaknesses and insecurities. 
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The 7 areas which were tested during the Primary Colors 360 
are: 

	 •	 Building and Sustaining Relationships 

	 •	 Leadership  

	 •	 Team Working 

	 •	 Setting Strategic Direction 

	 •	 Creating Alignment 

	 •	 Planning and Organizing 

	 •	 Delivering Results 

Let’s do the assumption that the qualities and the potential of 
a natural person (like a leader of a company) and a legal entity 
(like a corporation) can be measured the same way. We will 
find out that applying the same 7 dimensions (we use for 
Individuals) onto the 360 degree review of a company will tell 
us a lot about its strategic potentials and options. It’s 
strengths and weaknesses. 

If we consider a company as a living organism which is 
interacting with the external world as well with its inner life it 
becomes clear that we can measure it (almost) the same way 
we do with individuals. 

We can test if a company is able to build sustaining 
relationships. We have to ask its customers and its suppliers. 

„A company can be 
considered a living 
creature. Dealing 
with internal and 
external issues and 
interacting with its 
environment.“
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Take a look at its customer-churn figures 
and the HR fluctuation. Coming back to 
Porter we will find out that the balancing of 
the bargaining power of suppliers and 
customers and i ts impact on the 
organization will heavily correlate with the 
feedback on that question. If bargaining 
power is a threat you have a problem 
within building sustaining relationships. If 
you have a high fluctuation of employees 
(even worse of your key-players) you  have 
also an issue. 

We can also get feedback on what the 
strategic leadership potentials of a 
company are. Is the company inspiring the 
team and its external peers? Does it focus 
on the vital few priorities? Can everybody 
do what is required from them? Does the 
company deal appropriately with success 
and failure? Does the company maintain 
mutual trust? Does the company welcome 
feedback?

If we consider strategy as the art to 
achieve superior performance especially 
the team working aspect is of highest 
relevance in analyzing the strategic 
potentials of a company. 

Does a company have fluent processes 
and collaboration among business units 
and individuals? What is the perception of 

the team and the management on this 
aspect? And what is the perception of the 
external environment such as clients, 
suppliers and investors? The ability of a 
team of individuals working  and thinking 
efficiently together is a key aspect of any 
success corporate culture.

The ability to set strategic direction 
means finding ways to achieve superior 
performance. Unless management and 
leadership are important, the input of the 
grass roots is mandatory to achieve the 
goal. As outlined earlier finding the proper 
answer to the market’s questions cannot 
be done by CEOs or boards. This is is an 
inherent task of everybody in a healthy 
organization. It takes the collective 
knowledge, insight and relations of all 
individuals engaged. Of course it is task of 
the top-management to chose among the 
options and take decisions. But it takes   
everybody to define and aggregate the 
possible options. 

I know out of experience that sometimes 
you learn more about the strategic issues 
of a company asking a call center agent 
who is dealing with the market day for day 
than asking a board member. If we 
consider new market entrants and 
disruptors as a major strategic force it 
might be a smart move to have an ear on 
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the market what’s going on. You will hardly get this 
information in a boardroom. You have to ask your sales and 
support people. The ones who are talking to the customer on 
a daily basis. That means the ability of setting proper strategic 
direction is directly linked to the ability how fast important 
information reaches through the hierarchies of an 
organization, how it’s evaluated properly and if these insights 
have an impact at decision makers. We can test this factor 
easily by applying a 360 degree review. 

Creating alignment out of the perspective of a corporate 
leader means mobilizing people following a strategic direction 
and establishing efficient teamwork. From a integrated 
perspective this needs the input and collaboration of each 
individual of the company. From an holistic perspective the 
company has to be known for having one face to its 
employees, its customers and its partners and suppliers.  

„I know that strategy 
is a living, breathing, 
totally dynamic 
game!“  
                              – Jack Welsh
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Alignment is the key factor when you have 
to adopt or implement a strategy. It’s all 
about mobilization! To ensure that people 
assist each other and keep the team 
motivated to achieve superior performance 
in changing environments. That means you 
frequently have to adopt your strategy and 
have to realign the troops. The better and 
faster that works the more agile you will 
respond on Porters 5-forces.  The better 
you involve the people in the creation of 
the change and the better it fits with the 
DNA of your organization, the easier it will 
be to implement and get the necessary 
support. 

Planning and organizing is a crucial 
factor in developing and applying any 
activity that should lead to superior 
performance.  Everybody within an 
organization has to know what to do and 
when to do it.

Unfortunately this is not always the case 
and we have to get a clear picture of the 
strengths and weaknesses. Again relying 
on the 360 degree feedback we have to 
get feedback how this capability is 
perceived by the management, the 
employees, the customers and the 
suppliers. Is the company being known as 
organized or as chaotic? The naked 
performance figures will not always tell the 

truth. Methodologies like the Six-Sigma-
model can tell you if standardization 
works. But I doubt the strategic relevance 
of that. Much more I am convinced that 
planning and organization is all about 
involvement and integration and the 
understanding where the interfaces and 
dependencies of an organization and its 
peers are. And involvement is all about 
perception. Do people understand their   
role and their contribution on an individual 
perspective and as well as on a holistic   
one? Planning and organizing is closely 
related to alignment and teamwork and 
has to be considered as a crucial success-
factor in achieving superior performance 
and providing an outstanding customer 
experience. 

Delivering Results is the pinnacle of the 
mentioned 7-dimensions in achieving 
superior performance. The best planning 
and organization, the best leadership, 
teamwork and alignment  and the best 
relationships and strategies means nothing 
if you are not able to deliver results. 
Superior Performance is all about results. 
Nobody would care about Jogi Loew’s 
performance at FIFA 2014 if he didn’t 
accomplish the result of winning the 
championship. And here again I refer to 
the 360 degree feedback. Do the 
company’s employees, its management, 
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its clients and it partners perceive the 
company as capable of delivering results? 
Employees and customers know if there is 
a problem in product or service quality. 
The finical guys know where the problems 
of cost structures are and quite often they 
have the needed actions already prepared. 
They sales people know why they 
underperform their sales-goals. And also 
the product managers do. The question is 
if the company - as a living creature - is 
willing and capable to deal with the 
existing knowledge, solve the problems 
and deliver the results. 

Any Stakeholder should ask the following 
question: Is the company (a bunch of 
individuals working together fulfilling 
certain roles) capable giving appropriate 
answers on the dynamic questions of the 
market. If yes, you found a company with 
a major strategic advantage. 

Measuring the strategic potential of a 
company or an industry based on Michael 
Porter’s 5-Forces-Model is a big threat. It 
tells you hardly anything about the future 
performance of the entity. It is a kind of 
snapshot based on certain assumptions 
and KPIs missing the most important point 
in an  dynamic environment. The ability of 
an organism to adopt in a changing world.  

Modern business is a highly dynamic and 
Darwinistic environment and given this fact 
it follows Darwin’s laws of evolution. As we 
know there are three schemes of evolution: 
by selection, by isolation and by mutation. 

Selection applied to economics means 
that only the strong entities (who are able 
to adopt) sustain. Isolation means that an 
industry is heading towards a dead end. 
BCG would probably call this kind  poor 
dogs. And mutation means in an industry 
context disruptive innovation. Consider the 
reengineering of the music market through 
iTunes. Or the exchange of horses through 
cars. 

If we consider this assumption as correct 
we see that the main strategic advantage 
of any entity in an Darwinistic dynamic 
environment is the ability to adopt fast and 
to reinvent itself if necessary. That means 
i n a n a l y z i n g a n y e n t i t i e s f u t u re 
performance we have to analyze its 
capacity to adopt  on changes fast and 
smart. The only way to measure potential 
future superior performance is to measure 
the companies potential as a „corporate 
being“. It’s personal strengths and 
weaknesses. 

How will it will (can) react if the big boys 
are cornering it at the schoolyard? Will it 
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be able to attract a nice partner? Will it be 
able to save some money and deal 
properly with responsibility? Will it be able 
to get back on track after setbacks? Is it a 
fair and reliable person? Does it have the 
will and the competence to succeed in 
competition? 

We see all these interview-questions which 
was thought to analyze humans can also 
be applied to a corporate entity. And the 
answers on that will tell you a lot about the 
strategic potential to achieve superior 
performance. 
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Conversation on 
Strategy

6

Q: You claim that strategy is all about 
producing cash. Isn’t that too simple? 

JB: No! Definitely not. The opposite is the 
case! Because as a holistic approach it’s 

much too complex. That’s why we have to 
break it down into several more specific 
action-fields. But at the end of the day it’s 
all about creating a sustaining free cash-
flow. It’s simple like that! 

A discussion seems to be one of the 
most efficient ways to explore the 
infinite field of strategy and superior 
performance 
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Q: That’s reminds a little bit on Milton 
Friedman‘s ideas. 

JB: No, it reminds on Marc Bertoneche. 
Fr iedman is ta lk ing about profits. 
Bertoneche and me are talking about cash. 
You can do a lot of profit, run into a scissor 
effect and fail. Poor strategy! But a strong 
free cash flow shows that a company and 
its management are performing superior. 

Q: You are addressing the problem that 
science and real life show a huge gap in 
the field of strategy. Can you precise that? 

JB: I got aware of the issue during my stay 
at Oxford University for the Advanced 
Management and Leadership Programme. 
The group - as well as the faculty  - 
consisted of really outstanding individuals 
with great expertise and experience. We 
discussed several strategy methodologies 
and nobody seemed to be very impressed. 
The opposite was the case. Most of the 
participants stayed skeptical. Why? 
Because there’s a huge difference 
between a academic environment and real 
life. The big issue on strategy is not to 
identify what shall be done. But how it can 
be done commercially successful!

Q: You disagree on Michael Porters 5 
Forces Model. Why? 

JB: I do not disagree on the 5 Forces. 
They are valid and important indicators. 
What I outline is that the 5 forces model is 
incomplete. I have great respect on 
Porter’s work on strategy but I think he 
misses some of the significant issues. The 
team that has to apply the strategy is the 
key aspect to success and shall be the 
main driver of any strategic development. 
Can you imagine any soccer coach who 
wouldn’t design a strategy depending on 
his team? Or any military general? Why do 
we think in management the people you 
are working with shouldn’t be the main 
driver of our strategic approach? It’s the 
employees who form the company!

Q: If you work through Porters essays you 
will find the he explains on the issue of 
„fitting“. Isn’t this actually what you mean 
with your proposal of a resource driven 
strategy development? 

JB: No, it’s not. Because Porters analysis 
of fitting are done on environmental and 
infrastructure circumstances. He analysis if 
there are synergies in plants and 
competencies. And so on. What I say is: 
Analyze what strengths, interests, what 
knowledge and know-how your people 
have and build a strategy on that. Your 
company will excel in creativity, alignment 
and execution! 
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Q: The common belief on strategic 
advantage is about being different.“ and  
„means choosing a different set of 
activities to deliver a unique mix of value.“ 

JB: I disagree because I deeply belief that 
also doing the same things - just better 
than the rest - can create an important 
strategic advantage and leads superior 
market performance.  I’ll give you an 
example: Professor Porter illustrates in his 
essay „What is Strategy2 that Japanese 
companies in the 80s hardly had any 
strategy. I think their ethos and their 
capability to produce significantly cheaper 
on a very high quality standard was a very 
appropriate and successful strategy to 
enter a market dominated by European 
and American players. 

Q: Does your team driven strategy 
approach does not forget about the 
market? 

JB: Who deals with the market? Your team 
does! If you ask them to accomplish things 
they cannot apply, they - and also you - 
will fail. It’s easy like that! If you have a 
consensual culture like in Japan you will 
find a tough time to identify the disruptors 
by nature. Your team might have different 
qualities to build your strategy on and 
achieve superior performance. 

Q: Superior performance seems to be a 
main motive for you. What exactly means 
superior performance to you? 

JB: First superior performance in an 
economic environment means producing a 
stable, sustaining free cash flow. I consider 
Free Cash flow is the main indicator of 
entrepreneurial success and value created. 
Second: superior performance means that 
the stakeholders of an entity are able to 
identify that it is superior performing. This 
includes customers and suppliers as well 
as employees and shareholders. Nothing 
worse than a company where just the CEO 
and some board members are realizing the 
superior performance. It might be an 
illusion. That means that beside the free 
cash flow only the internal and external 
feedback makes you sure that you are on 
the right track. 

Q: Is it really that simple? Free cash flow 
and satisfied stakeholders? 

JB: What more can can you ask for when 
you are running a company? You create 
value. And I do not know any other 
relevant indicator then valuing the 
produced cash. It‘s a business and not a 
hobby. And further you deal with satisfied 
customers, suppliers, employees and 
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shareholders? Isn’t this exactely what you want to achieve as 
a corporate leader? 

Q: What about strategic threats like new market entrants or 
substitute products and services? 

JB: You cannot prepare for disruptors except striving for the 
best and most efficient way to serve a customers need by 
yourself. Nevertheless you can be quite sure that sooner or 
later somebody appears on your market who serves your 
customer in a way you never would have thought of. And then 
it’s on you and your team how quick you are able to adopt, to 
elaborate on the opponents offer and to fight back. If you 
don’t want to be disrupted, be a disruptor yourself. Or a very 
quick and professional adopter. In real life you have to be 
both. 

„The naked truth is: 
You have to be at 
least as smart, as 
aggressive and as 
disruptive as they 
are.“ 
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Q: That means you are proposing a rather 
passive me-too approach? 

JB: No, but I definitely do not belief that 
there is nobody out there who will not find 
a smarter solution to my customers needs 
then me and my team do. If we find a 
smarter solution first, we will market and 
develop it. That’s the daily goal we try to 
achieve. But if a competitor or a new 
market entrant finds the smarter solution 
to serve the need first, you should better 
quickly adopt. Sometimes it’s better to 
copy first class then to invent mediocre. 

Q: That’s in strong opposition to another 
popular strategic approach: the Blue 
Ocean Model. Isn't innovation important to 
you? 

JB: Innovation is very important to me but 
we should define what we consider as 
innovation. Let me illustrate my thought on 
an example: Southwest Airlines, featured 
in the book Blue Ocean and also used by 
Michael E. Porter. Southwest Airlines 
focused on its strengths and eliminated all 
the unnecessary within its offer. The airline 
focused on short distance flights and 
reduced the service offered to a minimum. 
Nevertheless this minimum-service is 
applied excellent and highly efficient. 
Applying a 5 forces analysis will tell you 

hardly anything how to get to this strategy. 
You have to ask your cabin staff and your 
guests what kind of service is needed and 
what can be eliminated to reduce the 
ticket-price. It’s more about finding the 
balance of the stakeholder needs and 
creating an appropriate offer than about 
disruption or innovation. 

Q: What about Cirque de Soleil? Also just 
balancing of stakeholder interests? 

JB: At the end of the day: Yes. But the 
strategy of Cirque de Soleil was not 
developed through a blue ocean process. 
The successful global circus franchise was 
used by the authors to illustrate the drivers 
of the approach. Matter of fact is that 
there’s no valid methodology today which 
tells you, do this and then that and the 
outcome is Cirque de Soleil and a billion 
dollar business. Unfortunately we still do 
not have this cooking recipe. A success 
like Cirque de Soleil appears through 
smart people with smart ideas and having 
the competence to align and to apply. 
Cirque de Soleil is built on the 6th force: 
The people who developed the concept, 
got the best artists available and attracted 
the audience to come and pay the fee. It‘s 
an unfurtunate situation that today’s 
strategy-methodology is not able to tell 
you how to achieve that. 
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Q: And your answer on this lack of 
methodology is the 6th Force? 

JB: It’s not really an answer because there 
is simply no „one“, sustaining answer in 
the dynamic field of developing strategy. 
It’s all about perpetual change. You have 
to be agile and quick to adopt because in 
a global competition you can be sure that 
there definitely will be plenty of disruptors 
and price-dumpers on your way. The 6th 
Force concept is about including your 
team to find the proper strategic answers 
on these highly complex, dynamic and 
infinite challenges. 

Q: You promote that the „personal“ 
qualities of a company can be measured 
and tested the same way like the skills of  
human beings to identify its strategic 
potentials? 

JB: I got the idea during the OAMLP in 
Oxford. I was inspired by the Primary 
Colors 360° test which was done with 
each attendee and Lalit Johri’s explanation 
on the triple-loop-learning-methodology. A 
company is dealing with internal and 
external issues. A company should be 
capable to learn. It interacts with other 
entities. A company even can be sued and  
is treated similar to a human being. Why 
shouldn‘t consider a company as a living 

and thinking organism. A creature, if you 
like so. It‘S an entity which is more than 
the sum of its individuals. An entity with its 
beliefs and values. Having strengths and 
weaknesses. Having its potentials and 
limitations. Just like a human being. So if 
we consider this as a proper conclusion 
We can test the strategic potential of a 
company the similar way like the potential 
of a human. In other words: the fields of 
achieving superior performance are the 
same ones for a company as for a 
manager. 

Q: Can you elaborate on the parallels of 
evaluating humans and companies? 

JB: Take a look at the seven dimensions 
being tested in the Primary Colors 360°. 
It’s about building sustaining relationships, 
leadership, team work, setting strategic 
direction and alignment, about planning 
and organizing and delivering results. All 
these qualities are asked from managers 
as well as from companies as a whole. A 
strong brand identifies itself by having a 
strong relation with its customers. A strong 
entity will be considered as a leader in its 
industry. The best companies make the 
impression that their team works fluently 
and aligned and has a clear strategic 
direction. And in regards to delivering 
results we just have to have a look at the 
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stock exchange. There we learn about the 
perception of companies as individuals. As 
living creatures. So we can apply almost 
the same tools evaluating a company like 
a manager.  
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