
Strategic Management Center 
Strategy Journal Retrospective #1, 2021 

Pointing you to articles of interest to strategists in leading publications 

 
In this edition: the post-COVID agenda, tips for using stage-gating properly when deciding when to kill a 

project, considerations in co-opetition, and evaluating the health of your business’s ecosystem 

 

Back to the Future: Resuming the Long Term Agenda for Business 

Martin Reeves and Kevin Whitaker. BCG Henderson Institute 
For most of us, the past year has been framed by the COVID-19 crisis. The authors see three themes 
emerging for strategists as the crisis subsides: the trend towards digitisation, which has been accelerated by 
new ways of working during the pandemic; addressing bottlenecks to achieve climate action, and a need to 
develop resilience thinking, systems and behaviours to thrive amid future shocks. In the authors’ view, 
resilient businesses have six traits: prudence (with the ability to detect early warning signals to detect 
potential threats and prepare for plausible downside scenarios in advance), redundancy (with buffers for 
critical supplies or capacities to limit the potential impact of a shock), diversity (with a variety of capabilities 
or products that respond differently when a crisis occurs), modularity (meaning that components of the 
business are separated so that a failure in one part does not affect the whole), adaptability (being able to 
quickly adjust to new circumstances by experimenting, identifying appropriate responses and amplifying 
them throughout the organisation), and embeddedness (which means aligning the businesses’ goals with 
those of partners and communities, thus making external cooperation and support more likely during a 
crisis). More; further in-depth article here  
 

How to Get Better at Killing Bad Projects 

Ronald Klingebiel. Harvard Business Review. 
Since not all innovation projects will succeed, it’s common practice in industries from pharmaceuticals to 
consumer goods to run several projects at once, periodically deciding which ones should keep being funded 
and which should be discontinued. Stage-gating is a well-known form of this process, in which projects need 
to pass review at milestone deadlines to qualify for more funding. The author tracked 200 mobile phone 
projects through stage-gating milestones at Sony Ericsson from 2001 to 2009, and identified several 
problems with the way stage-gating was done. First, there was a clear opportunity cost when failing 
projects were not identified early: only one sixth of projects were discontinued before launch, but many 
yielded just mediocre returns after launch. Teams’ initial estimates of revenue for each handset were 
typically a long way off, with the result that projects that looked promising at an early stage attracted 
funding initially – and also later, when their business cases were less attractive, perhaps because so much 
had been invested in them. That over-investment deprived projects whose initial business case had been 
lacklustre but that improved later of investment. Another issue: Sony Ericsson’s stage gates did not 
upweight qualitative information that was hard to quantify in revenue but clearly made a product more 
attractive (for example, the process ignored data on customer preferences that made it clear that a phone 
with a bigger camera would be more likely to succeed). While it becomes easier to refine the accuracy of a 
business case as a product nears launch, Sony Ericsson, like many other firms, failed to update business 
cases as launch approached, shifting instead to a focus on delivery. But, as the author’s analysis showed, 
continuing to fund a single late-stage project typically prevented dozens of alternative early-stage ideas from 
being funded. Finally, the focus on performance at stage-gate milestones created decision paralysis: once a 
project showed a deteriorating business case, executives spent a disproportionate amount of time discussing 
it, often eventually downgrading expectations to make it look as though targets were met. More 
 
  

https://bcghendersoninstitute.com/back-to-the-future-resuming-the-long-term-agenda-for-business-cd91b1372856
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2017/globalization-strategy-reeves-levin-building-resilient-business-inspired-biology
https://hbr.org/2021/04/research-how-to-get-better-at-killing-bad-projects


The Rules of Co-opetition 

Adam Brandenburger and Barry Nalebuff 
Co-opetition is a portmanteau term that means exactly what it sounds like: rivals teaming up to create a 
product or service. It’s increasingly common, as Apple and Samsung, DHL and UPS, and Google and Yahoo 
have shown. The authors identify four categories of attractive co-opetition deals: (1) The parties’ combined 
ingredients create value, but neither party has a “special sauce”, or cutting-edge proprietary advantage, at 
risk. (Think of Apple and Google together creating contact-tracing technology for Covid-19 – neither gives 
anything away, but they created standards and interoperability protocols, setting up a market to fight over 
later. (2) Both parties have a “special sauce”, and sharing puts them both ahead of their common rivals. (In 
2013, Ford, which led in 10-speed transmissions, and GM, which led in 9-speeds, shared technologies. This 
saved money, had no strategic impact, and freed engineers from both companies to work on other projects.) 
(3) One party has a strong competitive advantage, which sharing increases, but less-powerful parties are 
willing to cooperate. (Amazon gives rival sellers on Amazon Marketplace access to its customers and 
warehouses, losing some direct business and markup, but making a commission on Marketplace sales, and 
increasing the value of its platform as a market for everything. The deal increases reach and thus makes 
sense for each Amazon partner.) (4) One party shares its “secret sauce” to reach another’s customer base, 
even though doing so carries risks for both parties. (In 2008, Google and Yahoo proposed that Google 
would agree to operate ad placement for Yahoo. This was attractive to Yahoo, since Google’s industry-
leading technology would generate substantially more revenue per search for Yahoo, and also attractive for 
Google, since the deal offered access to a market Google didn’t already have. The potential upside was ~$1 
bn between the two companies. The deal was risky for both partners – Google risked strengthening Yahoo’s 
competitive position, and Yahoo risked its own capabilities withering from dependency on Google’s black-
box technology. In fact, the US Justice Department, concerned about market dominance, nixed the deal; a 
year later, Yahoo concluded a similar deal with Microsoft, with Bing providing Yahoo’s ads.) More 
 

How Healthy is Your Business Ecosystem? 

Ulrich Pidun, Martin Reeves, and Edzard Wesselink. MIT Sloan Management Review 
An ecosystem – a group of largely independent firms that work together to create and deliver coherent 
solutions to customers – can be flexible, scaling rapidly and deploying inexpensively capabilities that would 
be prohibitive to create in house. However, the authors’ research shows that fewer than 15% of ecosystems 
are sustainable in the long run. In part, this is because the metrics generally used to assess the health of an 
ecosystem are backward-looking (cash burn rate, profitability, RoI) or are only loosely linked to value (in 
digital ecosystems: number of subscribers, clicks, or social media mentions). In this article, the authors offer 
a series of indicators for the health of an ecosystem across its lifespan. In the launch phase, the number and 
engagement of marquee partners and high-value partners should be tracked, along with customer feedback; 
critical partners failing to join the ecosystem, opinion leaders leaving or the offering needing frequent 
change should be treated as red flags. In the scale phase, where platform activity increases, the operating 
model expands and growth towards profitability should be achieved, the authors recommend tracking the 
number of new active customers and partners, the number of successful transactions and the unit cost per 
transaction; red flags are a reduction in value for one side of the market from ecosystem growth, or an 
imbalance persisting between participants on both sides of the market, a decline in quality indicators and an 
increase in operating model complexity. In the mature phase, where defence and consolidation are the 
prime task, traditional metrics should be tracked – customer and partner churn, revenue per partner, 
contribution costs per transaction, and acquisition and retention costs for partners and customers; red flags 
in this phase include a decline in engagement level, early adopters starting to leave, partners creating 
competing ecosystems, and cannibalisation from other, expanding ecosystems. In the evolve phase, which is 
one of continuous adaptation, advance and reinvention, the authors advocate tracking the share of revenue 
from new products and services, and customer and partner satisfaction; red flags include predatory 
behaviour, increasing complaints and legal actions, and an increase in the percentage take of the 
orchestrator. 
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