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			“When I was young, a teacher had forbidden me to say ‘more perfect’ because she said if a thing is perfect it can’t be more so.

			But by now I had seen enough of life to have regained my confidence in it.”

			—Norman Maclean

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			This book is dedicated to Lori, Avalyn, and Wil.

			You have always been more perfect to me.
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			Preface

			This book makes no references to I, we, or me. And there’s a reason for that.

			Too many leadership and strategy books double as revisionist history. When authors bring their past to the page, their stories tend to autocorrect their memories, recasting their experiences in more augmented ways. Their vision becomes more visionary, insights more insightful, successes more successful, and strategies more strategic.

			Never is the aim to deceive. The intent is pure, and the facts are real. But the stories that carry them are tricky to manage, especially when the author casts themselves as the narrator. Stories are performances. And performances are more made than found. Given the innate desire to entertain, stories have a way of aggrandizing themselves.

			The goal isn’t to declare war on stories. This book employs plenty of them.

			The concern is with self-narrated stories. The ones that tempt authors to spend more time curating their past than serving your present. By narrating such stories, authors become the story. It’s too much about them. Not enough about you.

			A book should be able to transport the reader to a better place without forcing them to carry the author’s baggage.

			Leadership and strategy books should focus on you. And relentlessly so.

			What content best serves you? What questions challenge you? What stories inspire you? What habits must you learn and unlearn? Which key thinkers and theories should you know? How can this book be helpful beyond your initial read?

			It’s about what the reader needs to hear, not what the author wants to say. “Say books” belong to a different time and place. This is a “need book.” It’s designed to get you where you need to go—smarter, faster, and better. Here’s how.

			The writing is lean. There is more value in fewer words.

			The chapters are concise. Read them between meetings.

			The content is practical. Use these learnings and un-learnings right now.

			The strategy is simple. Make you a lifelong strategist.

			The novelist Franz Kafka believes “a book must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us.”1 If this book becomes your axe for the frozen sea of strategy, it has done its job.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Ever wonder why you’ve had more strategy conversations than you can count, but not a single strategist discussion you can remember?

			You’re not alone. Most individuals and organizations focus on strategy, not strategists.

			Welcome to the strategy trap.

			The strategy trap is easy to explain but hard to escape. It operates by prioritizing strategy and deprioritizing the strategist. Translation: strategy is the rock star that gets idolized; strategists are the roadies that get ignored.

			Skeptical? When was the last time you read a book on strategists, not strategy?2 When was the last time your organization invested in strategists, not strategy? How many academic programs center on strategists, not strategy?

			Year after year, strategists get downplayed. And it’s a short trip from downplayed to deprioritized. When strategists are neglected, their marginalization is normalized. Their absence becomes the extent of their presence.

			That’s why the strategy trap is so insidious. It not only prioritizes strategy over the strategist, but it also makes the strategist seem irrelevant.

			The bottom line: Strategy is all about strategy. It breathes its own exhaust.

			Strategy has made a career out of ignoring the strategist.3

			But here’s the breakthrough insight: Things don’t have to be this way.

			THE CHOICE

			Each individual and organization has a clear-cut choice to make: Are you going to focus on strategy or strategists?

			In choosing strategy, the world remains much the same. And that may be desirable if you’re launching one wildly successful strategy after another. But the data suggest otherwise. Research shows a vast majority of strategies fail to achieve their desired results.4

			What other workflow could fail more often than it succeeds and still hold your organization’s perpetual allegiance?

			In choosing strategists, the world unfolds in a radically different way. You see strategists as the upstream cause, and you see strategy as the downstream effect. You, therefore, choose to push upstream to focus, first and always, on strategists.

			All strategy then flows from there.

			In a strategist-driven world, the solution is strikingly simple: The best way to generate more and better strategies is to cultivate more and better strategists. Full stop.

			FROM STRATEGY TO STRATEGISTS

			In pivoting from strategy to strategists, three truths loom large.

			Being pro-strategist doesn’t equate to being anti-strategy.

			This book isn’t anti-strategy—just the opposite.

			No strategist can be themselves or do their job without strategy. Strategy is central to who they are, how they operate, and why they matter.

			But strategy is forever a means, and never an end.

			Strategy’s true purpose is to serve strategists, not reign over them. Since the strategy trap refuses to accept this reality, it spends its days trying to sabotage the strategist.

			This book, if anything, is anti-strategy trap.

			Untapped strategists are everywhere.

			Too many organizations claim they can’t find enough strategists to promote from the inside or hire from the outside. This alleged drought is a mirage of their own making.

			Every organization has leaders and followers. And every leader and follower is a potential strategist. They only need to be activated and supported.

			In breaking free from strategy’s regime, you see that untapped strategists are everywhere—within every organization, every division, every level, every rank, every role, and every pool of prospective hires. It’s a story of abundance, not scarcity.

			Organizations should ask why they insist on having more creatives on hand to be innovative but fail to question if they have enough strategists on hand to be strategic.

			Strategists are starving for support.

			The paucity of books, articles, courses, trainings, and investments devoted to strategists is unacceptable. Until strategists have the tools necessary to define reality on their terms, the strategy trap will continue to steal the day.

			Organizations would never ask employees to practice accounting without first ensuring their training as accountants. The same holds true for law, finance, data science, engineering, design, audit, cybersecurity, and the like.

			That begs the question: Why do organizations ask employees to create and manage strategy without first preparing and supporting them to be strategists?

			LIFELONG STRATEGIST

			This book is dedicated to making you a lifelong strategist.

			It unlocks the insights you need to live this identity into action. Right here. Right now.

			You learn the ins and outs of:

			Who strategists are.

			What strategists believe.

			How strategists behave.

			Where strategists thrive.

			When strategists strike.

			Why strategists matter.

			This book is built for you and your journey.

			The first two chapters show you how to flip the script from strategy to strategists. With the balance of the book, you master the Five Habits, Four Skills, Three Choices, Two Fixes, One Mission, and Zero Doubt that make strategists tick.

			Here’s an overview:

			Chapter 1 defines the essence of the strategist.

			Strategists do things by design, not by default. They are disciplined in their deliberateness. For strategists, anticipation is constant. Ownership is contagious. And being effective is everything.

			Chapter 2 explains how to avoid the strategy trap.

			Strategists live by an enduring truth: Where your attention goes, your results follow. If you start with strategy, you center on a what. If you start with strategists, you center on a who. The difference? Players win championships. Playbooks don’t.

			Chapters 3–7 illustrate the Five Habits of the strategist.

			Strategists lead time. Others manage it. Strategists impose clarity. Others hope for it. Strategists think in questions. Others idolize answers. Strategists push upstream. Others camp downstream. And strategists see around corners. Others mindlessly react to whatever comes next.

			Chapters 8–11 spotlight the Four Skills of the strategist.

			Strategists never miss an opportunity to sharpen their skill set. They are deliberate and disciplined in their desire to continuously improve their craft. To decide better. To message better. To innovate better. And to coach better. They study and practice these four skills again and again until they become a way of life.

			Chapters 12–14 delineate the Three Choices of the strategist.

			Strategists resist the temptation to build the house before the foundation is poured. They keep bringing back the discussion to three fundamental questions: Where are you going to play? When are you going to strike? How are you going to win?

			Chapters 15–16 reveal the Two Fixes of the strategist.

			Strategists reject the artificial certainty of a strategic plan. For them, strategy is a series of bets based on odds, stakes, and contingencies. Strategists also know restricting strategy to the C-suite is a fast way to fail. They believe strategy work must graduate from the precious few to the empowered many.

			Chapter 17 details the One Mission of the strategist.

			Strategists see every situation as an equation. Their job? Solve for strategists. They figure out how, when, and where to get more strategists in the mix. How do you train more strategists? How do you hire more strategists? How do you promote more strategists? How do you place more bets on strategists? How do you make it harder for non-strategists to thrive?

			Chapter 18 speaks to the Zero Doubt strategists must have in living their identity into action.

			Strategy isn’t dead. It’s simply snared in a trap of its own making. Have zero doubt that strategy needs the strategist to break free from its tired, vain, and ineffective ways. The time to save strategy from itself is long overdue.

			Bonus Section: Strategist’s Notebook

			This book also includes a special feature called the Strategist’s Notebook. These bonus ideas deliver a mix of tips and advice on how to be a savvy, well-rounded strategist. The last installment offers more than sixty models and methods you can quickly consult to bolster your strategy work.

			THE BEST CURATORS

			The best writers are often the best readers. Why?

			The best writers know a time-tested truth: iron sharpens iron. By studying the craft of other writers, the best writers make their own writing even better.

			Strategists follow a similar path. Trying to think big thoughts while sitting alone and empty-handed is rarely helpful. The best strategists are the best curators.

			Strategists comb through countless resources—books, articles, blogs, newsletters, podcasts, case studies, speeches, and interviews—seeking first-rate ideas to adopt or adapt. They use these curated insights to continuously improve the world around them.

			This book aims for the same: to build up your library of learnings and un-learnings on how to be a lifelong strategist.

			BELIEVE IN THE STRATEGIST

			The artist Marcel Duchamp, one of the founders of conceptual art, espoused a core philosophy: “I don’t believe in art. I believe in the artist.”5

			For Duchamp, there’s no such thing as art without the artist. The former is always already derivative of the latter. Therefore, art can never create better art. Only the artist can do that.

			This book advances a similar view.

			Strategy has no chance of getting out of its own way to unlock its full potential: only the strategist can do that. Strategy’s best future, therefore, hinges on a single, upstream question: Do you have enough strategists at the ready to revolutionize your strategy work?

			The time has come to believe anew—to believe bone-deep—in the strategist.

			That starts with you.

		

	
		
			The Strategist

			This book prioritizes the strategist.

			But doing so is all for naught unless the prevailing myths about strategists get debunked. These myths not only reflect but also reinforce the strategy trap’s aim to undermine strategists. These fallacies must be exposed and extinguished.

			Here’s a start.

			Myth 1: You need permission to be a strategist.

			Strategy wants to operate like a celebrity. Everyone knows its name. No room is off-limits. It forever wants more followers. And it loves restricting access to the party.

			But being a strategist is a choice, not a contest. There’s no governing body dictating who can or can’t be a strategist. No big exam to pass. No special degree to earn. No waiting period to endure. No red velvet rope to negotiate.

			Sure, organizations control who has strategy in their title. But they can’t dictate who blends strategy into their way of being—no more than they can stop you from being intelligent, ethical, or professional.

			If you choose to be a strategist and to live this identity into action, you don’t need permission to be you.

			Myth 2: Doing strategy work makes you a strategist.

			Working on strategy doesn’t make you a strategist, just as meditating doesn’t make you a monk. Strategizing and meditating are activities. Such activities may alter your routine, but they don’t rewire your identity.

			Choosing to be a strategist, like being a monk, transforms your identity. And your identity drives your way of being. Every day, every discussion, every decision—you’re a strategist. And by saying yes to being a strategist, you’re saying no to being a non-strategist.

			Having a certain title, degree, or reporting line doesn’t make you a strategist, just as the absence of such things doesn’t make you a non-strategist.

			Strategists are known by their actions, not by their accessories.

			Myth 3: Strategists are an endangered species.

			The high watermark of irony? Countless organizations insist on having a strategic plan in place, presuming it signals foresight, stability, credibility, and legitimacy. But these same organizations never bother to ask if they have enough strategists at the ready to ensure that the plan is owned and effective.

			If anyone tries to convince you strategists are born or rare, don’t buy what they are selling. Look for the motivation behind their message: How are they benefitting from peddling this fable of scarcity?

			Strategists have never been an endangered species. They are an untapped army—spread across every organization—just waiting to be activated and supported.

			Myth 4: Strategists are modern-day generals.

			Most authors retrace the etymology of strategy to the Greek word strategos. It means “the art of the general.” Since CEOs have long been viewed as the modern-day generals of society, this association feeds a common assumption: If you’re a CEO, you also must be a master strategist.

			To break free from this myth, take another military saying to heart: generals die in bed.

			Translation: generals don’t die on the battlefield with their soldiers but instead in the calm and comfort of their bed. They repeatedly order their soldiers to risk everything without doing the same.

			It’s a cautionary tale for everyone involved in strategy work. Don’t be so detached from the consequences of your decisions. Strategy can’t be the sole purview of detached leaders who never see the front lines.

			What battle was ever won with all generals and no army? Strategy must be owned by the entire organization, leaders and followers alike.

			Sure, you want your CEO to be a sound strategist. More importantly, you want your CEO to be obsessed with growing more and better strategists at every level of your organization.

			Only then will your strategy not die in bed.

			Myth 5: Strategists are experts in strategy.

			This statement is technically true but intellectually suspect. Yes, strategists know a ton about strategy. But notice what’s not being said: that strategists are the makers of strategy.

			Great strategy comes from great strategists. There’s no other source.

			Consider meteorologists by way of comparison. They, too, are experts in their field. Yet they don’t produce the weather, the subject of their expertise.

			It’s a subtle yet significant point. Strategy’s failure to acknowledge its cause-and-effect dependency on the strategist is neither accidental nor inconsequential. It’s calculated. It’s systematic. And it’s self-serving.

			This denial allows strategy to reinforce its messiah complex via a virgin birth.

			ON THEIR OWN TERMS

			Defining strategists solely by who they aren’t only confirms the strategy trap’s home-field advantage. It’s playing defense to the strategy trap’s unrelenting offense. The better approach? Describe strategists on their terms.

			No word better captures the essence of the strategist than deliberate.

			Strategists are deliberate in who they are, how they think, what they do, and why they matter.

			Not always right, strategists are religiously reasoned. They are intentional. They are studied. They are choiceful. And they are next-minded—always striving to anticipate what may or may not come next. Strategists make decisions before decisions make them.

			If they have a creed, it’s this: Strategists do things by design, not by default.

			Strategists are learners. They are driven by a growth mindset. They are curious. Open-minded. Reflective. Inter-disciplinary. Ambitious to learn more, to learn better, to learn faster. Strategists believe learning how to learn is a superpower.

			Strategists are disciplined. They are self-motivated but never self-satisfied. They push for purpose. Feed good habits. Starve bad habits. Create systems. Set boundaries. Edit beliefs. Keep score. Strategists know nothing great can be achieved without first being owned.

			Strategists are balanced. They don’t traffic in absolutes. There is no perfect strategy, no sure bet for them. They don’t subscribe to all-or-nothing thinking. Strategists focus on probabilities. Contingencies. Context. Timing. Tradeoffs. Rethinking. Being less wrong. Strategists work hard not to be prisoners of their own perspective.

			Strategists are grounded. They don’t buy, sell, or swap drama. They don’t gossip. They don’t complain. There’s no ego. No excuses. Strategists don’t hide from themselves. They stay humble and hungry at all times. If they are the smartest person in the room, strategists know they are in the wrong room.

			Strategists are practical. They don’t argue with reality.6 They don’t waste time trying to prosecute the past, prove they were right, or wish things were different. Strategists accept reality, even if they intensely want to change it.

			Strategists are versatile. They get above, below, and beyond any situation. They climb the ladder up to see a balcony view. What’s the long-term view of this situation? They dig beneath to structure the unstructured. What foundational clarity is missing? And they see around corners. Why are things trending in this direction? Strategists work not only in your organization but also on your organization.

			Strategists are farsighted. They play the long game. They are patient and persistent. In their daily work, their mode is more farmer than firefighter. Strategists don’t allow what they want now to betray what they want most.

			Strategists are savvy. They believe the right facts rarely win the day with the wrong frames. They fight for messages that not only stick but also spread. Revise, rethink, refine, rewrite, and rewrite the rewrites. They don’t tolerate confusion or clutter in thought or action. Strategists know strategy is sold, not bought.

			Strategists are resilient. They don’t get overtaken by events.7 As things get worse, they get better. They feed the essential by starving the nonessential. Strategists have a knack for converting a crisis into a breakthrough opportunity.

			Strategists are coaches. They strive to bring out the best in everyone around them. They know the power of alternating between teaching and learning, enabling each to inspire the other. For strategists, coaching is a calling that can’t be ignored.

			Strategists are wise. They doubt their ideas, not their identity. And they never find themselves absent of a strategy. Strategists keep the words of futurist Alvin Toffler top of mind: “If you do not develop a strategy of your own, you become a part of someone else’s strategy.”8

			ONE QUESTION

			Jocko Willink, retired Navy SEAL and bestselling author, believes the totality of leadership boils down to one unavoidable question: Are you effective or ineffective?9

			If you’re ineffective, in Willink’s view, the rest is irrelevant.

			It’s a good way to think about strategists, too. Strategists are, above all, effective.

			Anything less is contrary to who they are and why they matter.

			 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							STRATEGIST’S NOTEBOOK

						
					

					
							
							WHAT IS STRATEGY?

							As a strategist, you’ll be asked a basic question of definition: What is strategy?

							There’s a reason this simple question eludes an easy answer: a standard definition of strategy doesn’t exist.

							In 2012, two researchers analyzed the field of strategy from 1962 to 2008 and found ninety-one unique definitions of the term strategy.10 Yes, you read that right: ninety-one different answers to the same question of how to define strategy. And note that this research study ended in 2008.

							LACK OF CLARITY AND COHERENCE

							That the question of “What is strategy?” lacks an established, accepted response is pure irony because finding an author who fails to mention clarity and coherence as two hallmark features of a good strategy is difficult to do.

							So, yes, the two elements considered to be the bedrock of good strategy—clarity and coherence—are precisely the same ones missing from a definition of strategy.

							What does this mean for you? You can either adopt an existing definition of strategy that resonates with you or craft your own. Either way, don’t take the unwise route of skipping or shortchanging this critical step in your journey.

							Case in point: Imagine you’ve built a brilliant strategy and are pitching it to decision-makers. What if one of them asks you to pause and provide a basic definition of strategy that undergirds your thinking? 

			Every strategist needs a working definition of strategy—one that’s clear enough to stick and flexible enough to evolve.

			SAMPLE DEFINITIONS

			To assist in developing your own working definition of strategy, below are ten examples. They provide a sense of the diverging and converging concepts at play as you sculpt your own definition of strategy.

			“Strategy explains how an organization, faced with competition, will achieve superior performance.”11

			- Michael Porter

			“A strategy is a mix of policy and action designed to overcome a significant challenge.”12

			- Richard Rumelt

			“Strategy is about shaping the future—it is about how people attain desirable ends with available means.”13

			- Max McKeown

			“[Strategy is] your plan to compete. It’s the bets you’re making, your plan of attack to win and achieve your business goals.”14

			- Brad Chase

			“Strategy is, in essence, problem-solving, and the best approach depends upon the specific problem at hand. Your environment dictates your approach to strategy.”15

			- Martin Reeves, Knut Haanaes, and Janmejaya Sinha

			“True strategy is about placing bets and making hard choices. The objective is not to eliminate risk but to increase the odds of success.”16

			- Roger Martin

			“The strategy sets the framework within which future decisions will be made, but at the same time it leaves room for learning from ongoing developments and for discretion to act based on what is learned.”17

			- Tim Luehrman

			“Strategy is a deliberate search for a plan of action that will develop a business’s competitive advantage and compound it.”18

			- Bruce Henderson

			“Strategy is a diagnosis that defines or explains a business challenge or opportunity, a decision or set of decisions for dealing with the challenge or opportunity, and a coherent set of actions to deliver on the decisions so as to create sustainable advantage and superior returns.”19

			- Greg Fisher, John Wisneski, and Rene Bakker

			“[S]trategy is revolution; everything else is tactics.”20

			- Gary Hamel

			YOUR DEFINITION

			Which definitions resonate with you? A helpful exercise is to craft your definition of strategy now and 

			revisit your words after reading this book. What changed? What stayed the same?

			For more ways to describe strategy, the book Strategy Safari: A Guided Tour Through the Wilds of Strategic Management by Henry Mintzberg, Bruce Ahlstrand, and Joseph Lampel is a good resource.21 The authors outline ten schools of thought related to strategy. They argue for a multidimensional definition of strategy that includes five parts: 1) strategy as a plan, 2) strategy as a pattern, 3) strategy as a position, 4) strategy as a perspective, and 5) strategy as a ploy.22

			As you reflect on the various definitions above, it’s worth underscoring the obvious: none of these definitions of strategy say a single word about strategists.

			That’s the subtle yet seismic impact of the strategy trap. Strategists are nowhere to be found in strategy’s profile.

			THE NAME GAME

			Many self-appointed strategy experts play a game that deserves to be disrupted. They ask a room full of people to provide their definition of strategy.

			Then they spend a dizzying amount of time ridiculing the answers, saying: “You’re defining a vision, not strategy; you’re defining goals, not strategy; you’re defining objectives, not strategy; you’re defining actions, not strategy.”

			How should you respond? Before shifting the focus from strategy to strategists, take a moment to complicate this supposed chasm between strategy and vision/goals/objectives/actions.

			You: What’s the secret sauce behind crafting a great vision?

			Expert: You need to…

			You: That sounds like a decidedly strategic approach.

			Expert: Yes, very much so.

			You: Well, don’t these strategic choices constitute a strategy?

			Expert: Huh?

			You: Behind every great vision is a set of forecasts, bets, and choices. That’s strategy.

			You: It takes a great strategy to build a great vision.

			You: The same logic holds true for goals, objectives, and actions.

			Expert: What are you saying exactly?

			You: Strategy already lives inside these concepts.

			If the expert becomes defensive, get ready for a retreat to their résumé. They may drop the names of great companies that have paid for their strategy services. They may highlight how many strategic plans they have developed during their career. They may even point to books or articles they have penned on strategy.

			There’s no reason to doubt or disparage any of these accomplishments.

			Simply ask a reframing question: Do you feel you have activated, trained, and supported enough strategists over the course of your career?

			
					

				
			

		

	
		
			The Strategy Trap

			You’ve chosen to be a lifelong strategist. Now what?

			Conquering the strategy trap is job one for every strategist. Recall that strategy operates by prioritizing strategy and deprioritizing the strategist. Since it happens with such ease and regularity, the strategy trap can be hard to detect—and even harder to defeat.

			Beating the strategy trap starts with two steps: recognize and rethink.

			RECOGNIZE

			The strategy trap must be spotted before it can be stopped. How can you tell if you or your organization are caught in the strategy trap? Review your record.

			Have you had strategies that flat-out failed? Have you had strategies that were long on promises but short on results? Have you had strategies that were good but not great? If so, the strategy trap is likely at play.

			Three subpar strategies are common to the strategy trap: fizzle, orphan, and fragile. Think of them as the FOF zone.

			Fizzle strategies start with great fanfare. But instead of strengthening over time, they weaken and eventually wash out due to a lack of sustained progress. They quietly migrate from the desk to the shelf to the storage closet.

			Orphan strategies are crafted entirely by the C-suite. Since only a few top-level leaders create these strategies, they fail to get adopted by the rest of the organization. High on lip service and low on elbow grease, orphan strategies devour lots of attention but deliver little impact.

			Fragile strategies look sound on paper but collapse in practice
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