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survive the test of time, how COVID is reshaping companies’ operating models, and 

spotting high-opportunity trends early by watching for anomalies  

 

Eliminate strategic overload: how to select fewer initiatives with greater impact 

Felix Oberholzer-Gee. HBR 
Most companies can point to a plethora of strategic initiatives, but quantity is no guarantee 
of quality: a quarter of the firms in the S&P 500 earn long-term returns below their cost of 
capital. Strategists need to simplify, HBS professor Felix Oberholzer-Gee argues, by selecting 
fewer initiatives with greater impact. He introduces a value-based strategy framework for 
evaluating initiatives across the organisation. According to that framework, a strategic 
initiative is worthwhile only if it does one of three things: (1) creating value for customers, 
thus raising their willingness to pay (which is quite a different approach from simply 
increasing market size), (2) creating value for employees by making work more appealing 
(and lowering their willingness-to-sell wage), or (3) creating value for suppliers by reducing 
their operating costs, thus reducing their willingness-to-sell price. Value-based strategy, 
Oberholzer-Gee argues, trains the eye to see complements (razors and blades, coffee 
machines and capsules); it explains, why Apple kept the price of iTunes media low (to 
increase the appeal of Apple hardware) and why Amazon subsidises the Kindle (to increase 
willingness-to-pay for e-books). More 
 
What Makes Successful Frameworks Rise Above the Rest 

David Gray. MIT Sloan Management Review 
Strategists use frameworks frequently. Some – like BCG’s growth-share matrix, or 
Eisenhower’s matrix for prioritising tasks – have stood the test of time, while others come 
and go. Author David Gray has identified seven characteristics of successful frameworks. 
Some are obvious – they must be comprehensive (and widely applicable), they must be 
useful (providing insight that leads to action, and that tailors different actions to different 
circumstances), and they must be empirically valid. Gray also notes three characteristics 
that relate to what most strategists understand as the elegance of a framework: clarity 
(simplifying facts and relationships, while limiting the number of explanatory factors), 
structure (and associated symbols, which make a framework “sticky” in people’s minds), 
and the degree to which the framework is integrated, which refers to the consistency and 
coherence of the model and the extent to which its elements, and the way they are 
ordered, hang logically together. Finally, Gray notes, successful frameworks are able to 
differentiate themselves from other frameworks in the marketplace of ideas, either by 
recombining familiar elements in a distinctive manner or by proposing novel elements that 
enable users to see things and take action in a new way. More 
 

How COVID-19 is redefining the next-normal operating model  

Gregor Jost, Deepak Mahadevan, David Pralong, and Marcus Sieberer. McKinsey 
COVID, McKinsey has observed, has transformed work in large and medium-sized 
companies, with those that have been able to give effect to the principle “reflect, decide, 
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and deploy at scale” accelerating process speed, creating productivity gains of 20% - 40%, 
breaking down silos and hierarchies, and making decision-making swifter. The new 
employee value proposition (with hybrid presence models that provide for less commuting 
and more flexibility) has enabled HR to cast a wider recruiting net, and McKinsey research is 
finding productivity gains of 20% - 40% in many companies. When the pandemic hit, 
companies were forced to clarify their purpose and zero in on critical business goals and 
processes – something strategists have always recommended. In the early months of the 
pandemic, flat, non-hierarchical teams were formed for specific missions, with authority 
decentralised to enable them to respond with urgency – a way of working pioneered in 
Silicon Valley early this century. Because companies needed to redeploy large numbers of 
employees rapidly, the pandemic provided proof of concept for massive remote training and 
capability-building programmes. Those companies that have been most successful in 
transforming at scale have usually begun with a deep transformation in one area to provide 
proof of concept, followed swiftly by company-wide transformation. More 
 
The Power of Anomaly 

Martin Reeves, Bob Goodson, Kevin Whitaker. HBR 
Looking to established trends for your next business opportunity is unhelpful, these authors 
argue, because you’ll be too late: your competitors are likely to have captured any 
opportunities a trend presents by the time it’s recognisable. To spot incipient trends, you 
need to look for anomalies – weak signals that are surprising, but whose significance and 
scope is unclear. Companies often struggle with this because managers are internally 
focused, won’t revisit their assumptions, and aren’t comfortable with ambiguity. The author 
suggests several ways to become more attuned to anomalies. First, companies need to 
deeply understand customers’ behaviour and perspectives – and not only those of the mass 
of their customers. Atypical customer behaviour is very important to detect, and shouldn’t 
be written off. Customers’ perspectives can be elicited by traditional means (like focus 
groups, or simply spending time with customers), but also with digital techniques like text-
mining. Next, companies need to challenge their working mental models. (Famously, 
Western Union declined to buy patents for the telephone because it only saw a marginal 
market opportunity over the existing telegraph, not realising that telephones would enable 
social sharing of information, and not just business updates.) The authors recommend 
adopting multiple, even contradictory models, and revising them over time. Next, 
companies need to take an approach to investment that recognises that early signals are 
ambiguous and don’t lend themselves to the kind of quantified business cases with 
predictable payoffs that are often required for internal projects. At the very early stage, the 
authors recommend asking whether there is a narrative in which an anomaly could grow to 
present an opportunity, and whether there is a strategic fit with a company’s capabilities. 
Analytically, companies need a process for visualising granular data (since working with 
averages and high-level data will smooth out anomalies). They need to identify which 
anomalies matter; the authors suggest looking whether the anomaly persists over time, 
whether it is robust enough to be visible from different data sources, and whether it points 
to opportunities to fill gaps in the company’s current landscape of offerings. Finally, give 
your promising anomaly a name, and create narrative you expect it to tell. Then continue to 
monitor to see whether an opportunity evolves. More 
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