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In this edition: beating bias, surviving recessions, finding fit-for-the-future companies, platform business 
models, and Michael Porter turning his strategy lens onto politics 
 
Bias busters: Premortems – being smart at the start 
Iskandar Aminov, Aaron De Smet, and Dan Lovallo. McKinsey Quarterly 
You brief the team on the project plan. There’s a pause, while everyone digests what they’ve heard. And then you 
say, “Now let’s imagine that we tried to execute – and failed. Why?” You’re asking the team to conduct a pre-
mortem – giving them licence to find any elephants in the room and to review the project plan, not for what will 
make it succeed, but for what might make it fail. The authors outline a process whereby the leader asks each team 
member to visualise the project failing, and then to take a couple of minutes to write down the main reasons why. 
These reasons are then shared, with the team leader going first to model “fearless honesty”. With the main 
vulnerabilities identified and listed on a whiteboard, the team then enters another round of reflection, this time to 
identify actions likely to mitigate the hurdles identified. The result should be a more robust plan, and a project 
that’s harder to screw up. More  
 
A Structured Approach to Strategic Decisions 
Daniel Kahneman, Dan Lovallo and Olivier Sibony. MIT Sloan Quarterly. 
How should a leadership team decide on a significant strategic decision? Nobel Prize winner Danny Kahnemann 
(who has also written on the concept of pre-mortems described above) gives the example of a board of directors 
reviewing a due-diligence report prepared by a deal team on an acquisition prospect. The board’s chair “leads a 
thorough discussion in which members state their view of the merger and explain their reasoning. Questions are 
asked and answered, and the concerns that emerge are discussed in depth. Eventually, a vote is taken.” Best 
practice? No, the authors say: it relies on a global conclusion, rather than a methodical, structured assessment of 
each supporting piece of evidence in turn. Instead, first, the assessment criteria for the final decision should be 
agreed – before any analysis is done. Secondly, the report should be structured in chapters according to these 
assessment criteria, and, for each criterion, the team writing the report should summarise how strongly the 
evidence argues for or against the final recommendation, so that a series of fact-based assessments is built up. 
Thirdly, the leadership team should discuss the report chapter by chapter, and its members should consider – first 
individually and then as a group – whether to accept or amend the deal team’s proposed rating on each 
assessment. Members of the leadership team are asked to refrain from making general comments about the 
overall decision until the individual assessments are complete. Fourthly, once all of the criteria have been 
reviewed individually, the overall vote is taken. Is being systematic like this a cumbersome way to reach decisions? 
No, the authors say: only trivial additional effort is required from the analytical team to rate the strength of its 
findings on each point, and, while a board discussion structured around evaluating individual assessments will be 
more organised and focused than the usual process, it will not necessarily be longer or more contentious. More 
 
How to survive a recession and thrive afterward. A research roundup. 
Walter Frick and Matthew Donaldson. Harvard Business Review 
Research has shown repeatedly that about a fifth of public companies stagger badly or go under in a recession. 
Most muddle through. But almost 10% flourish, outperforming competitors in sales and profit growth. The 
distinguishing feature: while companies without contingency plans struggle to turn on a dime when times get 
difficult, companies who have made plans to act in four specific areas do well. The first of these areas is debt: if a 
company foresees a downturn in its industry, it should consider deleveraging to some degree (not just by cutting 
debt, but by considering whether it can shed assets). McKinsey’s recent research on recessions shows that those 
firms that came out well from the GFC were those that had reduced their leverage more dramatically from 2007 to 
2011. The second area is the way decision-making is structured. The popular image of a hard-driving, top-down 
leader taking charge in a crisis notwithstanding, decentralised firms are actually better able to weather the 
turbulence and uncertainty of macro shocks because they can adapt quickly to changing local conditions. Thirdly, 
companies should look at how they manage staff costs. Layoffs are a blunt instrument: they sap morale and mean 
costly rehiring and retraining once the upswing arrives. Honeywell learned this lesson after the 2000 crash, when it 
laid off a fifth of its workforce and then struggled to recover. In the 2008 downturn, it used unpaid or low-paid 
leaves of absence to prevent layoffs – and did better, although the 2008 recession was more severe than its 
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predecessor in 2000. In addition to leaves of absence, employees can be asked to work shorter hours. Fourthly, 
companies should look at technology. In the US, labour statistics show that the demand for high tech and IT skills 
accelerates disproportionately in cities hardest-hit by recession. (Counterintuitively, a recession is a good time to 
invest in technology, because diminishing demand often means operations run below capacity, which frees up 
operating budget to fund tech initiatives without hitting sales.) More 
 
The Global Landscape of Corporate Vitality 
Martin Reeves, Gerry Hansell, Kevin Whitaker, Harshal Parikh, and Hen Lotan. BCG Henderson Institute 
In the mid-20th century, 77% of companies at the top of their industry were still in the lead five years later; today, 
that figure is just 44%. Why are incumbents at risk of losing vitality? Because, say these authors, they rely on legacy 
business models and outdated metrics: revenue growth, profitability, and financial returns, while vital, are all 
retrospective, leading executives to focus on optimising today’s business model, rather than developing 
tomorrow’s. BCG offers strategists five questions to determine how fit their company is for the future: (1) Do we 
have a sufficient pipeline of “future bets” with high growth potential? (2) Does our strategy balance short-term 
exploitation with long-term exploration? (3) Are we developing sufficient capabilities in the technologies that are 
transforming how businesses work? (4) Do we have a culture that promotes cognitive diversity and a competition 
of ideas? (5) Are we willing and able to challenge our incumbent approaches and beliefs? BCG has used these five 
questions to develop an index of the 50 companies it believes are most fit for the future. These are concentrated 
on two coasts: the US’ west coast (home to #1, California’s Workday), and China’s east coast (home to #2, Weibo). 
As the authors point out, while their Future 50 index predicts vitality in aggregate, high potential means high risk, 
so success is not guaranteed for any one particular company. Nonetheless, as this in-depth piece explains, the five 
criteria that define the Future 50 are better adapted to today’s uncertain, dynamic business environments than the 
classical approach to strategy and execution based on episodic analysis and planning. More 
 
A Study of More Than 250 Platforms Reveals Why Most Fail  
David B. Yoffie, Annabelle Gawer and Michael A. Cusumano. Harvard Business Review 
Five of the world’s six most valuable firms have platform business models. There are 43 publicly-listed platform 
companies in the Forbes Global 2000, and, while they generate the same level of annual revenues as their non-
platform counterparts( about $4.5 billion), they have half the number of employees, twice the operating profits and 
much higher market values and growth rates. Platform business models fall into two categories: with an innovation 
platform, third-party firms to add complementary products and services to a core product or technology (think: 
Apple’s iPhone operating system, or Amazon Web Services). A transaction platform, by contrast, enables the 
exchange of information, goods, or services (AirBnB, Uber, Amazon Marketplace). But platform models fail at an 
alarming rate. The authors, who studied 209 failed American platform businesses, identified four common mistakes 
made by platform companies. First is mispricing one side of the market: platform businesses, which often need to 
underwrite one side of the market to get the other to come to the table, may make mistakes about who should be 
charged, and how much. Secondly, platforms need to develop trust (usually through rating systems, payment 
mechanisms, or insurance). Failure to do this led to eBay’s failure in China: eBay, which used the PayPal payment 
system, was displaced by AliBaba, which was able to build greater trust by using an escrow model, where payment 
is not released until the customer is satisfied. The third mistake the authors identify is an incumbent’s failure to 
take challengers seriously from a position of massive market domination. (Microsoft’s Internet Explorer had 95% of 
the browser market in 2004, but poor product execution and innovation opened the door first to Firefox, and then 
to Chrome.) Finally, mistiming the market and entering too late is a fourth classic error. (Microsoft’s phone – yes, 
there was one – was launched five years after Apple’s iPhone and three years after Google’s Android competitor, 
when the platform window had closed.) More 
 
America’s Hidden Duopoly 
Stephen Dubner, interviewing Michael Porter. Freakonomics 
Finally, from the excellent Freakonomics podcast, an interview with strategy doyen Michael Porter, who, with 
Katherine Gehl, has analysed a classic duopoly – although one you might not have thought of in quite those terms. 
His target is the American political system. Concluding that it operates “more like a traditional industry than a 
public institution,” with estimated revenue of $16 bn over the most recent two-year election cycle. Porter explains 
how Republicans and Democrats collude to erect barriers to entry, and how the parties target customers, define a 
brand strategy, and work as a duopoly without vigorous competition. A strategist’s take on a novel subject, this is a 
fascinating interview. Interview audio and transcript | Porter and Gehl’s white paper 
 
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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