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An Atlas of Strategy Traps 
BCG Henderson Institute.  
In an alluring multimedia experience that’s difficult to capture on paper, BCG’s Henderson Institute 
(formerly the BCG Strategy Institute) offers you an atlas of strategy traps. You can explore six 
dimensions of strategy, starting with defining your option space. For each dimension, you’re given 
two opposing strategy traps. For example, when it comes to ‘investing in new options’, you can view 
examples of failures because too little was invested – the US Department of Energy refused to invest 
substantially in high-energy physics, losing out to CERN on a series of discoveries; DHL, entering the 
US market well below critical mass, failed to establish more than a toehold. But you can also view 
examples of failures due to overinvestment at the wrong time – the UK’s Imperial Airship Scheme, a 
government-funded push for Zeppelin airships in the 1920s that was overtaken by incremental 
improvements to aeroplanes in the private sector, or the attempt by Microsoft and BlackBerry to 
create proprietary mobile phone operating systems well after Apple and Google’s Android systems 
had a lock on consumers. For each trap, you’re given a list of warning signs (big-bet projects that 
consistently fail to deliver are a warning that your company inclines to mistimed overinvestment, for 
example) and a set of ‘beacons to navigate by’, or rules to help you avoid the trap. (To navigate 
around the underinvestment trap that the US Department of Energy and DHL fell into, for example, 
you need a long-term organisation structure that is designed to follow through on ambitious 
projects, you need explicit consideration of the sufficiency of an investment when committing to big 
objectives, and you need to build for scalability). Website 
 
The Subscription Addiction 
Schumpeter. The Economist 
Subscription business models are booming. Technology makes it easier than ever to rent, rather 
than own assets, which may account for the ubiquity of software-based subscriptions like Dropbox, 
Spotify or Netflix. (Nonetheless, subscription is an old business model: the Economist argues that 
Gillette was an early adopter, getting customers to “join” by buying a subsidised razor and then pay 
“monthly fees” in buying replacement blades.) By generating a recurring income stream, 
subscription models give firms predictable future revenue. And, in their subscribers, firms have an 
asset base in which they can invest. But this Economist column argues that subscription models 
have three flaws. First, acquisition costs are often extremely high, because firms have to market 
heavily or keep prices artificially low to attract customers. Second, although customers are locked in 
for a period of time, they are usually very ready to switch once that time is up. (5% of Spotify’s 
customers churn each month). The constant pressure to fish for churning customers could trigger a 
race to the bottom for all involved. Finally, many customers have more than one similar subscription 
at once, defeating claims to exclusivity. (Corporate reward cards have 4 billion members in America 
alone, as many people have more than one frequent flyer or hotel chain card). More 
  
Why So Many High-Profile Digital Transformations Fail 
Thomas H. Davenport and George Westerman. Harvard Business Review 
Seven years ago, to much acclaim, GE embarked on a wholescale digital transformation of its 
product and service offerings. It embraced the Internet of Things, embedded sensors into many of 
its products, and redesigned business models to take advantage of digital. Yet its stock price has 
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languished, and CEO Jeffrey Immelt was pressured to step down. Why did its digital transformation 
fail? The authors, reviewing similar events in other high-profile companies, draw several lessons. 
First, they say, digital does not offer salvation for a company that is otherwise financially troubled. 
Secondly, digital is not an attribute that can simply be plugged into an organisation – it requires 
coordinated attention to business processes, machines and people if it is to work, and digital 
transformation initiatives need to be continuously monitored and adapted. Thirdly, there may be 
few advantages to pushing the digital sophistication of your industry out too far: Procter & Gamble, 
was already ahead of its competitors in digital when it launched a companywide digital push in 2012 
and 2013, so it had the leeway to pursue a less expensive course by investing in a more targeted 
fashion, although it chose not to, to its cost. Fourthly, the allure of new business models that digital 
makes possible can distract companies from paying attention to their core business. More 
 
Ten Red Flags Signalling Your Analytics Programme Will Fail 
By Oliver Fleming, Tim Fountaine, Nicolaus Henke, and Tamim Saleh. McKinsey 
Both big data and digital initiatives require heavy data crunching, but not every company that 
launches an analytics programme will actually be able to unlock value from it. These McKinsey 
authors list ten warning signs. Among them: no one has determined the value that the initial use 
cases can deliver in the first year. If analytics projects are not chosen on the basis of business cases, 
the ones that make it through are frequently not the ones that generate value for the company – 
and a weak business proposition means they can wither later if resources become scarce. A parallel 
red flag: the lack of a performance-management framework, which means that no one tracks the 
quantitative impact of analytics initiatives. Another related warning sign: the lack of an 
overarching strategy for analytics, so the results of the analytics programme are a few scattered 
use cases. A fourth red flag: a failure to hire ‘analytics translators’ – that is, people on the business 
side who help leaders identify high-impact analytics use cases and then “translate” the business 
needs to data scientists, data engineers, and other tech experts so they can build an actionable 
analytics solution. (You can find more detail on the role of the analytics translator in this HBR article 
by McKinsey authors.) Indeed, the more distant analytics is from the businesses, the greater the 
cause for alarm: while organisations with successful analytics initiatives embed analytics capabilities 
into their core businesses, those with poorer outcomes develop analytics capabilities in isolation, 
either centralized and far removed from the business or in sporadic pockets of poorly coordinated 
silos. More 
 
Winners: And How They Succeed 
Alastair Campbell. Book. 
This wide-ranging book by Alastair Campbell, former director of strategic communications during 
the first half of Tony Blair’s time as prime minister, is pitched as a guide to how prominent people in 
business and sport achieved their goals. But the author has actually produced an excellent manual 
for strategists, who will recognise Campbell’s OST (for Objective, Strategy and Tactics) framework 
for winning. The book offers a look at how that framework has been applied everywhere from 
Formula One to Virgin Airlines to Putin’s geopolitical repositioning of Russia. Campbell draws on 
discussions with prominent people in politics, sport, business, media and the arts – Anna Wintour, 
José Mourinho and Nelson Mandela are three of an eclectic group – to illustrate the applicability of 
the OST framework across industries and activities. Chapters on the role of visualisation, boldness 
and innovation round the engaging and relevant book out. Amazon 
 
 
You’re receiving this Journal Retrospective because your company is a member of the Ashridge Collaborative 
Strategy Network. However, if you’d prefer not to receive the Retrospective in future, just email ASMC’s Angela 
Munro. 
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