
Ashridge Strategic Management Centre 
Strategy Journal Retrospective, March-April 2019 

Pointing you to articles of interest to strategists in leading publications 

 
In this edition: Myths about strategy, avoiding being blinded by the digital light, creativity in strategy, how 
to win in the 2020s, the rental economy, and an iPad strategy game from BCG 
 
5 Myths About Strategy 
Harvard Business Review. Stephen Bungay 
The difference between lies, big lies and myths? Myths contain a germ of truth, which makes them harder to spot 
– and easier to fall for. In this Harvard Business Review article, ASMC director Stephen Bungay explodes five 
myths about strategy. Myth 1: strategy is about the long term. False: strategy is not about the time horizon of 
your business thinking, but about depth and rigour – and you may need to turn on a dime when conditions 
change. Myth 2: disruptors continuously change their strategy. You might think this is true of Amazon or 
Facebook, but their underlying strategy is actually a classic from the 1960s: cut price and add capacity. Myth 3: 
competitive advantage is dead. No: though the time period over which competitive advantage may be sustained 
is shortening, the concept is very much alive; in fact, you need multiple competitive advantages today, rather 
than one. Myth 4: being agile trumps having a strategy. No: agile is a capability, not a plan, whereas strategy is a 
framework for decision-making. Successful agile startups think rigorously about business fundamentals. Myth 5: 
you need a strategy for digital. Digital is certainly flavour of the management month, but having a strategy for one 
part of your business only means you will fall short of the strategist’s core task, which is to optimise a company’s 
strategy for the business as a whole. More. (Email Angela Munro for reprints of this article.)  
 
Digital Growth Depends More on Business Models than Technology 
Mark W. Johnson. HBR. 
With all the hype about digital in the strategy literature at the moment, it’s refreshing to read this HBR article, in 
which Mark Johnson warns against being blinded by the digital platforms and cutting-edge technologies that 
underpin hyped companies like Uber, Slack and Pinterest – all of which were launched a decade ago, all of which 
reached over $1 bn in valuation, and all of which, he underscores, had great business models. That is, they all had 
four things: a customer value proposition, the key resources needed to deliver on that value proposition, a profit 
formula based on revenues, cost structure, margins and resources, and the key processes enabling delivery of the 
value proposition at scale. True, digital enabled those companies and others like them to deliver on their business 
models, but the reason that they succeeded was that they were able to achieve their value proposition, rather 
than simply because they were in the digital space. The author cautions against believing that bolting on digital 
capability will work if the underlying value proposition isn’t in focus. Domino’s Pizza is a company that’s often 
cited as a digital success, but for the wrong reasons. Yes, it improved its online and mobile platforms, deepening 
its customer relationships, attracting and retaining new customers while turning occasional customers into 
dedicated fans, and extracting more value from each transaction. But it wasn’t the move to digital itself that 
turned Domino’s around. It was the company’s ability to use digital to deliver its value proposition more 
effectively. The corollary for strategists? Don’t do digital just because it’s in vogue. If you can’t point to how 
digital will boost your key resources or processes, or your profit formula or your customer value proposition, then 
let it be until you can. More 
 
Strategy Needs Creativity 
Adam Brandenburger. HBR.  
Strategy is a creative process, though you wouldn’t know that from the way it’s often taught, with professors of 
strategy presenting students with a library of frameworks to learn. This HBR article argues that breakthrough 
strategy is a creative process requiring mastery of four principles: contrast (identifying and challenging the 
assumptions underpinning the status quo), combination (linking products or services that seem independent 
from or even in tension with one another), constraint (looking at the organisation’s limitations and how they 
could become strengths, and context (reflecting on how similar problems have been solved in entirely different 
contexts, which often generates surprising insights). A word on the latter two principles: since constraints aren’t 
always obvious to those within an organisation, ask yourself what your organisation’s “incompentencies” are – 
what is it that your organisation just can’t do? Then ask whether there’s a way to derive a strength – or whether 
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you might be able to strengthen your organisation by imposing additional constraints. (Cars are usually sold by 
dealers working on commission, but Tesla doesn’t have a dealership network, so it built futuristic stores staffed 
with salaried personnel and sells online; storied Danish restaurant Noma imposed on itself the constraint that it 
would only offer locally sourced Scandinavian food – and developed a brand famous to foodies around the 
world.) Context-focused strategy may involve transferring a tactical solution from one context to another and 
reformulating the business around it (the burrs of the burdock plant, which attach to animals’ fur, inspired 
Velcro). But it can also mean translating a strategy from one industry to another (brand strategy is a well-
established discipline, but it never occurred to anyone to apply it to the guts of a computer until the 1990s, when 
Intel pioneered the Intel Inside strategy). More 
 
Winning in the 20s 
BCG. Multimedia collection 
BCG has introduced a multimedia collection dedicated to Winning in the 20s. In an overview (here), the authors 
explain that business in 2010 looked very different along a number of dimensions to the way it does in 2019. 
Looking forward, they identify several trends that they believe will fundamentally reshape business in the decade 
to come: AI at scale, the rise of multicompany ‘ecosystems’ that defy traditional industry boundaries and blur the 
distinction between competitors and collaborators on the one hand and producers and consumers on the other, 
the rise of China (which challenges the long-held economic order), falling long-term growth projections, partly 
driven by an ongoing slowdown in working-age population growth across major economies, heightened scrutiny 
of social impact, and increased investor activism. From these trends, the authors draw five principles for 
competing in the next decade: a new logic of competition in which companies compete on their rate of learning 
(that is, on how fast they can based on identify and fulfil each customer’s changing needs by leveraging data and 
technology), an organisation of the future that has integrated learning loops to enable a company to gather 
information from data ecosystems, continuously derive insights using machine learning, and act on those insights 
autonomously, all at the speed of algorithms rather than the speed of human hierarchies, a science of 
organisational change whose application provides companies with the capability to transform repeatedly, 
diversity, to increase resilience and boost the capacity for innovation, and optimisation of the company for both 
social and business value. BCG plans to keep expanding its Winning in the 20s multimedia site throughout the 
year. 
 
They See It. They Like It. They Want It. They Rent It. 
Sapna Maheshwari. New York Times. 
What business opportunity arises when a millennial generation that’s socialised to accept subscription models 
(think Netflix) believes it won’t be able to afford large purchases like houses and cars? A market for subscriptions 
in everything, according to the New York Times, which identifies a “Gilded Age” of renting, tracing the rise of 
subscription models in everything from clothes to furniture to dog obstacle courses. Interestingly, the opportunity 
isn’t only B2C: CaaStle, a B2B startup, acts behind the scenes for many lifestyle rental startups, charging them a 
per-subscriber fee and centralising the inventory of many of the labels while handling cleaning, customer service 
and delivery logistics. It’s clear that many of the secondary drivers that the Times believes have created this niche 
also apply in Britain: a generation that wants instant gratification, has a sense of style honed by Instagram and 
Pinterest, and – thanks to being raised in an era where sustainability has a high value – doesn’t have an aversion 
to taking on second-hand pieces. More 
 
Your Strategy Needs a Strategy 
BCG. Apple App Store and Google Play  
If you have a tablet – and particularly if you have a child – you’ll know how addictive iPad gaming can be. Now, 
BCG has brought out a game you can play on work time with a clear conscience. Your Strategy Needs a Strategy is 
designed to teach the principles introduced in BCG’s 2015 book of the same name. You start with that classic 
small business, a lemonade store, and you choose which of the five boroughs of New York to place it in depending 
on the kind of strategy you’d like to adopt. There are 15 levels of play, and you work to out-compete Bruce, a 
computer opponent named for Bruce Henderson, BCG’s founder. The game tutors you about what BCG sees as 
the five basic kinds of business environment, how to identify your environment, and how to adopt the strategy 
approach that’s right for the environment you’re in. In-game tips and post-game debriefings reinforce the game’s 
real-world lessons, and the game contains links to further materials and videos, including a TED talk that 
summarises the principles the game encapsulates. Apple App Store | Google Play 
 
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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