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Pointing you to articles of interest to strategists in leading publications 

Stop Doubling Down on Your Failing Strategy 

Freek Vermeulen and Niro Sivanathan. Harvard Business Review 
As readers of ASMC director Jo Whitehead’s book Think Again will know, we at ASMC have had a long 
interest in the role of cognitive biases in management. Now, in HBR, Freek Vermeulen and Niro 
Sivanathan highlight the perils of the escalation of commitment fallacy – or, as they call it, doubling 
down on a failing strategy. This can happen for several reasons, including factoring in past losses into a 
decision, rather than only future costs (the sunk cost fallacy), a tendency to avoid a course of action 
that will bring certain, immediate losses (loss aversion), and a general preference among human 
beings for completing a course of action. The authors offer six instructions designed to reduce a 
company’s risk of falling victim to escalation of commitment: set decision rules, pay attention to voting 
rules, protect dissenters, expressly consider alternatives, separate advocacy and decision making, and 
reinforce the anticipation of regret. More. 
 

 

The world’s most valuable resource is no longer oil, but data 

The Economist 
One of the Economist’s ten most popular articles of 2017 argues that the most valuable commodity in 
the world is no longer oil, but data. The abundance of data has changed the nature of competition, the 
magazine believes, creating network effects across industries and helping incumbents erect barriers to 
competition. Google, Facebook and Amazon have a “God’s eye view” of activities in their own markets 
and beyond, which has implications current antitrust regulators aren’t equipped to deal with. For one 
thing, trustbusters aren’t necessarily sophisticated enough to detect nascent dominance or price 
collusion. For another, breaking up giant companies is an unhelpful remedy: in the age of rapid scale, 
it’s likely part of the company will just rise again. More. 
 

The Art and Science of Trend Tracking 

Alison Sander. TED Talk 
Alison Sander, from BCG’s Centre for Sensing & Mining the Future, would disagree with Yogi Berra, 
who famously asserted that prediction was hard, especially about the future.  Some trends, she says, 
are so predictable you can set your watch by them. But detecting a trend isn’t enough: you need to act 
in time, as Amazon has done, catching trends first in e-commerce, then in cloud services, mobile 
devices (the Kindle), and now in robotics. The flip side: missing a megatrend can leave a company 
vulnerable (think of Kodak, which actually patented the first digital camera, but misjudged the speed 
of the trend, and ended up insolvent). Alison has several tips for organisations wanting to use trends to 
their advantage. Use data-mining and other tools to become trend-literate and to discover the trend 
hotspots in your organisation’s commercial space. Act at the intersection of more than one trend. 
Finally, act in time: in today’s world, there is no credit for only spotting trends. TED video. 
 

Gut Instincts 

McKinsey Quarterly Five-Fifty Briefing 
Can you trust your intuition? In this multimedia briefing, which provides a five-minute overview and 
links to NY Times and other McKinsey Quarterly articles for a fifty-minute deep dive into the issues 
raised, the authors argue that you can trust your gut if four tests are met in your particular situation. 
The situation passes the familiarity test if you have deep experience with similar situations that can 
facilitate pattern recognition. The feedback test is met if you have reliable evidence from the past to 
go on. The measured-emotions test asks whether your emotions are charged (in which case you fail the 
test, as heightened emotions can unbalance your judgment) or moderate. Finally, the independence 
test asks whether inappropriate personal interests or attachments are present – and the test is only 
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passed if those interests are absent. If all four tests are passed, go with your gut. If you flunk one, 
engage in deeper analysis before you decide to act. Website. 
 

8 Tough Questions to Ask About Your Company’s Strategy 

Paul Leinwand and Mattias Bäumler. Harvard Business Review.  
If you’re looking for a robust set of questions to kickstart a strategy discussion with senior leadership, 
Paul Leinwand and Mattias Bäumler have come up with a quick, high-level audit of your strategic 
direction and the way your company has mobilised its resources in support that you could print and 
put in your pocket. To help you do just that, we’ve reproduced it below. More. 
 

 
 

 

Reshaping Business with Artificial Intelligence 

Am Ransbotham, David Kiron, Philipp Gerbert, Martin Reeves. MIT Sloan Research Report & BCG 
The MIT Sloan Management Review has partnered with BCG to produce a report (paywalled) providing 
baseline information on the strategies used by companies leading in AI, the prospects for its growth, 
and the steps executives need to take to develop an AI strategy. The report’s findings will sound 
familiar to those who remember where big data was five years ago: expectations for AI are high across 
industries, but the gap between ambition and execution is generally yawning. 80% of executives at 
companies leading in AI say that senior business leaders are on board, and almost as many have 
produced business cases for investing in AI. The greatest roadblocks these leaders face are sourcing 
talent and prioritising investment. The degree to which AI has been adopted varies widely even within 
an industry, the authors say, citing two insurance companies, one of which sees AI as core, employs 
more than a hundred data scientists and has launched 30 CEO-sponsored AI initiatives, while the other 
has not got past “experimenting with chatbots.” The authors warn that the role of data is much more 
significant in AI than it is in big data, and say that many companies, their data fragmented across 
functions and businesses, are not yet able to collate, prepare and integrate the large amounts of 
company-specific data that are needed in order to train  AI algorithms successfully. If you’d like to 
benchmark your own company’s progress in AI against leaders and laggards alike, this report 
(paywalled) is well worth a read. You can read a BCG Perspective summarising the findings here. 
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