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Pointing you to articles of interest to strategists in leading publications 

 
In this edition: Strategy for functions, ensuring your corporate incubator succeeds, execution-oriented 
strategy, breaking away from the average, and LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman on scaling fast 
 
The One Thing You Need to Know About Managing Functions: they require their own strategies  
Roger L. Martin and Jennifer Riel. HBR 
Each function in a business needs a strategy, because, if it fails to make strategic choices about where to 
put its time and resources, it will achieve very little. The authors of this useful HBR article reject two 
common types of functional strategy: the servile strategy (doing whatever the business units ask, which 
leaves the function overworked, ineffective and unable to influence the business) and the imperial strategy 
(where the function places its own work front and centre without taking the company’s business needs into 
consideration – for example, the IT function might set up a centre of excellence in machine learning, which 
is hot in IT right now, without considering its value proposition to the business. The leaders of imperial 
functions usually say that their initiatives are great for the company and its businesses, but are usually 
unable to explain exactly how beyond pointing to the example set by companies known for excellence in 
the function’s domain, as when a finance function says it emulates Goldman Sachs.) To develop a function’s 
strategy, the authors say, first ask two questions: (1) what is the function’s current strategy, as 
demonstrated by the choices it makes every day, and (2) what are the strategic priorities of the rest of the 
company, and is the function critical to them? (The authors envisage the answers emerging after, at most, 
a few hours of discussion.) Next, a function must (3) identify its primary customers inside the firm (the 
units most important to the firm’s overall strategy), (4) define the function’s core offering to these 
customers (which should be closely related to the firm’s competitive advantage), and (5) decide what part 
of that offering will be outsourced and what part delivered by the function itself. The authors offer a 
word on benchmarking, that activity so beloved of strategists: functions, they say, should compare 
themselves with functions in other companies only if the companies’ strategies are similar (so HR at an HR-
driven company should not benchmark HR at a finance-driven company), and HR should not try to 
benchmark itself against a different function like legal or finance. Often, the best benchmark will be an 
outsourcing provider. More. (Functional strategy is an area of research at ASMC. For more, you may like 
Why Corporate Functions Stumble, published by ASMC Director Andrew Campbell with Sven Kunisch and 
Günter Müller-Stewens in the Dec 2014 Harvard Business Review) 
 
Why Innovation Labs Fail, and How to Ensure Yours Doesn’t 
Simone Bhan Ahuja. HBR 
Do innovation labs (or corporate incubators) actually add value and generate growth? Frequently not. In 
this short article, Simone Ahuja sets out the principles for successful incubators. First, a vision needs to be 
articulated for the incubator, ideally using a “from/to” statement that envisions the incubator’s 
contribution to innovation in the business (for example, “We want to go from placing big innovation bets to 
trying many small experiments and rapid prototyping). A pathway needs to be defined for innovations that 
make it out of the incubator – who will champion them? What is the path forward for innovations that 
disrupt the core business? Specific metrics need to be defined for the incubator, with regard to what’s at 
stake for the company leadership, and what’s at stake for the incubator – in the latter case, encompassing 
the different kinds of contribution the incubator is intended to make, from return on investment in 
financial terms through to other kinds of return, like increased knowledge and insight. Finally, the incubator 
needs to draw staff from both inside and outside the company, to ensure that new ideas mix with people 
who understand the culture in which they will be implemented. More 
 
 

https://hbr.org/2019/07/the-one-thing-you-need-to-know-about-managing-functions
https://hbr.org/2014/12/why-corporate-functions-stumble
https://hbr.org/2019/07/why-innovation-labs-fail-and-how-to-ensure-yours-doesnt


How to Develop Strategy for Execution  
Donald Sull, Stefano Turconi, Charles Sull and James Yoder. MIT Sloan Management Review. 
Strategy is frequently complex, but it needs to be expressed in a way that is simple and flexible enough to 
execute – and many companies do this by putting out a key strategic statement, usually in 35 words or less, 
that summaries the key choices leaders have made. But, say the authors of this classic article, this strategy 
works best with companies that have relatively straightforward strategies to begin with, and thus find it 
easy to articulate who their customers are, what their value proposition is and how they will deliver. For 
companies that don’t fit this mould – for example, companies that have multiple sets of target customers, 
or whose strategy is in transition – the formula is harder to apply. Therefore, the authors say, instead of 
working on a single crisp paragraph, companies should translate their strategic priorities into three to five 
actions they must take to execute the underlying strategy over the medium term. The time horizon should 
be three to five years (too much shorter, and the focus becomes tactical; much longer, and the actions 
become abstract and visionary). This “three to five in three to five” approach should set a handful of 
priorities that address the elements of the strategy that are most high-stakes – that is, those that are most 
important for success and most likely to fail in execution. Clearly articulated and then implemented, they 
will serve as guardrails to keep different parts of the organization moving in the same direction. More (from 
MIT Sloan Management Review’s Strategic Agility Project) 
 
A Bad Time to Be Average 
Hans-Paul Bürkner , Martin Reeves , Hen Lotan , and Kevin Whitaker. BCG Strategy Institute 
Strategy has never been about being average, but rather about breaking away from the pack. What are the 
classic ways to stand out and achieve advantage? You can, as Michael Porter said four decades ago, lead 
through scale and costs, or be exceptional by differentiating and finding niches. You can also, in the logic of 
time-based competition, obtain advantage through speed, being first to market with higher quality and 
lower costs. While being average is not a recipe for superior returns, several management practices, like 
benchmarking, best practices, and incremental budgeting, seem almost designed to foster regression to the 
mean. In this article, BCG Chairman Hans-Paul Bürkner and colleagues recommend several tactics to break 
out of an averageness mindset. Among them: clearly articulate what is unique about your company. (Look 
hard at your purpose, vision statement, and strategy and ask yourself whether a reasonable person could 
identify the specific industry, let alone the specific company, to which it belongs.) Set “unreasonable 
ambitions”: your competitors are likely to be setting incremental goals to achieve incremental, predictable 
growth, so doing the same will keep you with the pack. Compete on the rate of learning: BCG’s research 
shows that the rate at which technologically enabled companies can learn is accelerating as ecosystems, big 
data, machine learning, and automated decision-making ramp up. More 
 
 
LinkedIn Founder Reid Hoffman on Building a Billion-Dollar Business at Lightning Speed 
Intelligence2 podcast 
“Blitzscaling” is LinkedIn co-founder Reid Hoffman’s term for a philosophy of philosophy which prioritises 
speed over efficiency in an environment of uncertainty and allows businesses to scale to great size with a 
large customer base while ensuring that operations are sustainable. Appropriate for rapidly growing 
winner-take-all industries where speed of execution is the driving imperative, and useful for companies 
that already have product/market fit, blitzscaling is facilitated by four factors: network effects (LinkedIn is 
only useful to you if the people you want to contact are also on LinkedIn), a sufficiently large potential 
market, a distribution network able to support your expansion, and high growth margins. Conversely, 
scaling up rapidly is limited by the need to adjust your product after its release (Instagram, once a local 
networking app, became a photo-sharing service), and by access to the infrastructure, employees, and 
resources needed to deliver product. In this Intelligence2 podcast, Reid Hoffman paints an absorbing, hair-
raising picture of the race to speed at LinkedIn, drawing on examples from other industries. (Hoffman has 
published his ideas in a book, Blitzscaling, and teaches a Stanford University course on blitzscaling, whose 
lecture videos are available on Youtube.) Podcast webpage  
 
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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