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Introduction

For most aspiring managers, at some point in their careers, their Personal Development Plans will include the demand to have ‘greater strategic thinking ability’. We have the perception that executives operating at board-level have this ‘strategic thinking ability’ but seldom find the route to obtain it for ourselves. The purpose of this book is to provide that route. Strategy, like any other discipline, can be learned and practised. This book takes the reader on a journey to explore what organizational strategy is, where it fits within the context of each business, and then gives an examination of internal, external, marketing, brand and competitive strategy.

To progress to an executive position, a wide range of skills and attributes are required. Aspects such as good leadership skills, strong communication skills, commercial understanding and the ability to understand other people are all needed. Equal with these vital elements is the ability to have a good grasp of strategic thinking.
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Good strategic thinking is at a huge premium in business. Far too often we see elementary errors made by very highly paid executives who undoubtedly should know better. We see businesses with successful niche products try to expand beyond their niche and then realize that it was a gargantuan error. We see successful companies stumble due to an inability to see threats or opportunities. We see companies over-expanding within their market and wondering why they trip over. The business history books are littered with organizations that supposedly exhibited a degree of ‘excellence’, but failed; companies who were supposedly ‘built to last’ but clearly weren’t; companies who were supposedly moving from ‘good to great’ but the leveller of time has consigned them to mediocrity or even collapse.

The American company Levi Strauss was the original manufacturer of denim jeans – they had 100 per cent of the market. They decided that they were not niche jeans suppliers, but that they were ‘clothing manufacturers’. That expansion and the failure to deal with entrants to the jeans market meant that by 2010 their 100 per cent market share had eroded to a mere 10 per cent.

The German company Mercedes-Benz were the executive saloon car of choice for many business people. The ownership of this aspirational iconic vehicle was, at one point, a sign of career success. By spreading themselves throughout the market with a range of comical vehicles such as the A-class, B-class, M-class and R-class, for many executives, they have lost their aspirational qualities and manufacturers such as Jaguar, owned by Indian firm Tata, are benefiting by filling this gap.

The Royal Bank of Scotland became preoccupied with expansion and failed to note the warnings evident when it was negotiating with Dutch bank ABN-AMRO. This merger contributed to the failure of the bank, which was subsequently rescued by the British taxpayer in much the same way that American Insurance Group (AIG) was rescued by the American taxpayer. The taxpayers are now the owners of failed businesses who did not get their strategies right.

In this book we will explore failures and successes, and we will provide the platform for the reader to acquire the vital skills of strategic thinking.
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