Strategy Framework

Most organizational strategies (or logic models in non-profit parlance) are based on models from mechanical engineering.  These models assume stable conditions.  They worked well in the slower, less complex times of the industrial age, but they are not a good fit for our times.

Today’s best organizational strategies are based on models from ecology and social networking and envision the world as a network of networks and the organization as a complex adaptive system that responds to and co-evolves with dynamic conditions.

I was introduced to this way of thinking about organizational strategy by the Australian strategist Larry Quick.  It is a very iterative process, more like a spiral than a line, but since it’s impossible to write in a spiral, here is a linear interpretation of Larry’s framework:

1. What are the key existing and emerging conditions (local, regional, national, global) that impact the organization?

2. What value does the organization want to add, for which constituents, in the context of these conditions?

3. What capabilities does the organization need in order to create the intended added value?  

4. Which capabilities does the organization need to have itself, and which can it exploit by partnering with other organizations in a network?

5. Which capabilities are strong, weak, or non-existent?  Which network linkages are strong, weak or non-existent?

6. Which projects would serve as catalysts to strengthen the critical capabilities and network linkages?

7. What metrics would tell the organization whether the projects are helping to increase the intended added value?

Capability versus Asset

Note that the word “capability” is a more active one than the more passive word “asset”.  A capability is the ability to do something, which may use several assets as resource inputs.  Having an asset doesn’t mean you know how to use it.  Having a capability means you know how to use your assets and other organizations’ assets.

Many organizations are not very conscious of what their capabilities are.  People outside the organization may be even less clear about what the organization’s capabilities are, as the capabilities are often hidden behind the name of the organization.

Unbundling and Re-bundling Capabilities

For example, in Newport, Rhode Island, there is federal research facility called the Naval Undersea Warfare Center.  You might not intuit from that name that it has some of the world’s most sophisticated capabilities in acoustics, remote sensing and signal processing.

Once people within and outside the organization became more conscious of what the organization’ capabilities were, they were able to apply those capabilities outside the organization in new ways.  For example, the signal processing formulas used in mine detection to sort out the hard object of the mine from the viscous environment of the ocean are now being applied to digital mammography to increase accuracy in distinguishing “hard” cancer cells from the soft tissue of the breast.

Networked Capabilities

In most cases, an organization does not have all of the capabilities internally that it needs to create the intended added value.  And it doesn’t have sufficient resources to build the missing capabilities.  Success requires the creation of a mutually beneficial network with other organizations that have the missing capabilities.
