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Pointing you to articles of interest to strategists in leading publications 

 
China’s internet giants go global 
The Economist 
China’s three largest internet firms – Ali Baba (e-commerce), Baidu (search) and Tencent (online 
games and social media) are “monsters with increasingly hefty international ambitions,” the 
Economist says. The article tracks the acquisition and investment-driven rise of these firms, 
observing their growth from Chinese behemoths to international competitors, and concludes that 
digital strategy is done differently in China. Firms are generalists, rather than specialising in one or 
two areas. Secondly, the digital sector in China is lightly regulated, by contrast with the 
environment Apple and Google operate in. And, thirdly, the state sector is so inefficient that there 
is sometimes not even a physical infrastructure to compete with. 
 
New Technology Is Built on a ‘Stack.’ Is That the Best Way to Understand Everything Else, Too? 
John Herrman. New York Times 
In the New York Times, John Herrman reminds us that technology has informed the metaphors we 
use since classical antiquity. To your chief IT officer, a “stack” is a solution to the problem of 
designing complex systems for efficiency and adaptability: it’s a layered set of software apps – 
anything from the Ruby programming language to Google Docs – in which simple lower layers 
provide services to highly customisable upper layers. Herrman asks whether the concept of the 
stack is a useful way to look at the world beyond the IT sphere. In a 2014 interview, BCG senior 
partner Philip Evans answered that question with a resounding “yes”: “the collection of layers that 
compose any particular economic system,” he says, should be described as a stack. Why? Because 
“technology architectures are templates for business architectures.” Whole industries, in Evans’ 
view, are likely to transform into stacks, just as has happened with the electric power industry, 
which began in a tightly integrated, highly regulated form, and has become transformed, with new 
business layers emerging. 
 
A Future that Works: Automation, Employment and Productivity 
James Manyika et al. McKinsey Global Institute 
The McKinsey Global Institute has released a report on the potential impact of data, analytics, 
automation, robotics and artificial intelligence on the automation of today’s work and on global 
productivity. Chapter 6 of the report focuses on implications for business leaders. Automation, the 
authors say, can improve almost any business process, by reducing labour costs, increasing 
throughput, improving reliability, and boosting quality and safety. These benefits are clear (and 
already well established today), but the implications for competition have not yet been fully 
explored. Companies can use automation to compete differently – for example, on the base of 
minimal downtime and heightened reliability, or, where automation boosts speed, through 
improved customer responsiveness. Automation may re-shape experience curves, since machine 
learning improves as the quantity of data available to it increases. It can also enable boutique firms 
to compete with large competitors, increasing disruption and requiring incumbents to spend more 
time in strategic scanning. And automation will both increase and decrease the work of change 
management. On the one hand, a company whose systems are highly automated can propagate 
changes quickly by tweaking software. But, when automation eliminates or changes jobs, significant 
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retraining programmes are required, and the potential for labour unrest is large. Training will be 
required for new jobs, too, the authors say, “such as robot trainer or exception handler.” 
 
How to Develop a Great Digital Strategy 
Jeanne W. Ross, Ina M. Sebastian, and Cynthia M. Beath. MIT Sloan Management Review 
A digital strategy can do one of two things well, say these authors – either deliver information-rich 
products and services to customers (a digitised solutions strategy) or create superior, personalised 
experiences that boost customer loyalty, trust and passion (a customer engagement strategy). For 
example, US health insurer Kaiser Permanente uses social media to create communities of patients 
with similar interests and needs, and tailors digital channels to improve interaction between 
patients and their care teams – an example of a customer engagement strategy. By contrast, 
Switzerland’s Schindler Group (which makes lifts and escalators) follows a digitised solutions 
strategy, using data from the internet of things to optimise the routes taken by lifts in a building 
and to identify potentially valuable innovations, like letting people swipe their mobile phones when 
entering a building in order to bypass the security checkpoint in the lobby and access the lifts. 
Critically, the authors say, companies need to frame their digital strategy as either a digitised 
solutions strategy or a customer engagement strategy, rather than hedging their bets by trying for 
both: that prevents tension around priorities in resource allocation and project focus, and also 
discourages siloed thinking in the departments responsible for implementing the strategy. 
 
2017 Global Digital IQ Survey. A decade of digital: Keeping pace with transformation  
PwC 
A decade ago, PwC first began evaluating organisations’ digital IQ – that is, their ability to harness 
and profit from technology. Now, in a ten-year anniversary report (website), the firm says much has 
changed. The CTO has become integral to the development of strategy, the gap between the 
business and the IT sides of large organisations has almost closed, and technology has become 
integral to strategy and operations. The top-performing companies in PwC’s sample differed 
significantly from others in their implementation of digital technology: they were more likely to 
resource digital projects with cross-functional teams of business, technology, and user experience 
specialists, and they were three times as likely to use agile methodology, which originated in the 
software industry, for non-software projects. 
 
Distortions and deceptions in strategic decisions 
Dan P. Lovallo and Olivier Sibony. McKinsey Quarterly. 
ASMC directors Andrew Campbell and Jo Whitehead (with Sydney Finkelstein) looked at decision-
making bias in the book Think Again  in 2009. Now, two McKinsey authors have joined the debate, 
arguing that companies are vulnerable to “misconceptions, biases, and plain old lies.” Often, CEOs 
need to make decisions that can’t be reduced to numbers. What skews decision-making in those 
cases? The authors list three distortions (over-optimism, loss aversion and overconfidence) and 
four deceptions (misaligned time horizons, misaligned risk aversion profiles, champion bias, and 
“sunflower management,” meaning a consensus of opinion supporting a senior person’s supposed 
opinion). For each, they provide examples and show how the bias generated is likely to affect a 
strategic decision. Finally, they suggest tools for counteracting distortions and deceptions, such as 
tracking expected outcomes against actual outcomes, or requiring managers to present alternative, 
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or “second-best” ideas when they propose projects to senior management in order to provide 
visibility for ideas that a manager may consider insufficiently safe to take to senior decision makers. 
 
Always-On Strategy 
Nicolas Kachaner and Peter Kunnas. BCG Perspectives. 
The annual strategic planning process is not up-to-the-minute enough, these BCG authors say, to 
ensure that a company becomes aware of threats and opportunities in time. So, some companies 
are adopting a complementary, “always-on” approach that gives senior leaders the chance to 
detect and discuss developments early. Always-on strategy can include a variety of activities, but 
the authors suggest a constant scanning process for relevant signals and for trends that could 
disrupt the industry, a prioritisation process to rank emerging issues by the value at stake, the 
uncertainty and the challenge involved in responding to them, and the generation of a “strategy 
issues list” that’s revised and kept up to date. Always-on strategy isn’t just an early warning system: 
where needed, it enables deep dives, and thus provides richer information than broad-brush annual 
planning.  
 
Six Essentials for Achieving Postmerger Synergies 
Danny Friedman, Axel Reinaud, Patrick Staudacher, Chris Barrett, Niamh Dawson.  
BCG Perspectives 
The trick to accomplishing a merger that succeeds rather than fails, this BCG Perspective argues, is a 
disciplined approach to making synergies – the fundamental rationale for most M&A – happen. The 
discipline of making synergies happen has six components. First, pre-merger due diligence needs to 
be linked tightly to the PMI that follows, both by involving the business unit heads who will be 
implementing the merger in setting targets during due diligence and by coordinating the handover 
between the due diligence and implementation teams. Secondly, clean teams  (independent groups 
that analyse target company data before the deal closes) should be used to compile wide-ranging 
baseline information (including customer and procurement data), to vet synergy targets and to 
prepare options for key decisions. 
Thirdly, the acquirer should 
establish stretch targets, based on 
the high end of the due diligence 
assumptions. Fourthly, teams 
should rapidly iterate with 
management (as shown in the 
graphic at right), using two rounds 
of bottom-up target setting to 
ensure that the stretch targets are 
as accurate as possible. Fifthly, 
revenue synergies should be 
pursued as diligently as cost 
synergies – something the authors 
believe is neglected in many 
mergers today. Finally, 
performance should be tracked 
throughout the PMI – and investors should be kept apprised of progress. 
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