Read Me First
Weeks 4 to 6:
 
In a world of escalating change, increasing chaos and uncertainty, why spend the time to develop a strategy? Some leaders and experts will say one cannot win in the future without a clear game plan.  Others respond that it is not worth the time and effort, because change happens before a plan can be implemented.  Both are right.  It is impossible to continuously succeed without a game plan and a vision for the future.  And at the same time, many of the traditional approaches to planning just take too much time having been developed at a time when change took place at a much slower pace.  The road to success lies not in creating massive strategy documents that sit on someone’s shelf or are merely the plan to achieve financial targets set by the CEO. Crafting strategy is about identifying how a company or organization or team will succeed for the short and long term, determining the capabilities needed to get there, and aligning all the key stakeholders to make the strategy a reality. Or one might say the art of strategy involves visualizing the game one wants to play, painting a picture of what success or winning means, and designing the pattern of moves that comprise a winning game plan—and doing it quickly, regularly and with quality.
 
The ability to craft a strategy or game plan is not merely a need of CEOs of corporations and organizations.  It is a mindset and approach any leader can leverage if they want to ensure the success of their team or organization as well as their success as a leader.  The mindset and approach involves the continuous scanning and assessment of the environment, covered in the first three weeks of this course.  The environmental scan and analysis help to frame the opportunities and challenges to be addressed, in terms of a clear opportunity or problem statement.  With this focus, a strategy can be crafted that includes identifying the desired end state in terms of a vision and set of strategic objectives. And the pattern of moves or strategies can de crafted to realize this desired end state, by identifying many different alternative strategies or moves and assessing each one against the desired end state and objectives.  Based on this assessment, a set of strategies or moves can be selected to comprise the pattern of moves or strategies that make up the game plan.  This approach to strategy is based on the problem solving model that has been used throughout this program. It is an approach to strategy that can be though of as a mindset – one focused on realizing a competitive advantage on a daily basis.
 
I have seen successes and failures of industries, companies, functions and leaders related to the art and science of strategic planning. At an industry level, the telecommunications and airlines industries have declined as a majority of players failed to develop a game plan to turn around their declining companies or the declining industry.  A few of the companies in these industries such as Southwest Airlines or Verizon have created and implemented successful strategies—at least for the moment. Meanwhile global competitors from countries such as India and China are creating a new set of economics that threaten different industries involved in products and services ranging from producing clothing to programming massive business applications to developing multimedia applications and games. The very nature of the playing field around the world is changing and will continue to do so. Creating a strategy is not easy in this type of environment.  But having no strategy is a decision and a strategy; and it is likely to ensure you get to the desired end state of this type of decision: nowhere.
 
At a company level I have seen some organizations continue to plan, often using models or processes that they used 20 years ago.  These complex strategic planning processes can take a lot of resources and a lot of time. And if complex processes are combined with leaders who are slow to make decisions, sometimes taking 6 months or a year to decide to implement a new strategy that is obvious to everyone on their team, they end up being too late and too little to realize any competitive advantage.  In other companies I have seen the senior leaders thoroughly assess their environment, define or revise their desired end state, craft a strategy and align their stakeholders around it in a very short time.  And it is these same companies who have leaders who realize speed and the speed of good decisions focused on the right opportunities and challenges is the best way to succeed for the short term and the long term. As you scan the environment you will also find many companies such as Starbucks and Cirque de Soleil who continue to craft innovative strategies including redefining the nature of the game and of the playing field. And they continue to redefine that game for themselves and other players.
 
I have found that looking outside of one’s industry and looking at companies and leaders who have simple, clear, innovative strategies and approaches to business can provide a wealth of information and new approaches to crafting good strategy and implementing it quickly even with limited resources. Let’s take a look at two companies and their leaders that have created a new playing field and continue to refine their game.  They are also great examples of having simple clear strategies and implementing them quickly.  Cirque de Soleil is a company which redefined the playing field and the game in entertainment.  This $800 million dollar a year company has created innovative new productions and products and gained the attention of strategy experts from Harvard Business School to INSEAD (W Chan Kim).  Looking at the leaders of this company and how they look at strategy one sees a clear focus on their vision and the crafting of a strategy to realize it.  Guy Laliberte, the CEO and founder, began this business with a clear and simple strategy.  He would “Promote the show and not the more easily replaced performers; eliminate spoken dialogue so the production appeals to a diverse (global) audience; and most important, cut out the expensive and controversial animal acts” (Business Week Online, 2004). He has created an international organization and clearly defined the visionary leadership role he will play within it. He brought in a COO so he can be the “guide” and focus on their critical capability—their productions.  Cirque created a new game and maybe even a new version of the industry.  It is cited as a role model of creating a Blue Ocean Strategy (Chan and Mauborgne, 2004) strategy.  And yet its leaders, such as Laliberte, realize they must constantly understand their environment and redefine the game, even though it is one they created: “We’re constantly challenging ourselves. The entertainment is a big jungle and we have to stay alert.” (Business Week Online, 2004) Although they may have started out looking almost like a circus, they are now partnering with other businesses, such as MGM, to design some innovative new forms of entertainment and to grow a successful and profitable new business. 
 
But as Cirque grows and evolves, new competitors spring up that make it impossible for Cirque or its leaders to ever become secure in their current strategy or vision. One only needs to experience some of these competitors to be awed by their products (productions), amazed by their branding and marketing strategies, and  intrigued by their ability to win the hearts and minds of their customers who come back to see a single production many times. In the production I attended, more than 50% of the people I talked to during the evening were there for their third, fourth or fifth time during its 3 month run. Cavalia is a relatively new product and company, having formed about a year ago.  At first glance one might consider it an imitator of Cirque.  However, one need only to experience the leaders, the production and the experience to realize it is very different company with a very different strategy.  As much as Laliberte’s strategy was to avoid animal acts in Cirque, Cavalia was founded by Norman Latourelle based on the vision of creating “a magical encounter between horse and man”. As much as Cirque saw animals as a challenge, Cavalia has turned this challenge into an opportunity. While most entertainment that uses animals in its productions have to fight groups such as the Human Society, Cavalia is pointed out as a role model for the future that demonstrates the essence of the partnership between human and animal.
 
Cavalia’s founder and President, Norman Latourelle, was one of the founders of Cirque de Soleil.  His vision for Cavalia began when he witnessed the impact a single horse made on an entire audience when one played a part in a show he produced. Cavalia is a newly emerging business, with a unique name and brand image, in a newly defined industry. It enters this industry with a different vision, a different game plan and a very different product. Whether it will have the success of Cirque and have the potential to become a billion dollar company is up in the air. But at the rate of revenue for the three months in Scottsdale of almost $2M per week for ticket sales alone or up to $100M per year, it is on its way to a great start for its first year in business. If one talks to stakeholders such as its employees and its customers, and even the Human Society, which is much like regulators in other industries, it has surely aligned these key stakeholders around its strategy and its vision. Of the customers who purchased their special “Rendezvous Package” I interviewed at the recent productions in Scottsdale Arizona, 55% have seen it three, four or five times in less than three months.  And with prices for this  “Rendezvous Package” (which includes one seat, hors d’ oeuvres before the show, dessert at intermission and a 20-minute tour of the stable) at almost $200 per person, that is an amazing degree of customer loyalty and a very high percentage of repeat business. 
 
Cavalia is not merely another circus, or even another Cirque.  It is a brilliant business with an amazing game plan. It was put together in less than a year with horses, acrobats, musicians, and other staff from around the world. Its implementation and operation is at best a nightmare in logistics. It has multimedia and special effects not seen at even many Las Vegas productions. And its musicians, singer and music are world class and as original as its name, Cavalia. And unlike Cirque, there is a clear sense of social responsibility behind this company, its business and its leaders.  From the point of society, relationships and leadership, all of their marketing communications and the production itself highlight the need for trust, the importance of freedom and the responsibility of the leader in establishing a relationship that is based on their respect for the other. This commitment to society and the environment further comes out loud and strong when its founder says: “Men are taking up more and more open space, and there’s less and less nature.  How do we stop that? We have a challenge to protect the beauty of nature, and the horse stands for that” (LaFave, 2005).
 
During these three weeks you will explore both typical approaches to crafting strategy as well as emerging new approaches illustrated by companies such as Cirque de Soleil and Cavalia.  You will be developing the strategies for your organization. Additionally you will develop a visual presentation for your game plan to sell it to your key stakeholders.  And you will have the opportunity to get feedback on it from your peers and the faculty facilitator. These three weeks provide an opportunity to learn how to craft strategy, to examine the leading approaches to strategy and to develop your own strategic game plan for the organization you lead or have selected for creating the plan.
 
Although there are many different ways to develop or craft a strategy, the strategic planning approach behind this course is based on the problem solving model which works with any of these approaches.  A challenge to leaders is to continually learn and apply some of the newest business models, which change as quickly as the competitive playing field and industries in which they lead.
This course provides an opportunity to explore these new models, select the ones to use and craft your own strategy or game plan.  What approach will you select?  What pattern of strategies will you craft?  And how will you ensure the competitive success of the business, organization or team you lead for both the short term and the long term?  
 
But do not be limited by your readings and the experts.  Take a look around you and you will see the “Cavalias” and the “Norman Latourelles” in the small, the medium and the large businesses.   They may not be the CEO.  They may be a director or a VP for a sales group.  They may be a functional leader for IT or HR. They may be a small business owner.  Take a look at their strategy and their vision.  See what may be relevant for you.  And in the end, look at these leaders and how they communicate their vision for the future or desired end state, how they engage people in creating the strategy or game plan to realize it, and how they align people around it. Strategy is an art, a science, a craft…. whose potential is realized by the leaders who help to craft it and the people they engage in developing and implementing it. 
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