
Engaged Strategy:
Re-conceptualizing how Strategy is
Formulated in a VUCA Challenged
Organization
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JULIE WILLIAMSON, PHD

Julie is a North Highland Vice President based out of Denver.  She is a

leading voice in how organizations link together communication, design,

strategy, sales, marketing and service to deliver sustainable growth

results using both traditional and forward looking resources. She is

particularly interested in how digital engagement happens, and how

communities form and un-form in the digital social sphere, and how

understanding these patterns can help companies formulate social

media strategies that meaningfully contribute to growth and revenue.

Her specialties include

» Understanding how organizational politics, power, positioning, and

context drive positive or negative change experiences

» Finding and giving voice to what's "really happening" when a

company sets a new strategic goal or change.  Then.... helping the

people in the organization to deal with what's "really happening".

» Challenging people to think critically and apply an informed, context-

rich perspective to quantitative data analysis when making business

decisions.
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Knowledge Management: Static Systems and Dynamic
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CIMA Conference - What's Happening in the Cloud
Colorado Information Management Association
November 14, 2012

Digital Engagement - What it Gives, What it Takes
Boardroom Talk Series
February 13, 2013

Using Social Media for Change Management
Julie Williamson
April 7, 2013

The Cultural Conundrum
ACMP Conference 2012 - Las Vegas
April 2012

Experts Among Us - How Interactional Expertise
Develops Among Management Consultants
SEE Conference Proceedings
June 10, 2012

Blog: www.whathappensthen.com
Published routinely , topics include strategy, change
management,
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Agenda
• Traditional Strategy – A Quick Review
• What People Say About Strategy
• What’s Changed Since 1990?
• Engaged Strategy

• What’s it about?
• Approach
• Tools and Techniques

• Getting Going with Engaged Strategy
• What’s Next?
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What does “strategy” mean to you?
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Image created by Root Inc.

“Can you define "plan" as "a loose sequence of

manifestly inadequate observations and

conjectures, held together by panic,

indecision, and ignorance"?

If so, it was a very good plan.”

Jonathan Stroud
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What we hear from clients
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“If we have a strategy, I
don’t really know what
it is – just the flavor of

the month anyway.”

“We don’t really have a strategy”
“Yeah, we have a

strategy. But I just do
my job, it doesn’t
really affect me.”

“We say we have a strategy
but no one really follows it” “I think our strategy is

out there on the intranet
somewhere”“I think our strategy is

defined, but I don’t really
know what to do with it.”
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Traditions in Strategy and Design

All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what
none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.

Sun Tzu
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Strategy Definition Structure
Challenges

• Strategy creation is reified as an
exclusive activity

• Being selected to participate in
“strategy sessions” is a badge

• Keeping it mysterious has value to
participants

• Keeping it small is rationalized as
‘efficient’ and not as ‘distracting’ to
operational people
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Traditions in Strategy and Design
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Strategy Implementation Structure
Challenges

• Creating a communications plan to
distribute “the strategy” through
cascaded messaging that lack context
and understanding of the experience

• Executing on initiatives that have been
assigned ‘strategic’ significance takes the
focus

• Measuring based on scorecard metrics
shifts focus to the measures

In real life, strategy is actually very straightforward.
You pick a general direction and implement like hell

Jack Welch in Winning, 2005
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6 weeks to Strategy!
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Possibly a
second offsite
with a few
more people

Kickoff
Identify Team

Week 1 Weeks 2-3 Week 4-5 Weeks 6

• Final review with
ELC and Board for
Approval

• Begin roadshow/
communications

Strategy Development Approach

Executive Offsite
• Baseline current state
• Prep for offsite
• Conduct
• Document
Validate outputs with team

Scorecard Development
• Metrics and measurements
• Baseline data
Communications planning
Roadshow development

Outputs might include:
• SWOTs
• Strategy Maps
• Presentations
• Posters
• Scorecards
• Branded material
• Detailed comms plan
• Very large binders

And in a few weeks….
It is all on the shelf.

Implementation
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Top Down Strategy Results:
Some Quick Research
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Mid-Sized Regional
Financial Services
Company

WHO PARTICIPATED

• Vice President level
• 75% of VPs responded

WHAT THEY SAID
The VPs articulated the strategy in terms of
growth and regulatory compliance. They
consistently used phrases like ‘cautiously
aggressive’, ‘portfolio risk management’, and
‘commitment to transparency’.
All of the responses included a comment about
the non-profit status and a commitment to
serving members, which is an integral part of
the mission.

HOW DID IT ALIGN WITH WHAT THE CREATORS
OF THE STRATEGY INTENDED?
The creators of the strategy were surprised to
see that the respondents didn’t mention specific
parts of the strategic plan that were set to define
growth objectives and program that are part of
the five year strategic objectives. They showed
me a scorecard they use to report on progress
against the strategic plan that is published
quarterly.
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COMPANY BACKGROUND
This company is a non-profit
financial services institution with
a strong ‘member’ ethos. They
serve a targeted regional market,
and have a healthy balance
sheet. They have approximately
900 employees in their region.
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Small global
communication
services provider

WHO PARTICIPATED
• Second tier executives reporting to the C-Suite.
• 100% of targeted participants responded

WHAT THEY SAID
For the most part, the VPs felt the organization
does not have a well defined strategy that they
could easily articulate. Several made that direct
comment, others struggled to come up with cogent
explanations, referring instead to the products
the company delivers and the markets they
target. In general, they expressed strategy in
terms of the brand and marketing messages.

HOW DID IT ALIGN WITH WHAT THE CREATORS OF
THE STRATEGY INTENDED?
The strategy creators felt that there was a very
clear and simply strategy that had been well
defined and communicated. They provided
documentation that summarized the strategic plan
and initiatives, and reflected that they didn’t
understand why it was ‘so hard for execs to
remember’.
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COMPANY BACKGROUND
This company is a 20+ year old
product and service provider to
the telecommunication industry.
They have ~3500 employees and
locations in North America, Asia,
Europe, and Latin America.
They have been in a declining
mode for some time as their
markets and customers change,
and their technology has
struggled to stay current in an
industry that changes rapidly.
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Existential Questions I ask myself sometimes
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If the strategy isn’t being used to
inform decisions

does it even really exist?

What’s so fun about getting less
candy?

Why is it called fun size?
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Driving Down the Stack
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Mission
Why we exist

Values
What’s important to us

Vision
What we want to do

Strategy
How we want to get

there

Measurements
Balanced scorecard

Implementation
What we will deliver

Individual Objectives
What I do

Derived from Kaplan and Norton
strategy pyramid
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Group Discussion: What do you see?

Who sets your organization’s strategy (or
your client’s?

What’s the criteria for those people to be
selected to ‘set strategy’?

How does that reflect your structure (or
your client’s) and your planning process?
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Structural Changes in 2013
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Today’s WorkplaceYesterday’s Workplace
Mobile workforce

Collaborative spaces

Connected anywhere

24/7 anytime working

Both parents working

Virtual / distributed teams

World is global

Multi-disciplinary

Flat structure

Output driven

Multi-generation

Device enabled

Allocated desk & PC

Cubicle spaces

Face to face working

9-5 working

Male dominated

Team co-location

International boundaries

Routine work

Defined hierarchy & roles

Time driven

Young to middle aged

Paper based
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Organizational Changes in 2013
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An increase in decentralized
decision making that extends
deep and wide.

The speed at which change
happens and to which

reaction is required by
the market, customers, and
employees has accelerated.

Higher than ever
movement among
employees across and
in/out of organizations

Speed of communication and
overall expectations around
participation,
contribution,
engagement

The rise of results focused organizations that are SERVICE
ORIENTED and support independent or dispersed work
environments, where visibility is different than in traditional structures
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VUCA Challenges in 2013

Volatility
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Ambiguity

Complexity

Uncertainty

ExternalInternal

The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read
and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn

Alvin Toffler

Who will be
around? What will
we be doing?

What will happen
in the market?

Rapid fluctuations
in customers,
markets,
competitors

Matrix structures,
multiple roles

Conflicting priorities,
shared ownership

Cloudy value chain,
indirect customer
contact

Coop-atition,
blending
relationships,
variety

Accelerated
movement of
people and ideasI believe the market will

reward organizations who

can absorb VUCA

challenges over those who

attempt to negate them.
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Engaged Strategy
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“You’ve got to think about big things
while you’re doing small things, so that
all the small things go in the right
direction.”

Alvin Toffler
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Engaged Strategy – What’s it about?

Definition: An engaged strategy exists when the decision
making processes of people throughout the organization are
infused with an understanding of strategy.
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• Strategy that is used routinely throughout the
organization to make all levels of decisions and
influence priorities

• People know how to apply strategy and use it to
guide decisions by participating in the experience
of negotiating the strategy and related objectives

• The strategy is heavily informed by both market data
and operational focus – it speaks to how to take
appropriate risks, how to grow revenue, and how to
contain costs.
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Re-conceptualizing Strategy – Action over Artifact
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“In preparing for battle I have always
found that plans are useless, but
planning is indispensable.”

Dwight Eisenhower

What was Dwight talking about?
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The Engaged Strategy Approach
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Strategy-
informed
decision
making

Engage

EnsureEvolve

Mission
Why we exist

Values
What’s important to us

Vision
What we want to do

Strategy
How we want to get

there

Measurements
Balanced scorecard

Implementation
What we will deliver

Individual Objectives
What I do
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VUCA Champions
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Who are your

Champions?
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Leveraging Strategy Tools
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 Mission
 Vision
 Values
 Balanced Scorecard
 Market analysis
 SWOT maps
 5 Forces
 BCG Matrix
 Strategy Maps
 PEST or PESTEL maps
 Process maps
 Risk analysis
 Constraints models
 Value chains
 Scenario planning
 TQM/ Baldridge
 Value-based analysis

• Most of the standard tools are
great for helping to structure
discussions and generate
conversation.

• They accomplish different
tasks, so selection is
important.
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Leveraging Facilitation / Group Work
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Leveraging Technology
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Impact on decision making
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Group Discussion - Barriers

What do you think are some of
the barriers to an engaged

strategy approach?

27
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Barriers Debrief
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Group Discussion – Approach

What do you think are some ways to
create an engaged strategy in

today’s organization’s?
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Approach Debrief
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Group Discussion - Implications
1. If you were going to do a strategy project like this,

who would you want to include?
2. How do we design organizations in which strategy

is an engaged and continuous activity rather than a
process that is executed annually?

3. How could this take advantage of modern designs
(matrix, flat, dispersed, etc.)

4. How does understanding and using strategy
become an integrated thread in the work
experience?

31
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Implications: Debrief
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Getting Going with Engaged Strategy
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• Find your VUCA
Champions

• Determine what tools to
use

• Provide education on
what’s different and why

• Tool your leadership for
conversational fluency

• Begin the wider
conversations

CRAWL

Open the process

WALK

Expand the scope

RUN

Evolve and Grow

• Create forums and
opportunities for
experiences

• Continue to stretch the
paradigm of
inclusiveness

• Develop and use
scenarios to
understand how
people make
consistent decisions

• Evaluate for
transparency in
decision making

• Ongoing, engaged
conversation about
strategy at all levels

• Informed decisions at
all levels

• Early identification of
deviations or changes
that require attention

• Consistency in
articulation and
expression of strategy
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A VUCA world rewards agile,
flexible, and risk tolerant
organizations.
Advantages of Engaged Strategy
include:
• Activating existing and

creating new VUCA
champions

• Creating alignment and
agility in decision making

• Mapping to your org structure
and design

• Creating an ability to quickly
respond to changing markets
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What should we Expect?
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Additional Questions / Suggestions
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