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STRATEGIC  FLEXIBILITY

Drs. Hans ten Dam, CMC
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Success yesterday doesn't mean success today. Success today doesn't mean success tomorrow. It's even worse: succes today may mean failure tomorrow. When conditions change, we may need to adapt to succeed, even to survive. Ease of adaptation is called flexibility.

Good management consists of three very different animals: operational efficiency, tactical flexibility and strategic stability. Each animal may need adaptation and so there are three types of flexibility: operational, tactical and strategic. Tactical flexibility is natural; operational flexibility is expensive - as it is the enemy of efficiency; strategic flexibility is complex, but necessary when strategic conditions change.

We will clarify the differences between operations, tactics and strategy, find out what hinders and what fosters flexibility, how tactical flexibility combines with strategic stability, and when strategic flexibility is necessary.

Operations, tactics and strategy

To reach goals, there are three types of actions: operational, tactical and strategic. Operations are about getting well-defined results under well-defined circumstances. Cleaning the streets is an operational activity, but also surgically removing an appendix, or playing Beethoven's Eight Symphony.

Operational activities are according to standard moves. In sailing we know moves like proceeding in a straight line, crossing the river, waring at least shore, etc. We learn to sail by learning a repertory of moves. The operations of a trading company consist of the execution of a series of commercial moves, financial moves, legal moves, administrative moves; like the operations of a chess game consist of the execution of moves and like the operations of a battle also consist of executing many moves. Effectiveness and efficiency of operations can usually be measured precisely.

What are the universal success factors of operations? First, capability: the talents, the aptness, the knowhow and skills of people who do the work. For street cleaners with a broom, qualifications hardly count, though we prefer people who don't sweep against the wind. With more advanced equipment, training may be necessary. Surgeons are very highly qualified workers. They all have been trained well, but still some are more apt than others. Orchestra members have been trained long, soloists even longer. Still, the orchestra needs rehearsals. Capability is ensured by recruitment and selection, and by training and exercise.

The second success factor is equipment: tools, machinery, databases. In chemical process plants, equipment is much more important than human capability. But a surgeon could use kitchen knifes in extreme circumstances. A Stradivarius is better than an ordinary violin, one concert hall has better acoustics than an other. Often equipment decides necessary capability. Many developments in operational activities are technological, equipment-driven. Equipment is decided by technology and by available investment capital.

The third factor is motivation: the willingness of people to work, their attention or even love for what they do. Motivation is decided by job content and personal challenges, by rewards, by work relationships and work conditions, by company policies and by quality of leadership, and lastly by social expectations and by culture.

Fourth is information: people need to know what to expect and what is expected of them. The street cleaners need a work schedule, information about road repairs and not much more. The surgeon needs to know if his patient has a heart condition, the members of the orchestra need to know the expectations of the conductor, and the time and place of the performance.

We improve operations - when tactics and strategy remain the same - by improving capability, equipment, motivation and information. Improving equipment is the most clearcut case, but often the most expensive. Improving capability is usually the slowest process, unless personnel can be changed overnight. Improving motivation is the most complex issue. Improving information is the easiest, but surprisingly often neglected.

In tactics we do not proceed along a straight line between the position we have now and the position we want to reach. In tactics we use special sequences, apparent detours, fake, surprise. To attack the enemy we may do as if we retreat. The salesman has praise for the products of his competitors to disclaim them later the better. Tactics consists of moves, manoeuvres that are not rectilinear, that are not obvious and simply connected or traditionally executed, but form a trajectory that seems capricious. In observing operations, the aim of each activity is transparent. In observing tactics we have to find out what are the aims and what is the pattern in the activities.

Things are operational when discussions about how we have to do them is no longer necessary. Operations are according to standard operating procedures or standards moves connected in standard ways. Imagine that for a certain type of battle confrontation there are three standard combat attacks. Long ago, all those three methods have been tactical, because they deviated from just running into the enemy. Now they have become standard operating procedures. We just have to know the labels to give people the instructions. A standard trained tactic has become a standard operating procedure and so part of operations. Operations is fossilized tactics.

When somebody gets the assignment to conquer a bridge on the enemy and hold it until the main troops arrive, while there is a lot unknown about the bridge, the site, the exact location and deployment of the enemy forces, then he has got a tactical assignment. He may decide on his moves while going. If the same commander gets the assignment to hold a captured bridge and defend it against the enemy, he probably will start to deploy his people according to standard operating procedures. In that case, his assignment is purely operational. That is, till the enemy arrives and deviates from expectations.

Building a Bailey bridge is also operational, because it is an in-trained standard operating procedure. Competent, experienced people will adapt this standard procedure to the small differences that each situation has. Operational execution is never robot-like, but shows understanding and adaptation to circumstances. Therefore recruits are less good in executing standard operating procedures than veterans. All operations have some small tactical aspects. These minor tactics are the lubricant of good execution.

Operations are activities that are direct, linear and transparent: standard operating procedures, clear in-trained moves. Tactics is the special choice and combination of moves for a specific situation, and sometimes the invention, development and execution of new moves. Tactics is about getting well-defined results under ill-defined circumstances. Dealing with a pending strike among street cleaners, preparing the sales campaign of a new airplane, organizing an expedition to the Antarctic, fighting drug trafficking, responding to a calamity, and having a jam session, are tactical enterprises. Tactical effectiveness can easily be measured, because results are well-defined. Tactical efficiency is difficult to measure, because all comparisons are arbitrary when circumstances are ill-defined, be it because of either complexity, turbulence or interaction and escalation.

Innovation is always tactical, unless innovation has become habitual. Disturbing, changing that pattern - the way we innovate around her - becomes second level innovation. Likewise, the greatest invention of Thomas Alva Edison was the research and development laboratory that spawned inventions.

What are the generic success factors in tactics? First, drive: goal-directedness, initative and decisiveness of leaders and independent operators. Peace of mind is great but not the need to contemplate behind a desk and get signatures from superiors evry inch of the way.

The second success factor is that people, plans and organization have to be flexible. Ill-defined circumstances are surprising, requiring improvisation and often fast response. Tactical people have to have enough uncertainty tolerance and have to keep the end clearly in mind in the midst of confusion, emotion and action. If a competitor is half a year earlier with a competing plane than expected, if fuel prices rise 25%, if potential buyers are merging, the sales force has to adapt its plans. What if one the sponsors of the Antarctic expedition withdraws? We don't like improvisation and creativity when the doctor is removing our kidney or the orchestra is playing Beethoven. But a sales drive that copies the pages 54-72 of a textbook on sales is doomed. Somebody playing sheet music during a jam session will not make the end of the session.

Third, intelligence is paramount: knowledge about changing circumstances, changing needs and demands; about competitors or enemies; about logistic problems. No use to fight drug trafficking without knowing organizations, people, routes, plans and trends. Fourth, speed and surprise are important when competitors or enemies are involved. Tactical challenges usually require tactical responses. Fifth, fall-back routines. Often, tactical effectiveness depends on a smart combination of well-known, well-trained, well-executed moves. The more difficult and surpriseful the situation, the faster the necessary action, the more important to have these. Each calamity is a different surprise, but to respond from scratch would mean a disaster on top of the calamity.

Tactics are immediately involved in activities, strategy is not. Tactics consist of the conscious and often new combination and expansion of repertoire elements. Strategy involves trade-offs and decisions that cannot be translated into standard operating procedures. Strategic decisions are more general, more indirect, geared toward the final aims and so trade-off diverse perspectives, interests and activities. For enterprises that have no definite aim to reach at a specific date, strategy is about survival, continuity and general prosperity.

Strategy decides which results are meaningful and which consequences are acceptable. It decides key objectives; it allocates key resources; it thinks through longterm consequences; it thinks through consequences on other areas. Tactics pay no attention to the ultimate destination and limits itself to reaching the next intermediary station.

Realizing a certain market share is only one goal that we have to trade-off against other investments and against consequences for production. It is a question of tactics to reach this one goal as intelligently as possible. Strategy is never about separate goals. It always considers the complete development of the enterprise in all its facets. Especially on the long term, consequences of particular actions make themselves felt in other areas and so require an integrated vision, a holistic view. A short term vision may be strategic, but a long term vision has to be strategic.

To survive the insecurities, the turbulence, the wear and tear of the more immediate tactical complications, and to survive the drowsiness and addiction of mechanical operations, strategy need to be straight, clearly understood, strong. Therefore, to be successful, strategy needs first to be clear and consistent.

Secondly, strategy needs to be robust. A robust strategy doesn't need to be changed or adapted each time an assumption about the environment has to be revised. If we have to adapt our strategy because exchange rates differ a few percent of what we expected, or harvests are up a few percents, or a law is passed half a year later from what we expected, our strategy is fragile.

Strategy gives direction to efforts and to decisions, usually of many people. It should have thrust. Sometimes, strategies are mistaken for tactics and kept secret. Often, strategies are known, but not credible. The usual reason is that what the top does, isn't what it says. Then, strategy becomes a tool of management to ensure compliance, while the top reserves to itself the right to keep its hands free and its options open. This happens when top people are rather tacticians than strategists. In the worst case they are more involved with their own success than with success of the organization. But an effective strategy ensures thrust. It mobilizes many efforts of many people into a clear direction. It galvanizes.

Summarized, key success factors in the three fields are:

    * Operations: competence, equipment and motivation.

    * Tactics: drive, intelligence and flexibility.

    * Strategy: clarity, robustness and thrust.

The three animals uneasily live together. A faultlessly executed move that has wrong consequences, is an operational success, but a tactical blunder. When the engineering corps constructs a Bailey bridge before there is enough artillery to shell the other side of the river, the construction of that bridge maybe an true engineering feat, but when the enemy with few losses can destroy the bridge afterward, or even capture it, it remains a tactical blunder. In the same vein, a tactical success maybe a strategic blunder. Tactics is the antidote to thoughtless execution of standard operating procedures. Strategy is the antidote to thoughtless tactical manoevering.

Uncertainty avoidance

Operations are about certainty, tactics and strategy require dealing with uncertainty. Strategic and tactical thinking deal with complexity and turbulence, and so with insecurity. Tactics deal with uncertain circumstances and uncertain responses. Tactics even cultivate uncertainty - to surprise others and to stay sharp ourselves. Strategy deals with the general uncertainty of the future, of vague and conflicting interests and aims, of the complex interplay of unintended consequences.

As Geert Hofstede (1980) found, uncertainty avoidance is one of the most important determinants of cultural differences. When uncertainty avoidance is weak, strategic thinking is easier, because there is less resistance to deal with turbulence and complexity. When uncertainty avoidance is strong, strategy will be used as weapon against turbulence and complexity, it becomes a security device. In a national culture or in an organizational culture with strong uncertainty avoidance, response to changes will be slower and more cumbersome.

Sound strategic thinking and especially strategic decisionmaking deal with uncertainties without conjuring them away. To do this, people require emotional stability. This is true for managers as it is true for scientists. Whitehead noted already that in times of scientific turbulence psychology becomes more important than intellect.

When a new trend emerges, some people will argue that, though the impact has become unacceptable, there is no ironclad assurance that the threat is real and that the impact will be permanent. They will advocate to wait a little longer to see if the threat will blow itself out. People who need certainty. trust prior and familiar experiences and reject unfamiliar ones as improbable and invalid. Ansoff calls those responses the verification delay and the unfamiliarity rejection (1984;316).

Strategic analyses make people aware of how dependent they are on external influences. Miller, Kets de Vries, and Toulouse (1982) found that strategies of firms depended on the belief of senior executives that they had control over what happened or that fate or luck decided outcomes. Companies managed by executives that believe they are in control, pursue more innovative strategies, develop more new products, and make more dramatic changes in their product lines.

Huff and Schwenk (1986) analyzed public statements about company performance by executives of Exxon from 1973 to 1980. Explanations of poor performance contained more assumptions about the environment, while explanations of good performance contained more assumptions about the effects of executives' actions.

To realize our dependence as a small organization in a big, complex world, should not degrade our self-esteem and self-reliance (Von Clausewitz 1973;347). Strategists do need more than strategic thinking. They need emotional stability, self-reliance and the ability to bear dependence and powerlessness. Strategists need to be mature. Often, maturity is equated with age and thus somewhat with conservatism. Maturity differs from impetuosity, but it isn't conservatism either. Conservatism as a personality trait, is maturity at the cheap: by rejecting challenges. It also is bad for business. "Conservatism among senior management teams is negatively associated with the firm's social responsiveness and with certain aspects of financial performance" (Sturdivant, Ginter & Sawyer 1985).

People who rather avoid uncertainty are best in operations. If they have to deal with tactical and strategic matters they go for checklists and manuals and procedures, not because they help, but because they soothe. Their strategic plans are like bibles, consecrating operations and exorcizing tactics.
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