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STRATEGIC MENTALITY
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Neither every officer will make a general, nor every manager will make a strategist. The aptitude to set an over-all course for complex organizations in complex situations is based on more than education and experience only. The introduction of strategic management may engender resistance, like any introduction of a new cognitive or behavioural repertoire. This article sketches the cognitive and emotional profile of the strategic manager. The flip-side of this is the identification of types of psychological resistance to strategy introduction. The ability to manage strategically requires helicopter-view: the capability to grasp a total pattern of diverse facts and relations, and the capability to handle tasks with a time-span of two to five years. Also, sufficient self-confidence, emotional stability, extraversion and pro-activity are needed. The strategy of organizations depends on how managers respond to signals, analyse problems, make and implement decisions.

Strategy is meaningless apart from an executive mind. The executive mind is a underdeveloped subject. "An area only partly understood and largely avoided owing to its innate complexity" (1). When an organization needs a new course, it needs people able and willing to define a course and effectively take it. The topic of this article is especially relevant for organizations who start their first strategic planning: develop formal business plans, long term; balance the portfolio, taking into account synergy and vulnerability; consider fundamentally the objectives, the mission scope and the raison d'etre of the organization, etc.

A strategic plan is a fundamental plan, a total business plan related to a realistic environmental surveillance. To do this successfully requires a mode of thinking not everybody has. To think in policies is often difficult for people who think operationally and administratively well. A common hitch in a management career is the step from an operational and administrative position to a leadership position. It is well-known that managers are often promoted till they reach a level they cannot handle well anymore. The Peter's Principle says: "Everybody rises to the level of his own incompetence." Somewhat of an overstatement, but too close for comfort.

Strategic mentality is the individual ability of managers to think, decide and act strategically . Determining how much strategic mentality is present means a psychological feasibility study for strategic management. Of course the feasibility study should be followed-up by action. Strategic mentality should not only be diagnosed, it should be fostered. This is not the subject of this article. Some suggestions can be found elsewhere (2). This article should enable the reader to estimate the psychological strengths and weaknesses in a given group of managers with regard to the introduction and development of strategic planning. Which psychological resources are available, which resources are apparent and where are sources of resistance? I do not pretend that strategic mentality is analytically or theoretically a precise concept. It labels what could turn out to be a collection of diverse virtues. Just like the terms 'anti-strategic mentality' and 'pseudo-strategic mentality' could cover a multitude of sins. Considering that strategic mentality consists of various factors that different people have in different degrees, this article sketches some strategic mentality profiles and relates them to some existing manager typologies. It points out circumstances that hamper strategic mentality and makes some practical suggestions on how to cope with such circumstances. The main objective of this article however remains to help readers tot assess the extent of strategic mentality in managers and candidates for management positions. Such assessments usually are informal, as the subject is not very fit for formal inquiry or formal reporting, and in most instances needs to be done by hard-pressed amateurs. As people engaged in developing strategic management are usually not trained as psychologists, and the nature of the subject is effervescent, some attention to the subject seems to be warranted. Although this is a psychological subject, this article is written for non-psychologists.

Cognitive profile

Knowledge is the result of learning. Different types of learning result in different types of knowledge. To understand this is obviously important for education. Educational research has therefore produced taxonomies of cognitive learning processes and results. One of the better known of these is from Bloom (3). Taxonomies are usually hierarchical, because some learning results presume more simple learning. Below, I present a model of seven cognitive levels developed by VonSassen, an OD-consultant and Individual-psychologist, based on Bloom, but adapted for adult education and especially management development (4). This model distinguishes the following levels (my summary):

1. Reproduction. The ability to take in separate,specific data such as facts and names and to reproduce them correctly. "The French Revolution took place in 1789."

2. Knowledge. Know-how. The ability to handle information that relates to other information. Knowledge of relations: this is used for that, this causes that, if-then relations, instructions. "If you still have complaints after two days, consult your doctor."

3. Understanding. The ability to follow and use arguments, to reach conclusions, to understand relations between relations, to understand patterns, to grasp the meaning of information, to absorb new information in existing patterns. Logic, mathematics, systems theory.

4. Application. The ability to apply information in practical situations, in the course of practical judgements, decisions and actions. Pattern recognition in actual situations: diagnosis.

5. Analysis. The ability to investigate, to discover relationships between phenomena, to analyse or solve real-life problems, to formulate and test hypotheses. The ability to explore, to experiment, to define concepts, to compare, to test, to observe and judge critically.

6. Vision. The ability to see an integral whole, to regard a total pattern of facts and relationships; not only on paper, as on level three, but in the real world. Helicopter view. The ability to construct practical models and systems, to understand interactions between systems and their environment. The ability to formulate theories and integrated conceptual frameworks. The ability to understand "philosophies". The ability to synthesize, the ability to make correct prognoses.

7. Essence. The ability to reduce complex phenomena and patterns to basics. The ability to make simplifications that upgrade, not impoverish information. Albert Einstein: "Make it as simple as possible, but not simpler." The ability to formulate fundamental concepts, objectives and basic values, and to evaluate integrally.

On each level there are tremendous differences in scope and quality between people, and within persons between different fields of training and experience. The important thing here is that cognitive capability in terms of the levels someone can operate is pretty fixed with most people. Strategic thinking and acting requires level 6, which is rare, at least less common than organizational and societal needs would require.

Rational and empirical learning

This seven-level model is hierarchical in that each cognitive level presupposes the lower levels, at least in the framework of what can be called rational learning. There is however also something like empirical learning. The comparison between these two gives further insight into the relationship between the levels.

Students digest subject-matter before they get practical experience in applying the results of learning on the lower levels. Contrasting this is learning in real or simulated experiental situations. If this learning is tutored, it usually teaches by demonstration an by asking the right questions about what the student is experiencing and doing to trigger awareness of facts and relationships between facts. The student is not first told that such things as an accelerator and a brake exist (level 1), and that these have certain functions (level 2), and how they fit into overall car driving (level 3), but is invited to use the pedals (level 4), so he learns what they do (levels 2 and 3) and finally he may be told the names of those things (level 1). Thus, empirical learning starts at the fourth level and then precipitates in lower levels. Experience is followed, not preceded by cognitive labels and diagrams. Empirical learning often involves the student in actually working, finding out for himself and exploring.

When someone is placed in new situations where he gathers experiences without guidance, he is thrown back on capabilities of the higher cognitive levels. He must analyse his experiences himself, come to conclusions himself, must find an overview, must determine what is relevant and irrelevant, and perhaps invent new words for things, processes, or inner experiences. This is pioneering, frontier work for the individual, and sometimes for society. Creative learning takes place on the levels above the fourth, especially as a continuation of empirical learning. There is a field of tension between rational and empirical learning. Traditional school learning may produce cognitive learning results that are useless in practice, and even may make people unfit or unwilling for practical work. One may see hardly, learn hardly and be awkward in situations that have previously been thoroughly chewed up intellectually and theoretically. Hence the great need in professional education for internships. Nevertheless, many people (like myself) learned of Maslow's needs pyramid as a purely rational construct, as a cognitive diagram, before having had any real experience in the assessing real motives of real people in real situations. We furbish most cognitive diagrams readily and superficially because we have no real experience to go with it.

People who learn easily rationally do not necessarily learn easily empirically. Therefore, success at school is hardly related to practical effectiveness later. The reverse also holds: someone with practical intelligence, who can handle practical situations successfully, is not necessarily successful in the analysis of his own success or in a study of the literature of his own field. Rational cognitive ability and empirical cognitive ability are just different dimensions. A certain level of ability in one dimension is no predictor for the level of ability in the other dimension.

Theory and practice

Theoretical knowledge can both inhibit and stimulate practical observation and judgement. Someone who visits the bridge of a ship for the first time and knows nothing about the things he sees there, has the disadvantage compared to someone to whom the workings of the main instruments on the bridge have been explained. Some situations can only be experienced well when someone has the necessary cognitive diagrams available. Knowledge beforehand can led to seeing less sometimes and more other times.

The cognitive levels 5, 6 and 7 presuppose that one has mastered the four levels underneath, and thus, that one can learn rationally as well as empirically, that one has practical as well as theoretical capabilities. Globally we can divide people into three different groups: practitioners, theorists and those for whom few things are more practical than a good theory. People engaged in problem-solving in organizations ought to have at least level five. People involved strategically must have at least the sixth level. When a pure practitioner solves problems, he works on the basis of experience and trial and error. Often, this suffices, but more often (and ever more frequently) this does not suffice and methodical analysis, explicitly or implicitly, is necessary. Strategic planning requires even more. In a strategy, information must be made surveyed and be made accessible, leading to a good overview about situations in which the internal relations are clear and within which courses can be set. Complexity that cannot be coped with, leads to perplexity.

According to Siegfried Streufert of Pennsylvania State University, "strategic decision-making can kill you" (5). That is, dealing with a complexity that you cannot handle, is pretty stressful. Smart & Vertinsky concluded that complex environments often lead to retrenchment and adaptive responses, while simple environments more often elicited entrepreneurial responses (6). Thus, people involved in strategic planning need to operate on the sixth level. In practice, the largest gaps appear between the third and the fourth levels, and between the fourth and the fifth levels. So the most important and most visible cognitive qualification one needs for strategy formulation, is the combination of rational and empirical abilities, which means a combination of theoretical and practical intelligence. An intelligent and experienced observer can judge this fairly safely, at least, when he himself has this combination. The reader can look at himself at this moment.

Time-span

Another aspect of the cognitive profile relevant to strategic mentality is the concept of time-span. Elliot Jacques identified and developed this concept (7). He classifies tasks and functions according to what he calls the 'time-span of discretion', which comes down to the time between starting an activity and completing it, the moment when one can evaluate the consequences of the work, the point when one can evaluate the results, gets feed-back. The longer this takes, the more uncertainty to bridge. People differ considerably in the extent to which they can handle tasks with a certain time-span. Based on the work of Jacques, six managerial time-span levels can be distinguished: - Up to three months, - three months to one year, - one to two years, - two to five years, - five to ten years, - ten to twenty years. Strategic thinking presumes the ability to operate at least at the fourth level and to work at tasks with a time-span of two to five years. That is precisely the level where people begin to become scarce.

Summarized: As far as the cognitive profile is concerned, strategic mentality is characterized by a combination of empirical learning and rational learning, the ability to operate at the sixth cognitive level, helicopter-view, and having a fourth level time-span from two to five years.

Estimating the cognitive profile

A resume suggests the extent in which someone learns empirically or rationally. Formal education and career development often indicate much. How someone approaches and discusses problems, how he answers open questions concerning what he has learned in situations, and what he considers success factors in their work, gives more direct indications.

People who have practical intelligence, work, almost without exception, on level 4. If they also work methodically, this indicates level 5. Further, one can find out to what extent people have broad vision. Open questions about what someone thinks about the general situation of the firm, the business it operates in, about the general state of the organization and such, indicate effectively the presence or absence of sixth level cognition. People's time-span can be reasonably ascertained by asking about the present task they have, what their objectives are, and when they expect concrete results. Open questions about the situation or the situation of their department they expect in a year, three years, five to ten years, give important indications. The simplest questions concern the expected developments within or outside the organization during the next two or three years. If reasonably concrete answers are given, one can ask about the expected developments within a five or ten year period.

People who learn mainly rationally (usually with a university background), who have been working in an organization for three or more years, and still operate at the third level, will probably continue to work like this for the rest of their lives. To a certain extent, it is possible to force empirical learning by giving someone managerial responsibilities or project management responsibilities. Either one learns dramatically, or fails dramatically. When such a test succeeds, there is a reasonable chance for further growth to higher cognitive levels. This is not only important for the enterprise or service, but also for someone's personal development. People with a high theoretical intelligence (super-achieving on the third level; whiz kids) can often grow on to the sixth level after having proved successful in practical tests. Practical people who work well, but do not do this very methodologically, can often learn this, if they have not been working for too long. It is difficult to predict reliably in such cases. When a typical practical man makes brilliant evaluations from time to time, solves a complicated problem or has predicted correctly an important, this is a positive indication for further cognitive development.

Emotional profiles

Strategic thinking and especially strategic decision-making deal with uncertainties. This requires some emotional stability. This is true for managers as it is true for scientists. Whitehead noted already that in times of scientific turbulence psychological variables became more important than cognitive variables. Next to uncertainty, a strategic analysis makes you aware of the numerous dependencies upon uncertain external influences. The realisation of the dependence and the relative powerlessness of a small organization in a big, complex world, should not taint someone's self-respect and self-reliance (8). These characteristics of emotional stability, ego-strength, and the ability to stand feelings of dependence and powerlessness, are grouped here under one term: maturity. Often, maturity is equated with seniority and thus somewhat with conservatism. Conservatism, as a personality trait, is however maturity at the cheap: by avoiding challenges. It may also be bad for business. Conservatism among senior management teams is negatively associated with the firm's social responsiveness as well as with certain aspects of financial performance" (9).

People differ considerably in the extent to which they are oriented toward the outer world or oriented to their inner world of thoughts and emotions. The distinction between extravert and introvert people is well-known. Too much introversion is not conducive to strategic mentality. This statement is more for the sake of completeness, than for its practical worth, because introvert people are in the minority at the top of organizations. I know no methods to make introvert people extravert, and extraversion in itself is not more valuable than introversion. However, introversion can have neurotic causes. Through psychotherapy or social guidance, a person can become more extravert, if a neurosis inhibited his basically extravert temperament. Some people are more pro-active, others are reactive (10). With pro-active, I mean people who are imaginative, set their own objectives and plan beforehand. Reactive people respond more to things that come their way. Pro-activity and reactivity are also personality characteristics that can hardly be influenced. At any rate, strategic thinking apparently demands a pro-active attitude. This attitude is relatively common at the top of organizations, but to a lesser degree than innocent management theorists might expect. After all, important to being able to succeed in making one's way to the top is political dexterity. And a political attitude can go together well with reactivity (11).

Assessing the emotional profile

Sufficient maturity can be reasonably assumed when there is a considerable extent of experience and an absence of neurotic symptoms. The framework of this article excludes discussing a taxonomy and a theory of managers neurotic symptoms (12). Usually, a reputation for leadership that is both friendly and effective, indicates sufficient maturity. Non-neurotic ego-strength goes hand in hand with an absence of authority problems. Maybe this relates to the findings of Miller and Freezen that about half of all organizations exhibit pathologies (13). At the other hand, neurotics on the average earn 23% more than healthy people. Benham explains this by assuming that obsessive attention to detail often develops into successful business tools (14). Maybe the gist of our article is to find the kind of single-mindedness that goes well together with broad-mindedness. Extraversion and introversion, pro-activity and reactivity are simply to determine by observing people.

We can assume that a manager has sufficient strategic mentality when he answers to the profile below: - having helicopter-view: sixth level of cognition; learning empirically as well as rationally; - having a time-span of at least two to five years; - being personally mature: stability, self-reliance, relatively non-neurotic; - extravert and pro-active.

Anti- and pseudo-strategic mentality

Anti-strategic mentality can be expected wherever people act purely practically, based on their experience, without methodological analysis and without the desire to broaden their outlook. Further contra-indications are, naturally, a short time-span, thinking and working short-term, involvement with urgent issues. 'Management-by-crisis' is usually a strategy followed by people whose time-span is too short for the position they have, and in this way cling to their position, while suppressing the advent of more capable people. Further, things as personal immaturity (instability, insufficient self-assurance, possibly over-compensated, neurotic symptoms) and strong introversion, are strong contra-indicators. Also, people who position themselves reactively - often the bureaucratic politician or political bureaucrat type - are usually anti-strategic.

As strategic thinking in organizations is a real-life activity in real-life systems, the purely intellectual ability to understand strategic concepts (on the third level) is not sufficient. We can speak of pseudo-strategic mentality with people who are theoretically, academically, perfectly capable of explaining strategy concepts and methods, but unable to produce more than paper tigers. For them, strategy formulation is above all a topic for intelligent and professional discourse. Intelligent people with an anti-strategic mentality can mask this for fashionable or political reasons. However I prefer to reserve the concept pseudo-strategic mentality for people who honestly belief that they think and act strategically.

Situations discouraging strategic mentality

Organizations and their management can be socially and emotionally in situations that are not conducive to strategic mentality. Presumably, the most typical and the most frequent of such situations are the following:

· Multilateral chess. A universal game that directs the attention of the players on the continually changing positions of themselves and others. Particularly detrimental to strategy in times of transition and in situations with a long previous history.

· 'Le deluge avec nous'. Situations of panic, in which people feel imminent crisis and disasters.

· Overgrowth. Long-standing success has made people simple and culturally homogeneous, while the growth in complexity and growth in income absorb inefficiency. Slowly, the organisation strangles itself by its home-grown weeds: inefficient habits, an overdose of procedures, staff positions, sub-departments co-ordinators and intermediate bosses.

· Sally and siege. People see their surroundings as dangerous, untrustworthy and aggressive. The best defense is to attack. Fighting spirit. Energetic ad hoc measures. Brilliant exploits, seldom consolidated. Everything is viewed tactically.

· Protected environment. People are easy-going, feel neither responsible nor threatened. Individual prospects are safe. "Don't bother me, so I don't bother you".

· Duel. A strong internal conflict that has been personalized and draws parties. Internally, a mentality of winning and losing stakes.

The presence of these situations must switch on a red light for anybody wishing to introduce strategic management. Possibilities to remedy this situation are extremely limited. Therefore, not more than a few suggestions:

· Multilateral chess: anyway, you need to become a chess player yourself. Try to make a coalition to support a strategy. Build professional capabilities just outside of the top group. Use semi-formal project organization. Try to ensure that options discussed are each at least strategically relevant.

· Crisis: strategic analysis and planning by outsiders. Probably even decision-making and implementation by outsiders (like interim-managers) is needed.

· Overgrowth: begin by trimming and hoeing. This is only possible if there is a new power centre, or with strong personal goodwill. Introduce rigourous programs of management development. Introduce a simple, but broad format of strategic planning.

· Sally and siege: the organisation only comes to its senses after a really large defeat, and then this defeat must also mean death or disappearance of the most important leaders. Introduce strategy formulation authoritative, and limit the number of people involved in it. Introduce a few new people in the right places. A new top-man is actually unavoidable.

· Protected environment: only strong and negative publicity, combined with stringent external control can weaken it. Begin by formulating the raison d'etre of the organization concretely. Introduce firm, but fair performance appraisal and reward systems. Enforce internally the open discussion of results.

· Duel: unless a strong intervention is possible, wait and see.

In general the prognosis is not hopeful in these cases. A change of personnel and especially of the leadership is almost always needed. The suggestions above are based on practical experience, but are certainly no fail-safe prescriptions.

Personal profiles

The literature gives various classifications of managers. Wissema, Van der Poll and Messer recently presented a classification that distinguishes six types of strategic managers corresponding to the six phases of the life-cycle of a product or sector of industry (15). Successively, they are:

· pioneer (explosive growth);

· conqueror (expansion);

· level-headed ruler (continuous growth);

· administrator (consolidation);

· economiser (slip-strategy);

· insistent diplomat (contraction).

When we regard the characters these authors give for these six types of managers, than at least the pioneer, the administrator and the economiser cannot be considered as people with a strategic mentality. Apparently, the authors mean that it is possible to allocate certain types of managers in certain business departments or certain stages of business, in a strategically sound way. They do not imply that the most suitable manager-type should then also be a strategist. The question remains which qualities are demanded of a strategist who puts these managers in the right position, and if there are different ways in which one can fulfil this responsibility. Ansoff en Brandenburg made another categorisation (16), also distinguishing six types:

    * leader (implementation)

    * administrator (control)

    * planner (planning)

    * entrepreneur

    * statesman

    * systems-architect.

The underlying concept here is the capability to master various aspects of the management cycle. Although each of these six functions will have its own mentality, only the entrepreneur and statesman clearly imply a strategic vision, while planner and systems-architect are labels which leave open the extent to which this planning and systems-building will proceed strategically, and finally leader and administrator are concepts without strategic connotations. Just as for Wissema's types, managers can be positioned strategically sound, but the question remains who does the allocation and based upon what considerations.

The function of typologies

What is the sense of having a typology? A typology should help to decide which patterns of ability and mentality fit best in a given situation, and to judge to what extent these patterns of ability and mentality are present in individuals. The latter means that typology is only meaningful when it pin-points individual traits that are difficult to change. Based on the analysed elements of strategic mentality, different profiles can be developed, because people will possess these characteristics to a greater or lesser extent. The question is whether this is meaningful.

If we imagine that a large and complex organization has a top ultimately responsible for strategy formulation and implementation, and we assume that all members of this top must fulfil the cognitive and emotional requirements sketched, then complementary roles can be envisaged. On the top level people's interests and inclinations differ between attention towards the environment of the organization and towards the organization itself. From a distance this resembles the difference between extraversion and introversion, but these general orientations will hardly relate to such general character qualities. An extravert person, for example, can certainly focus on the organization in which he works. Based on this distinction, I arrive at roughly three types of strategic managers:

· Focused on the societal and market environment, active in this environment, feeling responsible for this environment;

· Focused on the organization, active within the organization and feeling responsible for this organization;

· Focused on the action programmes of the organization in the environment, engaging in, feeling responsible for these actions.

We can speak of attitudes focussed on environment, organization and activity. If one wants pictorial labels here, one can delineate these as:

· the statesman - focused on the environment;

· the ship's captain - focused on the organization;

· the general - focused on activities.

The statesman appears to me as being the most pure strategist, the ship captain especially as strategic capability manager, and the general as implementing the strategy. The general will have more risk-propensity, while the captain will tend to be more risk-avoiding.

John Adair argues that a leader must be a navigator (setting course), a captain and a helmsman (hands-on) at the same time (17). I see an analogy to the three types I introduce here. I agree with Adair that the three roles are not mutually exclusive, but I guess that usually these three tendencies are so unevenly present in a person, that they constitute different types.

These three briefly sketched profiles bear on the top-management, while the types of Wissema a.o., bear on managers responsible for certain divisions or life-cycle positions. In the latter case, different manager types are sequentially useful. The typology given here especially makes sense for large organizations which operate long-term in a complex environment.
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