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How to Get Your Functions to Supercharge Your Strategy  
Jo Whitehead, Anita Hunt, Debbie Rogerson. European Business Review. 
Great strategies often go to waste because they cannot be properly executed. In this article, ASMC 
director Jo Whitehead and colleagues explain how functions (e.g., Finance, Operations, and Supply 
Chain) contribute to strategy execution. Good execution, in the authors’ view, lives and dies with 
‘distributed leaders’ – with middle managers who run critical businesses and functions, and with 
technical and domain experts who occupy key spots in the informal networks that get things done. Yet 
execution often stumbles at the functional level. Three things need to happen: first, functions need to 
be more involved in strategy formulation. Secondly, the functions – and not just the business units – 
need to have clear, measurable targets as the strategy is executed. And, finally, the attention of the 
Board or upper management needs to focus on the functions as well as the business units. More.  
 
Building a Winning Business Model Portfolio  
Paolo Aversa, Stefan Haefliger, and Danielle Giuliana Reza. MIT Sloan Management Review.  
Portfolio strategy is generally thought of as the logic behind collecting different businesses under a 
single corporate umbrella. But, in the MIT Sloan Management Review, these authors argue not just for 
collecting different businesses, but different business models. Defining a business model portfolio as a 
company engaged in at least two ways of creating or monetising value, the authors review industries 
as diverse as video rentals and Formula One racing, and conclude that diversifying into different 
business models has the potential for considerable upside. In considering whether to adopt multiple 
business models, the authors say, strategists should evaluate the extent to which different models can 
share resources, especially physical resources. The resources used by new models should be closely 
related to those used by current models, and managers should look for opportunities to achieve 
economies of scope and to improve capacity utilisation. If you’re interested in thinking more 
systematically about your own company’s business model portfolio, the authors offer a framework for 
doing so. More. 
 
Strategy as Diligence: Putting Behavioural Strategy into Practice 
Thomas Powell, California Management Review  
This year’s Nobel Prize in economics went to Richard Thaler, who has worked for several decades to 
prove that humans aren’t the creatures of pure reason that economists would have us believe. Now, in 
the California Management Review, Thomas Powell draws on behavioural research and strategy 
practice to formulate what he calls a theory of diligence-based strategy. Successful strategy, he argues, 
is not purely a “science of the intellect”: it is characterised by elements of randomness, continuous 
interaction with external competitive forces, and the fact that there is more than one way to achieve 
success. Good decisions can fail, bad decisions can succeed, and the margins for error are large. 
Moreover, companies do not always act as economic theory predicts they should (for example, they 
may delay in adopting proven best practices). This long, well-referenced article draws on five elements 
(activities, strategic capital, priorities, dynamics, and measurement) to develop a framework and 
method for diligence-based strategy, which can guide disciplined action in an environment of 
unpredictability and imperfect rationality. More. 
 
How AI Will Change Strategy: A Thought Experiment 
Ajay Agrawal, Joshua Gans and Avi Goldfarb. Harvard Business Review. 
AI’s fundamental contribution to strategy is that it enables companies to predict the future with ever-
greater accuracy, say the authors, and that will mean the advent of new business models. For example, 
as Amazon’s AI becomes more and more accurate, at some point it will make sense for the company to 

http://www.europeanbusinessreview.com/how-to-get-your-functions-to-supercharge-your-strategy/
http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/building-a-winning-business-model-portfolio/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0008125617707975


ship proactively, sending you things it’s fairly sure you’ll like, so that you can choose in your own home 
from what’s been sent out. This, in turn, might lead to vertical integration of a fleet of shipping trucks 
that underpin a product-returns service. Strategists need to do two things: they need to understand 
how fast (and how far) accuracy could improve for their sector, and the applications within it. And they 
need to develop hypotheses about the business implications of improved precision. More. 
 
Five management strategies for getting the most from AI 
Jacques Bughin and Eric Hazan. MIT Sloan Management Review 
On the basis of a survey of of 3,000 C-level executives around the world, the McKinsey Global Institute 
identifies five strategies for maximising the potential of AI. First, companies should think of AI as a tool 
to enable growth, rather than just a way to improve cost-cutting.  On that count, companies should be 
prepared to revise their overall strategic goals on the basis of the insights AI can deliver. Companies 
should pay attention to the management capabilities required to maximise AI, and to ways in which AI 
will change – not just eliminate – technical jobs. Fourthly, AI processes need to be fed with large 
amounts of high-quality data, so the extent and quality of digital assets require attention. Finally, in 
order to continually grow AI capability, companies need to foster AI ecosystems, which are interlinked 
communities of researchers, developers, financiers, and customers. More.  
 
AI is a hot strategy topic and we note that Ashridge Strategic Management Centre has worked 
together with partners from Data Science and Hi-Tech to develop a four-day open program on AI 
strategy at Ashridge, Harnessing Artificial Intelligence that you might like to attend.  
 
Using Scenario Planning to Reshape Strategy  
Rafael Ramírez, Steve Churchhouse, Alejandra Palermo, Jonas Hoffmann.  
MIT Sloan Management Review 
The Oxford approach to scenario planning, introduced in this article, distinguishes the sphere of a 
company's immediate environment (which include its suppliers, customers, competitors, partners, and 
other stakeholders, and where immediate business transactions take place) from the wider sphere in 
which it operates, where it is affected by factors it cannot influence. The key to scenario planning is to 
determine how events in the second sphere affect the first. The aim of scenario planning is to explore 
different types of weak signals, generating a picture of what those signals might mean when they are 
more salient, or have been around for longer, or are stronger. The process is to take the assumptions 
underlying the company’s strategic planning and vary a limited number of them, focusing on scenarios 
that are plausible, rather than strictly probable. It is iterative, reframing scenarios with slightly 
different emphasis – for example, by using a supplier in one scenario as a partner in another scenario. 
As the roles of one player change across scenarios, managers achieve new perspectives and come to 
see how new actors in their ecosystem emerge. As the assumptions underlying the company’s 
strategic planning are systematically called into question, new options for future planning emerge. 
More. 
 
Be a sinner, be a saint: The bosses of two famous French firms struggle to keep customers 
The Economist 
Danone and Pernot Ricard face the same problem: consumers, whether of yoghurt or spirits, are no 
longer as loyal to brands as they once were. That goes especially for millennials. Increasingly, brand 
choices are defined situationally – by who you are with, by the time of day, and by the occasion. 
Pernot Ricard has carefully segmented its global markets, and is targeting its drinks to clearly-defined 
niches: tequila for Americans gathering to watch sport, cognac at Chinese weddings, and so on. 
Danone has adopted a different strategy: going beyond product-specific marketing, it is repositioning 
itself on the corporate level as a health-food firm with a social conscience. It is aiming to gain 
certification as a B-Corp (that is, a for-profit firm with high social and environmental standards where 
the board of directors in the USA can legally promote the interests of staff, customers and others, 
along with those of shareholders). Which strategy will prevail? The Economist believes the jury is out: 
it is not clear that Danone’s shift to healthy living will draw consumers, the magazine says – but then, it 
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is not clear that Pernot Ricard’s customers will stick with spirits in our increasingly health-conscious 
age. More.  
 
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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