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It is not possible here to describe training and education for the things to 
which a person is intellectually and emotionally open. For example, we can 
help you decide what to look at but not how to see it. So no one can train you 
to get better at such specifics as deciding what’s relevant to the moment, 
what to ignore or downgrade, when to refocus on a different market segment, 
change features or cost structure, or divest yourself of a business. 

We can provide activities for reflection and exercise that will develop 
strategic thinking capabilities. We believe that undertaking these exercises - 
and paying close attention when you feel resistance, and applying your 
exercises to specific problems as they arise - will produce a change toward 
the traits that can support your strategic thinking. We hope you will enjoy 
them and profit from them. 

Develop your strategic thinking capabilities 
• Recognise, Analyse and Interpret Patterns 

• Find New Ways of Seeing in the World around You 

• Discover New Ways to Use Data 

• Reflect on S Curves 

• Develop Options 

• Become a Storyteller 

Recognise, analyse and interpret patterns 
 

 

Develop a bias toward information. 

Do this... Analyse that... 

Read newspapers and magazines – print and web - 
you don’t normally read. 

Look for stories on the same subject. Compare the 
information. 

Ask for Reports that together provide a longer time 
horizon than you normally see. Most reports are three 
months to two years. Look at five years to twenty 
years. 

Examine the patterns over that time frame, and then 
the more recent one. What has been happening? 

Choose a topic in which you’re interested. Use a 
search engine. Note the top ten results. 

Do ten searches over ten days on the same idea. See 
how many different ways of looking at it you can 
identify. 

Work out your ideas about company issues that are not 
solved. Make a note of them. 

Decide on one that interests you; work out what 
information is relevant to the problem 
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The Nucor Story is a good example. At the end of the series, we read that Nucor have decided to 
expand overseas yet have promised investors they would never expand where they could not install 
the Nucor culture. We have seen how Nucor created this culture during the 1960s when they provided 
an alternative to a culture in the southern United States that was hostile to many people who would 
comprise the workforce. Can Nucor succeed overseas – in Europe, where many steel companies are 
strongly unionised? Where might they expand first? 

When you study a case you are forced to decide which information is relevant to the problem at hand, 
and which isn’t. It is a wonderful exercise. Your editor Helen Kelly has written and taught cases and 
she might recommend some cases to study. Of course the best known organisation is the Harvard 
Business School, whose Case Clearing House is a repository of cases going back to the turn of the 
last century. 

 
Find new ways of seeing in the world around you 

 

 

Travel with an open mind. Remember the old Turkish saying: The one who travels knows more than 
the one who reads. Challenge yourself to see what before, you might have missed, and consider why 
you might have missed these things. You might wish to keep a diary or journal. 

 

Read Science Fiction. The good writers starting with H.G. Wells know about wild cards. Science-
Fiction and any future-related fiction is actually nothing else but a set of scenarios about the future 
which you might have never thought about. You might find it strange at once but after you start 
reading “weak signals” in news, you will find out that the world is really changing. 

 

http://www.anthonyzierhut.com/
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Read history of any period. History just repeats itself and as in the old Greek saying and King 
Solomon’s words “Nothing is new under the sun." It is highly probable that you will find parallels 
and similarities about the world now and the world of 1910s, 1610s and even 1010s. If you catch 
them, try to extrapolate with what has happened then with what could happen now. 

 

Discover new ways to use data 

• Use Excel extrapolation 

 
This is a function that you can use after you have created a chart with a time series in 
Excel.  
Here’s how you do that. 

 

• Put in a time series 

 
Click on the “Chart” from the main menu and choose “Add a Trendline” function 
to choose a trend line. There are six different trend lines. Assess the quality of 
line you choose.  Trend lines help you set targets and develop alternatives. Even 
if you are not responsible for setting your company’s strategic targets, this is 
excellent practice for developing strategic habits of mind. 
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The R-squared number simply shows how closely the estimated values for the 
trendline correspond to your actual data. A trendline is most reliable when its R-
squared value is at or near 1. If you want, you can display this value on your 
chart. In the example above, the R-squared value for the second order 
polynomial you get a high R-squared value. There could be other trendlines with 
higher R-squared value but if you extrapolate these lines you will see that their 
future series does not produce “realistic” results. 

Consult Microsoft Office Online for help on “Choosing the Best Trend Line for 
Your Data.” It explains the nature of the trendlines. You will get a better feeling 
regarding which trendline to use after contemplating about the nature of your 
problem and time series and relating it to the chosen trendline. There is also 
Help for using data to create Scenarios, What If? Analyses (Goal Seek), Forecasts 
and Slopes (statistical functions) – and to make extensive and varied use of trend 
lines. 

 

Reflect on S-curves 
An S Curve depicts changes over time – starting off, growing, declining or mutating. Typically people 
use it to show what’s happened along the way. However, the strategist looks closely at S Curves in 
series, and also looks closely at an often-ignored element of the curve – the flat line reflecting the 
undercurrents. For example, in the 1950s, only a few people selling classical music saw that rock and 
jazz were undercurrents.  

Look at a pattern of S Curves in your industry. If they don’t exist, it would be a good project to work 
either alone or even better with a few others to create them. The figure below about “Music 
Technology” pictures the declining phase of the cassette sales and starting off phase of the CDs. 
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Looking at S Curves you may look at the past and find patterns in the undercurrents. What was 
coming along? Did people see it? For example, you may see no big change in terms of your product’s 
market share. Yet, even if it is high, if it is static that is a flag and you should begin to look for 
alternative products or solutions. You should also look competitors as well as your own company to 
find hints and suggestions of changes moving along beneath current business activity. 

The next figure about “Technology Substitution” theorizes the succession of S Curves and shows that 
as one S Curve flattens out there is always another S Curve which has lower performance during the 
overlapping phase but which increases its performance in later stages. 

The “Airplane Technology” figure shows the substitution in the airplane technology and how 
successive technologies substituted each other. In fact, the S Curve logic does not apply on 
technology but to any subject which is people and nature driven. Many think that Mozart died of bad 
habits, low quality of life etc. but the analysis of Theodore Modis shows that he should have created 
the next S curve in his professional music career in order to delay his death as Hitchcock did by 
entering the world of TV and producing TV series in addition to movies. 

 

 

 

 

Finally, this is a very handy Excel application of the S Curves. 

 

 

 

http://www.growth-dynamics.com/
http://jcandkimmita.info/jc/2007/04/business/modeling-market-adoption-in-excel-with-a-simplified-s-curve
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Develop options 
To develop options, you first learn to examine assumptions and recognise that what appears to be 
right because it is traditional – or politically correct – is not necessary the right option. Here is an 
example from my own company, Siemens. It may be a familiar kind of problem. 

HQ was working on the best way to allocate HQ costs out to the business units. 
The traditional assumption was that they should allocate costs according to 
sales. 

 

I thought it would be more fair, though, to allocate costs by cost of sale, and that 
changed the picture quite dramatically. I knew that if I made that suggestion, I 
wouldn’t be popular but it would help the business units consider ways to be more 
effic ient and also extend the discussion about the distribution logic as below. 

 

You might wonder what happened at the end. Well, the company decided for an 
alternate version of the “traditional” logic but my suggestion was recorded and it 
entered the minds of colleagues for future consideration. 

Often you think of options but discard them so quickly, you forget that you 
conceived them. When you are considering a question, it could be useful to 
record your first thoughts and include all ideas, even if at first they seem 
impractical or unrealistic. Then you can examine them and find the best one. 

Best means the one with the most possibility. Here is another example which you 
might consider as “lateral thinking”. 

We were in the middle of developing DSPS and I was concerned about the 
budget since it was becoming obvious that I would need more money to 
complete the whole scope of  the project on time. While I was sitting in the 
monthly management circle meeting I heard from the head of our Software 
Development Business Unit that they applied to the R&D scheme of the 
government for R&D support and it was highly probable that they would get 50% 
of the whole project funded without payback. That was it ! I also had to apply for 
the same funding and get the money from outside of the company. 

Although my department was a staff department and no other staff department 
did that before I decided to act in order to achieve my target. Nobody was able 
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to propose this option to me but I had to open up my perception and look for 
options wherever I could. 

My last example is about “modularization” and it is from non-governmental organisations - NGOs. 

As the node of the United Nations’ Millenium Project we were looking for funding 
regarding the implementation of the Global Mil lenium Prize for Turkey. Our first 
idea was to find one big supportter who would be able to support us with 40,000 
USD. 

As we progressed, we found out that since the prize contains prizes for the fifteen 
global challenges defined by the Millenium Project – they range from water, IT 
to decision making capacities - we decided to go for a modular approach where 
each company would select two to three challenges to support. This option 
would also decrease the total cost for a supporter since the grand total will be 
divided according to the share of their selected challenges within the fifteen 
challenges. 

Now, supporters are approaching us more positively and they say that now the 
value added of this award is more obvious to them since they could now directly 
relate them to the challenges. 

 

Become a storyteller 

Stories provide a framework for interpretation and understanding; they provide a 
context for meaning; they are motivating; and, they may offer visions of the 
possible. 

Seattle Community Network 

 

You may benefit greatly from describing scenarios in simple language yet making sure you 
communicate all you wish to present. You may have to work on finding the right words for some time, 
yet it is one of the best ways to clear your mind and learn to pursue quality.  

As you work, try to make things simple and fun. Once we were working on scenario options regarding 
the future of the Turk Telekom which was one of our major customers. We came up with four 
scenarios scaling from disastrous, business-as-usual, good to very good from my company’s 
perspective. We named them for flavours of Turkish delights and peppers. The disastrous became 
“hot paprika”, the business-as-usual “pomegranate sour”, the good “Turkish delight” and the very good 
one “double Turkish delight." 

It would be impossible to overestimate how important it is to tell stories instead of presenting 
information. This is not only for purposes of motivation. It is also to engage people in thinking along 
with you about your information. You want other points of view whenever you can have them, and 
people must know the information well before they can provide an informed point of view. 

 

http://www.millennium-project.org/millennium/turkey.html
http://www.globalmillenniumprize.org/
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www.theworkingmanager.com 
 

 

For more information about this Series, contact Helen Kelly, International Editor helen.kelly@theworkingmanager.com 
For more information about The Working Manager, contact Philip Purver, CEO philip.purver@theworkingmanager.com 
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Recommended reading 

“Lessons from a Great Thinker” by Margaret Heffernan, Fast Company 

Excerpt 
A master at recognizing patterns and avoiding reductive career structures, Alfred 
Chandler ensured his business success by recognizing that you can’t understand 
a business by simplifying it - you have to master its complexity. 

 

 

 
The Strategy-Focused Organization: How Balanced Scorecard Companies Thrive in 
the New Business Environment by Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton 

 

 

 

 
The Balanced Scorecard: Translating Strategy into Action by Robert S. Kaplan and 
David P. Norton 

 

Valuebasedmanagement.net: Balanced Scorecard - Clarifying and communicating vision and strategy 
into action by Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton 

Valuebasedmanagement.net: Strategy Maps by Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton 

 

mailto:helen.kelly@theworkingmanager.com
mailto:philip.purver@theworkingmanager.com
http://www.theworkingmanager.com/
http://www.valuebasedmanagement.net/methods_balancedscorecard.html
http://www.valuebasedmanagement.net/methods_strategy_maps_strategic_communication.html
http://northwesterndigital.blogspot.com/2007/06/leadership-curiosity-pattern.html

