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When it comes to delivering big corporate ideas, a
dash of inspiration is worth more than a thousand
impenetrable spreadsheets, says STEFAN STERN

he following scene took place in a crowded meeting room in London a few weeks ago.
Around the room sat concerned, committed middle and senior managers. We were
there to talk about the strategic challenges that each of us was facing back at base. One
by one, people spoke up. “Well, of course we’re looking at all this at the moment as part
of our strategic review...” ‘We're going away for two days next month to discuss this ahead of a
major restructuring exercise...” “There is a live debate internally right now about which of our
activities we should be continuing with and which we should be stopping. The board hasn’t said
anything to us yet, though...” ‘We’re just not clear how we should approach this going forward, but
the directors are coming back with a plan later in the year...’

On the one hand, you could find this kind of talk mildly encouraging. Here were some serious,
hard-working people acknowledging that they did not have all the answers, admitting that things
had to change and looking forward to taking some positive action. And yet, how glum everybody
looked. How flat. It was as though the phrase ‘strategic review’ was code for ‘12 hours of root canal
work’. Everyone knew they had a lot of important thinking to do. Everyone was dreading it.

This is not the way it is supposed to be with strategy. Yes, it’s a daunting word (from the Greek,
strategos, meaning a general — ie, it’s real boss-class stuff). But for all you students of management
out there, strategy is the big league. This is what Harvard Business School’s Michael Porter has
been going on about all these years — the ‘five forces’, competitive advantage and so on. It’s what
Gary Hamel and Henry Mintzberg and Joseph L Bower and... well, all of them, really, have been
working on. It should be exciting, thrilling even. As Mintzberg has said: ‘Strategy should not
merely differentiate, it should also inspire.’

So why all the long faces at the discussion a few weeks back? Because — whether through fear, or
lack of confidence, or bitter experience — some managers find strategy too awful to contemplate. Tt
has become an arid, joyless affair, predictably grim and predictably disappointing.

Research bears this subjective impression out. An article in the Harvard Business Review in
September 2004, featuring data gathered by the Marakon consultancy, suggested that as many as
90% of strategies fail to deliver their intended results, and 70% fail at execution, perhaps because
as much as 95% of the workforce say that they do not understand their company’ strategy.

Itis depressing that in spite of all the literature and all the intensive work carried out by prestig-
ious strategy firms, the outcome has been so patchy. And surprising, also, that no coherent
challenge has been issued to the conventional yet unsatisfactory old ways of developing strategy.

But now there is something new. A London-based, ‘marketing-led’ (its words) strategy consul-
tancy called Cognosis has done something rare and valuable: it has had an original thought.

Bringing together years of experience in FMCG markets — in particular, the drinks industry —
the consultancy has asked some good questions: Why is strategy handled in such a narrow and
unproductive way? Wouldn’ta more effective approach be to devise strategies that appeal to both
heart and head, rather than rehashing the coldly rational strategies that emerge from a conven-
tional strategy-building process? Is it not time to give ‘emotionally intelligent strategy’ a try?

Cognosis believes that it is not enough for a strategy to be rationally and logically ‘right’. Says
Richard Brown, the firm’s managing partner: “The best strategies have “emotional edge”: they
engage, excite and inspire the people who must deliver them. They achieve better results.’

Over the pasttwo years, the firm has invested in a large programme of research, called, nat-
urally, Emotional Edge, to testits beliefs. The first piece of research was carried out in the autumn
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