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A Caution 

All models [and frameworks] 
are inaccurate, but sometimes 
they can be useful.

George P. Box

Mathematician



Strategy in Uncertain Tims



Strategic planning 
is not strategic 
thinking

Henry Mintzberg
The Fall and Rise of Strategic Planning



Strategic planning, as it has been practiced, has 
really been strategic programming, the 
articulation and elaboration of strategies, or 
visions, that already exist. When companies 
understand the difference between planning 
and strategic thinking, they can get back to 
what the strategy-making process should be: 
capturing what [people] learn from all sources 
(both the soft insights from his or her personal 
experiences and the experiences of others 
throughout the organization and the hard data 
from market research and the like) and then 
synthesizing that learning into a vision of the 
direction that the business should pursue.
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Example of Strategy as Simple Rules



Example of Strategy As Simple Rules

1. Unblock Revenue: invest money only In 
projects that allow the company to earn 
more revenue in the short term.

2. Minimize Up Front Cash: the best 
solution to any problem is one that costs 
the least money up front – even if it ends 
up costing more in the longer term 
and/or it’s a lower quality solution. 

3. Faster Is Better Than Best: options that 
fix a problem quickly are preferred to 
slower options that provide superior 
long-term fixes.

4. Use What We Have: reusing or recycling 
existing materials is better than acquiring 
new ones. 

How to lift a recently 
privatized Brazilian 
railway out of its 
cash-strapped 
financial position 
while there is 
enormous pressure 
to invest in depleted 
infrastructure (car 
stock, bridges, etc.)?



Example of Scenario Planning

Shell first used scenario planning to 
imagine how to deal with different 
energy futures (Suncor does too).

The leaders of diverse political parties 
and civil society organizations in South 
Africa used scenario planning  to assist 
them navigate the initial transition away 
from Apartheid. 

There are scenarios being developed for 
non-profit organizations post-Pandemic. 



Ensuring Homeless Day Labourers Get A Home
Example of Emergent Strategy



Inspired by Jeff Conklin, 
cognexus.org

Time

Emergent situations are ones in which this…
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Turns out to be 
this…

Time
16
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Discussion

Which options might be 
most relevant to the 

organization right now? 
Why?



Organizations in Uncertain Tims





Organizational Evolution & Change





Thriving in Uncertain Times

1. Make sure that you have your soul in the game
2. Stick to simple principles/rules
3. Build in redundancy and layers (no single point of failure)
4. Resist the urge to suppress randomness/uncertainty
5. Experiment and tinker — take lots of small risks
6. Avoid risks that, if lost, would wipe you out completely
7. Don’t get consumed by data
8. Keep your options open
9. Focus as much on avoiding things that don’t work than 

trying to find out what does work
10. Respect the old  but …look for habits and rules that have 

been around for a long time but be open to applying them 
in new ways



Discussion

Which 
stances 

might be 
most 

relevant to 
the 

organization 
right now? 

Why?



Discussion

What is alive for you after this 
brief session?

What new thoughts, questions 
or concerns emerge would you 
like to explore in the future?

Email Shawna now!
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