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Minding the gap
The challenges of strategy work that has
integrity and makes a difference in the world.
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About Metalogue

If you would like to explore how we can help you, 
then please contact us at contact@metalogue.co.uk

We partner with people leading transformations. People who
think holistically and want outcomes to stick long after the 
consultants have left the building. Whether it’s strategy 
engagement, organisation design, executive team development 
or culture change that’s most critical to your transformation, 
we help you move forward one conversation at a time. 

We work as consultants, at the intersection of strategy, 
leadership and change. Our particular approach starts from 
the principles of co-design and high participation to ensure 
that those who are best placed to contribute their perspectives, 
and are most affected by any decisions, feel ownership for the 
outcomes. 

We integrate our many years of  business experience, with
deep knowledge from a wide range of social science disciplines.
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Introduction Why this topic, why now?

This research was initially framed as an inquiry into 

how organisations engage with strategy and how it 

shows up in the day-to-day realities of organisational 

practice and routines. The scoping process started in 

early 2022 when the continuing impact of the recent 

pandemic was still in everyone’s consciousness. 

During that period, it was becoming evident that the 

profound questions facing all of us were beginning 

to 'infect' the institutions of organisational life. What 

was the point of certain entities? And why should 

they continue to exist if they were not in service 

of the health and well-being of humanity and the 

environment?  We all witnessed how businesses were 

having to ‘pivot’ to survive - having to reinvent what 

they were there to do, and how they did it. Over time, 

many chose not to return to their old business models 

and have continued to grow. Others continue to hang 

on by a thread, weighed down by increasing debt 

and diminishing prospects, and some have simply 

disappeared. However, what we did not see coming 

during the past few years was how quickly digitalisation 

and what some call the ‘uberisation’ of the service 

sector would become established in our lives. 

In the same time frame, the notions of ‘the great 

resignation’ and ‘quiet quitting’ have emerged 

and working from home or hybrid working has 

become a norm rather than an exception in 

organisational life. Understandably, many people 

have become disconnected from what they are 

expected to do to earn a living and wish to find 

a more meaningful vocation in their lives. 

It is no surprise then that more organisations are 

facing the call to become more compassionate, 

more empathetic, and more authentic in their 

commitments. Paying attention to diversity, inclusion 

and employee well-being is no longer a marginal 

consideration. Some have always advocated an 

aspiration to mirror the societies they serve and benefit 

from. But now they know they must do something 

about it if they are to survive and stay credible.  

What was also interesting (perhaps surprising) to 

see was how a few of our clients were observing 

a remarkable turnaround in employee motivation 

and engagement – in particular, for those who were 

on the frontline, dealing with the direct impact of 

the pandemic. For these organisations, the idea of 

having a more authentic narrative around purpose 

and values took on a renewed significance.     

But that was then… 

Now, at the time of writing, we are in the throes of yet 

another tumultuous period during the final months 

of 2022. We have a war in Ukraine that was unlikely 

to have featured in scenario planning five years ago 

or even as late as 2021. Perhaps we could have seen 

inflation and interest rates creeping up but surely not 

at such a rate? Did anyone imagine that most Western 

economies would have descended into a global 

energy and cost of living crisis at such a rate? Climate 

change and its impact on the environment has been 

on everyone’s radar yet did we think the extremes in 

temperature would be taking hold so rapidly? And who 

would have contemplated the idea that certain bastions 

of Western democracy could come so close to the 

brink of democratic insurrection and fiscal collapse.  

Reflecting on the above, one might conclude that 

the concept of ‘VUCA’, an oft-used term to describe 

periods of high volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 

and ambiguity, seems relatively mild when 

compared to the acceleration of the destructive 

phenomena that we are now witnessing on so many 

fronts.  

Indeed, as we started writing this introduction, we 

discovered that 'permacrisis' had just been chosen 

as the Collins Dictionary Word of 2022. And as we 

are doing the final edits for this report, it has just 

been reported that 'polycrisis' is the buzzword at the 

2023 Davos summit. According to Adam Tooze 

(2022), this describes a situation where the shocks 

are disparate, but they interact so that the whole is 

even more overwhelming than the sum of the parts. 
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So, given all of this
we wondered: 

- How are leaders approaching 	

	 strategy in this increasingly 

	 unpredictable world?

- What are they learning from the 

	 experience that helps them to 

	 continue to adapt and evolve 

	 their approach?

- What does this mean for 

	 engaging people in the

	 process of strategy 

	 development?

How did we go about the research?

Our research focus was initially our interest in 

strategy engagement practices - the reality rather 

than the theory - of how strategies evolve and how 

people participate (or not) in how strategies are 

shaped and delivered.  We conducted 20 research 

conversations with a cross-section of senior leaders 

across private, public and third sectors. We related 

our findings to our own first-hand observations of 

working in, and consulting with, organisations over 

recent years.

Questions that we explored 
with leaders included:

What is your experience of doing strategy work? 

What have you noticed in recent years?

What language gets used when people talk about it? 

Who typically gets involved and how?

What does it conjure up: what images get brought 
to mind when you think about this work?

Going into these conversations, we tried not to carry 

too many assumptions about how organisations 

should go about doing strategy or what it means to 

strategise. Indeed, we even avoided being explicit 

about what strategy work does or does not include. 

However, we noticed that clients used a range of 

terminology with some referring only to a formulation 

phase whilst others talked about a flow of work (a 

process) that included formulation, engagement, 

and delivery, with ongoing learning and iteration. We 

became particularly interested in the metaphors and 

imagery that people held in mind. It became clear that 

their mental models seemed fundamental to how they 

sought to engage others in strategising. We noticed, 

too, a variety of internal and external factors such as 

cultural and external contexts that led to a default to 

well-established routines and behaviours.

What we didn’t expect was that the centrality of 

‘purpose’ would become so prominent: a rich thread 

emerging as the research process evolved. It was 

certainly not where we started nor where we thought we 

would end up.

?
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Executive Summary Key findings

The question of ‘whose strategy is this?’ looms large and is 
becoming figural
In the past, boards and executive teams focused their attention primarily on satisfying 

immediate shareholder and stakeholder expectations. Increasingly, they are now being 

asked to consider the impact their organisations have on the wider ecosystem, through 

frameworks such as ESG (Environmental, Social & Corporate Governance) and EDI (Equity, 

Diversity & Inclusion). This can raise fundamental questions about purpose and demands an 

approach that is authentic and goes beyond minimum standards.

Purpose frames strategy which shapes purpose
Treating purpose and identity as a perfunctory part of the strategy process is no longer 

good enough! Internal and external stakeholders have become more strident when they 

detect any difference between the ‘espoused’ purpose and the ‘lived’ experience of the 

strategy process. It is no longer enough for clever strategy teams to do the work in isolation. 

Strategy needs to be developed in a way that effectively engages a much broader range of 

organisational stakeholders and is coherent with the actions that are being taken on the 

ground.

Approaches to strategy are shaped by beliefs that are usually out 
of our awareness
Metaphors and founding stories determine what we think strategy is there to do for the 

organisation, what a good strategy looks like, who owns it, and when and how stakeholders 

are involved in the process of strategising. There is a myriad of metaphors that underpin 

strategy work in organisations, though they are rarely explicit. Conscious and deliberate 

consideration of these reveals unexpressed assumptions, and more importantly, allows for 

new possibilities in strategy development and engagement. 

Strategy doesn’t have to be like dentistry
Many people’s experiences of strategy work were both painful and passive. In contrast, a 

few saw it as something to look forward to, where they found it creative and energising. The 

difference seemed to be whether people were actively involved or feeling ‘done to’. Rather 

than having to go through the usual motions and process loops, the experience felt more 

alive when it was part of a continuous and meaningful process. It particularly helps if time 

is set aside for engagement early rather than when strategic thinking has already been 

concluded.

Strategy needs to be more like dancing
Where we place our attention matters in strategy. It requires us to attend both to longer-

term and external stakeholder perspectives and to the realities of the organisation as it is 

now. To move fast, and at times to move slowly. To dance alone, and at times to follow the 

beat. This requires leaders and practitioners to be more conscious, not just of the pace they 

are setting, but of who they are dancing with, and what their experience is.

1

2

3

4

5
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Experiences of engaging with strategy

We started with a proposition that the way people are engaged 
in strategy-related processes has a fundamental relationship 
to the quality of any strategic outcomes. We were interested in 
what people did and what seemed to help most.

Four findings came through clearly which we set out in more depth below:

- Strategy is framed by purpose, which is, in itself, shaped by strategy

- There’s a gap between 'purpose-full' and 'lived' strategy

- The locus of focus: where and how attention is placed matters in strategy

- Strategy requires energy and creative thinking, however, there are big  

	 challenges in enabling this.

PurposeStrategy

Frames

Shapes

Case Study  
an example in practice

A food ingredients supplier we 
worked with set off on a strategy 
process after realising the market 
had undergone significant changes. 
Customer feedback suggested that 
offering and being able to track the 
sustainability and organic provenance 
of their products was becoming a key 
differentiator and had implications 
for choosing suppliers. Our client 
factored these insights into new 
propositions. They then used these 
to develop a corporate purpose 
statement that would be noticed  
by customers and by their own  
staff who had requested  
commitment to something  
greater than 
shareholder 
profit.

a) The Strategy Purpose-Loop: purpose 
frames strategy which shapes purpose

The importance of purpose in strategy emerged as a 

current and pervasive theme throughout our interviews. 

In some organisations purpose seems to actively frame 

strategy, and in others we see strategy in search of, and 

shaping, purpose [see diagram].

In several of the organisations we spoke to, leaders 

actively discuss purpose, and this frames the 

conversations, choices, initiatives and plans which 

comprise their organisation’s strategy. These 

organisations were explicit about how their desired 

outcomes would help them and deliver for stakeholders. 

However, in others, leaders described (often in hushed 

tones) of needing to find or 'manufacture' a purpose 

that fitted their strategy as there was a pull from 

employees, board members or stakeholders for them 

to make purpose explicit. In one such organisation 

the financial markets were starting to make ESG 
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(Environment, Social & Governance) demands 

which required the company to communicate and 

track performance against purpose and their wider 

stakeholder interests in order to borrow money at 

reasonable rates.

One respondent, a chief executive of a UK housing 

association, argued that “Strategy is about setting out 

the purpose as an articulation of the organisation we are 

or what we want to become.” For them it seems critical 

to focus on something enduring: “We try to keep our 

eyes on what we believe to be true forever.”

They were therefore highly critical of strategy 

defined as work that was tightly time-bound and 

related to delivering certain outputs. They were 

clear though that the purpose did need to be 

connected to delivery capacity and described a 

supporting structured and connected approach 

to strategy, which included individual initiatives, 

Recent strategy writers  
(e.g. De Nalda et al (2022)) acknowledge the strategy purpose-loop when they 

write… “The organization might define its purpose and then develop a strategy 

that flows from this purpose, or it might start with a strategy and assess its 

strategic initiatives through the lens of its purpose.” Others provide some tests for 

a good corporate purpose (Hubert Joly (2021)):

Meaningful. 	 In other words, does it make a real difference in people’s

	 lives? Does it have the potential to make a meaningful difference

	 for all stakeholders?

Authentic. 	 Does it match what people at the company care deeply about?

	 Does it resonate with the company’s values?

Credible. 	 Does it leverage the company’s unique abilities or 

	 assets? Can the company deliver in a way that makes 

	 a significant difference? Does it make business 

	 sense? Can it be translated into concrete actions?

Powerful. 	 Are the needs the company addresses important and 

	 sizable? How much good comes from addressing 

	 these needs?

Compelling.	 Is it clear, specific, and aspirational enough that it can inspire 

	 and mobilise people both within and outside company?”

connected to individuals’ performance objectives.

Another respondent from a large global 

manufacturing organisation argued that it was 

important to have a 'north star.' “We are such a 

big corporation so we cannot just rely on everyone 

doing things their own way. One of our values is 

'for one another'…we need something we can rely 

on and go back to…to have as a foundation.”

The danger of course is that in manufacturing a 

purpose, this remains irrelevant to employees 

or at odds with what the organisation is actually 

doing. This can create cynicism and distrust 

internally and also contributes to a lack of 

coherence in the company’s narrative to markets.
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b ) There’s a gap between 'purpose-full' and lived strategy

As organisations begin to shift from 'shareholder value' to 'stakeholder 

value' as the key measure of their work, perception/actuality gaps 

are opening between what organisations say they want to achieve 

for societal stakeholders and their current operations. The challenge 

is therefore shifting from one of crafting a strategy that appeals to 

stakeholders to one of narrowing the gap between lofty intentions and 

how the organisation operates in reality.

One energy supply company research respondent spoke excitedly 

and proudly of their new sustainability strategy and what had been 

achieved to make the shift from the past. It was only when we asked 

how it was being implemented that the tone changed, and the 

excitement was replaced with one of concern. The prices and the 

profits being generated from the existing business model are so high 

that “the fishes are literally jumping into our boats.” The consequence 

of this ordinarily good news was that they were not getting traction on 

the shift to the new business model and there was now doubt about 

how to get the strategy delivery back on track.

In another organisation, the family owners of a global food business 

had set out an ambitious vision for the business which shifted the 

organisation to being more socially responsible. However, senior 

leaders were struggling with the fact that they were currently structured  

and measured on delivering 'legacy' business which created significant  

profits, albeit with externalised long-term costs for consumers.

c) Attention and Focus: inside and outside, future and present

Several of our respondents raised the question of where it is productive to focus when 

doing strategy work. One of the choices was temporal:  should the focus be on the 

past, the present or the future? Even if choosing to focus on the future it mattered 

whether the future was defined as short or long-term. The second choice was on 

whether to focus on internal matters and capabilities or whether to start with thinking 

about the external context? Some of the respondents bemoaned the lack of thinking 

about the longer-term or market context, with many ascribing this to cultural norms 

in the company, industry, or profession. 

The 2020 Harvard EY Beacon 
Institute survey 

The Business Case for Purpose, 

reported that only 37% of 

respondents believed that “our 

business model and operations 

are well aligned with our purpose.”  

This gap is a big one, but there 

is also hope. In the same survey, 

84% of respondents believed that 

“Our business transformation 

efforts will have greater success 

if integrated with purpose.” The 

study goes on to articulate that 

'purpose integration' will likely 

require (among others) strategy 

development, values and 

business model work.

Three Horizons Thinking

Developed by Bill Sharpe, is also helpful to consciously frame a range of future timeframes.
This approach… “transforms the potential of the present moment by revealing each horizon as a different 
quality of the future in the present, reflecting how we act differently to maintain the familiar or pioneer 
the new.” (Sharpe, 2013, p10). The horizons are as follows: Horizon 1: the dominant system and the case for 
change; Horizon 3: the desirable future state where we can point to elements in the current state which give 
us optimism and Horizon 2: the tensions between present and future and understanding what elements 
prolong the present and which build the future.
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The underpinning assumption is that the internal/external, and past/

future boundaries need to be spanned if good strategic choices are to 

be made – described by the metaphor of 'breathing in or breathing 

out.' We describe these continuums in the diagram below, where 

we have also included typical strategy-related activities. To shift to 

a more productive focus, the group members need first to notice or 

track what they spend their time on and then to explicitly consider 

whether focus would be more useful elsewhere on these continuums.

We can also see breathing in and out as 'enabling or constraining', 

which is how Ralph Stacey viewed the role of leaders to 

frame available choices. This implies that leaders often play 

an important role (often through subconscious or implicit 

cues) in signalling and enabling positive new opportunities 

or constraining those that they perceive to be unhelpful.

One engineering-based organisation we worked with struggled with 

attending to the future or to consider external factors. The COO 

had a highly operational mindset and agendas were both full and 

devoted to the near-term. The industry was changing very rapidly, 

and the business was evaluating how economically they could do 

their own manufacturing or whether they would outsource. These 

were engineers who were good at running complex projects. The 

company had a reputation for being safe, reliable, and collaborative 

but not bold. However, leaders found it hard to orient themselves to 

external markets, to think about how those markets were developing 

and how they might want to influence these developments. 

A respondent in a software as a service (SAAS) business described how 

critical it was to think ahead and to think broader. “Taking the bigger 

brush, we take the time to slow down to speed up. 6 months and forward 

is long-term.”

Current strategists would agree 
with the importance of seeking 
external perspectives. 

According to Stadler et al, 

productive strategy dialogue 

requires leaders to… “Amplify 

external voices, and balance them 

with internal voices. Industry-

changing ideas almost always come 

from outside the industry.” They 

also argue that… “most leaders still 

need to work hard to convince their 

companies to practice analogical 

reasoning — that is, drawing and 

adopting insights and ideas from 

similar things in other domains.”

(Stadler et al, 2021)

– Operating model review & redesign

– Vision & purpose development

Internal
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– OKR / Scorecard review

– Appreciative Inquiry

– Action research

– Pulse surveys

– Participative scenario planning & futures

– Future Search workshops

– Stakeholder outside-in view

– Market research

– External benchmarking

Diagram: Attention & focus choices with example activities
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Case Study an example in practice

For an international energy trading company, it had become a priority for its different business 
units to move closer together and to become more collaborative. They realised that the way its latest 
strategy was being developed and launched therefore needed to be congruent with this principle. 
The Head of Strategy started by communicating the megatrends that were likely to influence their 
future direction. This was done with a bespoke app offering a game-like and competitive experience 
that allowed staff to challenge each other on the impact of the megatrends. This was very successful 
in raising staff awareness of the external context. This, along with a series of humorous videos, 
helped colleagues to make sense of why certain strategic responses had been chosen when it came 
to a phase of engagement at a business unit level. The videos involved a very naïve competitor 
trying to uncover why this company had become successful by secretly interviewing customers and 
stakeholders of the business who described what had changed and how the company had delivered.

When describing the whole process, a senior executive observed that: 
“This really is a strategy for everyone. Lots of people were involved through 
being taken on a journey. We really did have an amazing response.”

d) Strategy requires more energy and creative thinking than 
you think

Leaders told us that unsurprisingly, strategy takes a lot of energy, and critical 

and creative thinking. But what exactly and from whom? They described the  

need to manage anxiety but not provide the answers, and to hold on to core beliefs 

and yet to be changed in conversation. Finding the right balance of advocacy 

and inquiry is tricky: providing enough direction but not being rigid. Being clear 

about when they are advocating and when they are actually inquiring.

Leaders reported a wide range of experience of the productiveness of approaches 

to strategy. Some reported approaches that felt like “jumping through process 

hoops and going through the motions.” These resulted in a lack of participation 

and led to little creative or meaningful consideration. Others described highly 

engaging and thoughtful processes which enabled them to achieve their 

strategy outcomes with more success. Many reported that thoughtful and 

engaging processes take time and energy which are often in short supply.

If we consider organisations as people in 'patterns' 

of communicative interaction, then leaders need 

to consider how they go about the strategy work. 

Which patterns (of thinking, interaction, and 

action) are helpful to reinforce, and which need to 

be shifted? One respondent reported that it takes 

a lot of time and energy to shift to new patterns. 

We know though that making time is hard.

A 2019 HBR article by Dorie Clark refenced 
two studies: one which found that 97% of leaders 

believed that strategic was the most important 

leadership behaviour, and another which found 

that 96% of leaders said that they lacked time 

for strategic thinking. It is hard and yet we know 

we need to make good time to do this well.
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The psychoanalytic school 
argues that strategy processes 
risk being fantasies or defences 
against anxiety because they 
provide a false certainty in an 
uncertain world. They may 

also provide reassurance that 

something is being done but 

thinking should never be confused 

with action. What is needed is to 

return to the present, to be more 

spontaneous and creative in the 

process of strategy and to break 

patterns of interaction which may 

be holding existing thinking and 

assumptions in place. 

Key insights

1.	 Develop an explicit organisational purpose
	 and attend to the impact from and on the 

	 strategy as you develop this. They need to be 

	 (and seen to be) clearly linked and coherent.

2.	Close the gap between the stated purpose 

	 and the experience of stakeholders on the 

	 ground in order to maintain trust.

3.	Involve widely & early to build energy: This 

	 means internally & externally, and you need 

	 to mean it! Do make choices but be reflexive 

	 on who is involved and how the choices 

	 are made; encourage participation in choice. 

	 Diversity of perspective is essential to the 

	 quality of thinking.

4.	Make time to think well together: Encourage 

	 more opportunities to enable spontaneity, 

	 creativity and energy during the process. 

	 Make sure you get a good balance of time 

	 and attention on internal and external

	 perspectives, as well as on the present

	 and future. 

?

One interviewee, a CEO of a large global corporation described 

strategy as a process of “progressive approximation” which 

acknowledges the need for guide rails, lack of absolute 

certainty and ongoing learning. If we are serious about learning 

and strategy as an ongoing process this requires attention, 

participation, and involvement of the wider organisation. This 

is not just within a senior leadership cadre as the data for this 

learning is often being sensed at the organisational boundary.

Several respondents expressed frustration about how strategy 

was experienced in their organisation. These included concerns 

about the value of the strategy process staff were engaged in,

as well as the time and energy put aside to work on it.

“They paint by numbers but [are] not clear about what they 

are trying to paint. Time after time they have meetings [about 

strategy] and we wonder what it is for. There’s a habit of not 

thinking about what we are doing this for...”

“If we want to deliver that strategy, we need the space 

to work on it. So as a non-exec I know those things will 

make or break our ambitions - especially if we cannot 

create the space for the team to be sitting down and 

doing the thinking about where we need to be investing 

our time. People are under real pressure, and we 

need to do more with less. This needs innovation and 

resourcefulness.” 
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Influence of internal and external contexts

During our conversations and our work with clients, 

we have noticed how certain contextual factors would 

inevitably shape how strategy processes are conducted 

and experienced. These included the nature of the 

external environment; the expectations of certain 

stakeholders; and the internal culture and legacy of 

an organisation. These factors can influence whether 

it feels like you are going through the motions, are 

feeding an insatiable demand for more analysis, or 

whether you are on a ‘white-knuckle ride’ of survival. 

It can also mean that strategy work is experienced in 

some situations as enlivening and vital, or elsewhere as 

deadening and irrelevant.

a) Finding authenticity in purpose

Leaders told us that responding to shareholder, 

employee and customer concerns have become 

an increasing influence on strategy. We can all see 

examples around us where businesses have made 

a deliberate pivot towards a more 'noble cause' - 

whether it is about a shift to more sustainable and 

ethical business practices or towards social enterprise 

principles. Rather than repeated exhortations for year-

on-year growth, a purpose that has genuine integrity 

and impact can bring a renewed commitment through a 

congruence with what people want to see in the world. 

Any Google search on ‘purpose driven’ business reveals 

a plethora of blogs and articles generated in the past 

few years by all the usual consultancy and business 

school suspects. What they all agree on is: be authentic 

and don’t bother unless you are fully committed. 

Some of the organisations we talked to were 

undoubtedly concerned about having a purpose in 

principle, but in the past had been less concerned 

about having a strong ethos. Leaders shared their 

experience of having to work hard to articulate a higher 

purpose when the reality was that their organisations 

came into being for more prosaic reasons such as 

simply maximising their returns by providing a service 

or getting a return on capital. For example, many 

companies are expected to publicise their commitment 

to certain ethical ways of conducting their business for 

statutory or competitive reasons; but that is still some 

way from being at the heart of everything they do and 

their reason for being. 

“We are in business to save our home 
	 planet”  
(Patagonia Annual Report, 2021)

“Making sustainable living commonplace”  
(Unilever Annual Report, 2021)

“Companies should rethink the old 
frameworks of being either B2B or B2C
and should replace them with B2S: 
business-to-society."
(Adam Bryant in PWC Strategy & Business Newsletter, 
December 1, 2021: The Purpose of Purpose)

Case Study an example in practice

One client we have worked with, puts their commitment 
to the environment and well-being front and centre of 
their annual report and on their website. Yet the reality is 
that their divisional strategy and reward plans continue 
to reinforce the same growth narratives that in some 
cases directly contradict these aspirations. It means too, 
that when those in corporate functions try to establish 
more consistent and ethical practices across all parts 
of the business, they can only get lip service and just 
enough change to tick the statutory boxes. Yet they tell 
us that prospective investors and clients are demanding 
something more authentic and more impactful than 
meeting the minimum standards. They realise now 
that they will have to revisit their 
processes and their working 
practices, and that their traditional 
approach to setting strategic 
priorities will no longer do. It
means too that they may now have 
to look at their business model 
because it is that fundamental.
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We asked another interviewee (a long-serving banking 

executive) how he stays so committed after so many 

years in the same business. His response: “well the 

financial rewards are a major factor, but you know I 

sometimes wonder if it’s the constant dramas that keep 

us going.”  Aside from the global turbulences of recent 

decades, the bank has experienced multiple mergers 

and acquisitions as well as digital transformations 

and shifting changes in leadership styles. Whatever 

the context, the ritual of strategy refreshes continues 

every two years. However, because of certain statutory 

requirements that constrained their business model, 

he described how they often had to rehash the same 

ideas about customers and products whilst trying to 

inject renewed energy and a slightly different emphasis 

each year. During times of uncertainty, he described 

how: "people would be constantly asking me 'what’s 

our strategy?' Yet when you asked them what they 

meant you often discovered that their concerns were 

more about ‘purpose’. It wasn’t about any lofty ideals 

but more about seeking reassurance that we still had a 

direction and a commitment to growth."

In another similar organisation, we were told about the 

CEO who was very charismatic and had a track record 

of transforming the fortunes of several financial sector 

businesses. His approach was highly challenging 

and hard-nosed about data and performance, yet at 

the same time he insisted on a military-style ethos 

where everyone was expected to know about the latest 

purpose and goals statement and their own role in that. 

He would go from branch to branch asking everyone 

the same question about what they have been doing 

to deliver this aspiration, keeping purpose front and 

centre for everyone. 

With another client in this sector, our conversation with 

the founder revealed two main strategic drivers: one 

was about responding to the individual needs of 

customers; the other was articulated to us as 

something like a guilty secret - the idea that the whole 

point of growing the business nowadays was simply to 

keep everyone busy and stimulated. More importantly,

it was about keeping the founder away from his own 

existential concerns which he described as “avoiding 

the mundane and boredom .”

b) The importance of founding stories 
that help to navigate uncertainty

We have a client – a global project engineering firm - 

who before they enter into any contractual relationship 

insists that you read a statement of principles first 

articulated by their founder in 1970. This ethos 

statement can be seen as a hybrid of ethics, values 

and purpose. It is the first thing you encounter on their 

website, and it’s applied as a manifesto that still guides 

the way the firm goes about its business, including 

the commercial decisions that it makes. It has guided 

them through the good times of growth and even more 

importantly helped them to navigate the turbulence 

and extreme uncertainties of global events such as 

the financial crash in 2007/8. As our client remarked: 

“Unlike other organisations, we don’t need a strategy 

process to prompt conversations about purpose, 

because that is inherently understood and held in 

common as it goes back to our founding values.”

During the pandemic, leaders returned to these core 

principles as they faced into the difficult choices that 

they had to make. He went on to say: “if we didn’t 

have such a strong sense of purpose, we would end 

up doing all sorts of crazy and unethical things. 

And our approach still gives us plenty of latitude for 

interpretation. For example, we need people’s eyes, 

ears and their thinking out there because we want 

the many to be making decisions rather than relying 

on the few.”

At the height of the pandemic the business heads 

initiated a company-wide conversation about what their 

purpose and values meant in the new context given the 

challenges that everyone was facing. They still had to 

make difficult, uncomfortable decisions whilst keeping 

their focus on the longer-term – for example upholding 

their commitment to significant strategic investments 

such as graduate recruitment.  As our client reflected, in 

retrospect it served them well: “We don’t have a secret 

squirrel strategy team dreaming up covert acquisitions 

or investments. Our experience and our history mean 

we prefer an organic, unforced approach so you rely on 

responding when the stars appear to be aligning.” 

In a very different world – this time of a well-known 

consumer goods brand – visitors to the office are 

immediately met by the symbols of their origin story 

in a much more overt way. To us, it seemed as though 

every wall, every partition, the reception-lift lobby 
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areas, the coffee areas and even the toilets had some 

reminder of their founding story with key moments from 

their past. Descending the stairs from the top floor, 

there is a series of cheerful images and stories that 

start from their humble beginnings as a start-up in the 

late 1990s with a handful of people and a dream. The 

story ends (or continues) at ground level with what’s 

been happening in recent months. You are left in no 

doubt what the founders stood for and what they were 

trying to achieve in those heady days. The message 

is: we are still pursuing the same vision and purpose. 

The reality is: from one year to the next, the strategy 

rarely shifts from introducing a new variation within a 

well-established product range or the occasional entry 

into a new geography with the same portfolio. They 

still pay the same proportion of profits into a charitable 

foundation and their ethos - their identity and their 

reason for being - is always held as a constant ‘refrain’ 

for any new commercial, supply chain or staff initiatives.

To address this, the leadership team, alongside 

its growth targets, has established a company-

wide key strategic imperative that aims to refresh 

what the business now stands for from the 

perspective of employees.

c) Keeping external stakeholders happy
to maintain autonomy

Among smaller, younger or private equity owned 

businesses was the desire to use strategy to keep 

inquisitive and anxious investors or shareholders happy 

– “to keep feeding the beast” as one strategy director 

described it. Leaders describe situations where the 

possibility of ceasing to exist is ever-present. For some 

there is a palpable sense of needing to find enough time 

and wriggle room to be able to control their own destiny 

– at least in the short to medium term.

Where decisions about ongoing existence sit with 

those in ‘arm’s length’ private or family ownership 

arrangements, strategy is more likely to be about 

delivering a business plan that primarily reassures those 

sitting expectantly outside of the organisation rather 

than within. As one of our interviewees described it: 

“Better a small home of your own than being a guest in 

someone else’s castle.”

For more established organisations, threats to their 

ongoing existence may be less of an immediate 

concern, but they acknowledge that other 'kinds of 

beasts' need to be fed. The language we heard from 

clients and interviewees included the need for multiple 

glossy reports, seeking face validity, going through the 

motions, ticking more and more boxes, repeating the 

yearly strategy cycle and creating more filing cabinet 

fodder. For local business units the focus is on feeding 

the corporate centre, and for publicly listed companies 

all eyes are on corporate analysts and shareholders.

We noticed too, that regardless of who the real audience 

was for the ‘latest strategy refresh’, that any attempt at 

engagement would often involve a cascade-type process 

for selected leadership groups. Some top-down/bottom-

up processes of sensemaking may be involved but often 

within some pre-defined parameter. In other words, the 

ethos would be more in the spirit of consultation and 

communication rather than allowing any fundamental 

challenge to base assumptions.

We have worked with another client where their legacy 

was just as profound – where they really had made a 

difference to people’s lives and relayed this history 

through their customer and employee narratives. The 

glossy posters and the brochures were still to be found 

lying around the offices - places that were now sparsely 

occupied due to hybrid working. But what we noticed 

over time was how through successive merger and 

acquisitions, the old narratives of what they originally 

stood for had become lost in the technical and financial 

analytics of performance and growth. The impact from 

this gradual loss of meaning and identity has already 

led to an outward migration of key talent. 

Case Study an example in practice

Over the past year, we have been working with a 
major, family-owned firm in the medical appliances 
sector. This business was founded 50 years ago when 
its very existence and its subsequent success came 
from a moving personal story. This was about an 
innovation that radically improved the quality of life 
for a relative who was struggling with a postoperative 
and chronic medical condition. It is a story that is told 
to prospective customers, partners, and employees. 
It is at the heart of everything they do or plan to do. 
For example, our work with them on strategy and 
organisation design was constantly being drawn back 
to the same question: “and how does this help the 
quality of our customers’ lives?” 
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Case Study an example in practice

In the past, this high-profile charity prioritised the rigour and depth of its strategic analysis, relying 
on the formal routines of trustee and volunteer councils as a tried and trusted medium for establishing 
and communicating long-term priorities. However, the impact of the pandemic and shifting narratives 
on the cultural and societal landscapes brought new challenges from government, media channels and 
increasingly vocal stakeholder groups.
 
Recently, they have decided to engage a much wider group of stakeholders and to involve people early in 
the strategy thinking as it evolves rather than the traditional consultation ethos of confirming proposals. 
This means being in listening mode for much longer and with a wider diversity of stakeholders 
before the strategy development cycle gets underway. The generation of data and insight from 
in-depth analysis is still an essential ingredient, but it is not about a moment in time nor is it 
about everyone having the same acceptance of logic or science. They have learned that their 
ability to stay agile and responsive is dependent on establishing an approach that is less linear 
and ensures a virtuous cycle of stakeholder participation – strategy as a ‘living process’ rather 
than a ‘one off’ activity every 5 years.

With the above in mind, we would invite our readers 

to check out Alex Wright’s fascinating account of his 

experience of doing strategy within a business school. 

He introduces the idea of the ‘reluctant strategists’ 

who find themselves writing ‘defensive texts’ that are 

'authored and structured to repel deeper engagement 

and question.' As the abstract of his article goes on 

to explain: 'strategists are not just senior managers, 

middle managers or strategy consultants, they are 

affected actors who can be confused, sceptical, full of 

doubt and can resist.'(Alex Wright, 2022)

d) The challenge of staying fluid when
expectations are constantly changing

In non-commercial contexts, such as the public 

and not-for-profit sectors, it is a given that broad 

consultation and continuous dialogue are at the heart 

of strategic planning and execution. The clients and 

interviewees we talked to referred to the challenge of 

developing plans that respond to (really) long-term 

goals such as improving specific health outcomes, 

reducing child poverty, tackling inequalities, 

supporting those who cannot support themselves, 

delivering transport infrastructure priorities, sustaining 

biodiversity and working towards net zero, etc.   

In our research with government clients, we found 

much that was familiar and to be expected – a formal 

planning cycle that responded and adapted to newly 

elected governments, a turnover of ministers, the latest 

fiscal constraints, new policy guidelines and changing 

portfolios. At the same time, we observed that this is 

a context where crisis management has become the 

norm – where immediate attention is demanded in 

response to the latest emergency or a sudden shift in 

political priorities. It is a world where multiple versions 

of the truth become a necessity depending on the 

audience or the latest requests made by an anxious 

minister wishing to have all the answers for a  

sceptical media.

Whilst working with one particular client, we 

discovered at least 5 versions of a strategic plan, 

often under a different name and with different 

terminologies. All of these were valid, but had been 

cast for different audiences, different contexts and to 

emphasise different facets of the same policy area. 

This is not unusual and is why the leaders we spoke to, 

recognised the need to articulate some kind of ‘north 

star’: “we need a high-level direction of travel that 

everyone can recognise even if the day-to-day feels 

like the sand is shifting beneath their feet.”

For public sector strategists, the emphasis on policy 

planning therefore becomes messaging and leads to a 

continuous cycle of clarifying and reframing activity at 

a policy level. The leadership challenge then becomes 

finding a line of best fit as a way of translating the 

constant ‘strategy reframes’ into a coherent narrative 

that enables confident and aligned execution on  

the ground.
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Key insights: “Any old purpose will not do.” 

a)	 More than ever internal and external stakeholders expect to see congruence between what is 	

	 espoused (this is who we are and what we are trying to achieve in the world) and what is  

	 experienced (this is how we operate).  

b)	 Founding purpose can be a steadying guide as organisations navigate their way through difficult 	

	 and challenging times.

c)	 Organisations can get consumed with keeping external stakeholders happy. This can result in 	

	 relentless ‘strategising on paper’ rather than something that drives a conscious and deliberate 	

	 orientation towards strategic goals. 

d)	 In business contexts that are highly susceptible to geopolitical and economic volatility, constant 	

	 scenario planning is the norm. The paradox here is that intellectual speculation can  become more 	

	 compelling than what happens in reality.

e)	 Organisations are no longer able to keep what they may have regarded as inconvenient or 'noble 	

	 causes' on the margins of their strategic thinking.

e) Strategising during geopolitical 
	 volatility

In the energy and utilities sector a habit of continuous 

scenario planning is often deeply embedded in 

organisational culture. Strategising takes place against 

a mix of both seismic and subtle shifts in the dynamics 

of the global marketplace and environmental realities.

One of our interviewees from this sector described how 

in their culture people are constantly engaged in an 

intellectual process of ‘what if’ - as if rehearsing their

strategic responses required for different possibilities,

rather than rushing to develop fully worked through 

plans. Indeed, the idea of strategy execution is 

experienced as a natural, local evolution rather than 

any attempt at a deterministic, system-wide approach. 

As they noted: "This is an environment where 

coordinating the ducks and the ducklings is hugely 

challenging as they are straying constantly from what 

people think has been agreed." We heard how lots of 

energy goes into imagining how they could respond to 

different scenarios but much less attention is given to 

follow through and making things happen.

In the same organisation we were told how, in their 

culture, all-staff strategy events were not always the 

norm. Yet in the past two years, they had started to 

appear on the corporate calendar as a way of 

encouraging a wider dialogue on where the business is 

going and how it needs to change. What we were also 

picking up here, and with other clients in similar 

contexts, were the signs of a more serious 

acceptance of a faster transition to energy 

alternatives. This possibility has been around 

scenario-thinking for decades. But now it feels real, 

and more and more people inside the corporation 

are echoing the external concerns about what these 

kinds of businesses are here to do in the world. 

To set this in a wider context, the cumulative and 

individual effects of the pandemic, climate 

extremes, social justice activism, the war in 

Ukraine, successive refugee emergencies, and the 

energy and cost of living crises are affecting 

everyone in some way. In other words, geopolitics 

and ecological matters are becoming a central 

concern for all types of organisation, regardless  

of the sector they operate in.
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Metaphors that shape strategy

“Yes, metaphor. That’s how the whole fabric 
of mental interconnections holds together. 
Metaphor is right at the bottom of being 
alive.” (Gregory Bateson, 1988)

In our conversations with strategists, we heard 

a number of metaphors mentioned or obliquely 

referenced to describe thinking or approaches 

to strategy, and to strategy engagement. These 

metaphors shed light on how people think about and 

do strategy engagement, and how they might do this 

more effectively. In this section we group and describe 

these metaphors and offer some theory to explain or 

challenge thinking, as well as offering questions that 

the use of these metaphors might pose.

We look at:

a. 	 Strategy as platform for Collective Action

b.	 Strategy as Convening

c.	 Strategy as Creating Focus

d.	 Strategy as Making Choices

e.	 Strategy as Collating & Communicating

a) 'Strategy as platform for Collective 
Action'

Many leaders used metaphors for strategy as a 

mechanism for moving to action in an aligned way, 

where people can act together, and in a way that is 

reinforcing and powerful. These metaphors included: 

'Strategy as murmuration'; 'Strategy as a flotilla of tugs 

for the organisational tanker'; 'Strategy as military 

mobilisation'; 'Strategy as shared endeavour'; 'Strategy 

as cascade'; 'Strategy as alignment' and 'Strategy as 

prism'.

The structured and interconnected nature of strategy 

‘artefacts’ and necessary supporting processes were 

described in some detail by some respondents.

“We have the strategic framework which is the 

principles and ambition of the organisation. It is 

wide and vague in some respects. Aligned to that we 

have a long-term and medium-term financial picture 

of the organisation. Under the strategic framework 

we have a raft of documents aligned to the financial 

plans which explain how we get to the broad 

picture. Like tugs and barges with the big tanker to 

manoeuvre through the harbour.”

Many respondents in large, global organisations 

described the ‘cascade’ approach to communicating 

strategies decided by senior leaders.  Despite arguing 

that the approach needed to be this way, they also 

yearned for better approaches that involved more lively 

engagement…

“On one hand we have it on paper, but the more 

important aspect is how to bring it to life. Most 

often, when our communication cascade is starting, 

we go to Exec Board and align with stakeholders 

and then employees get informed about it. Then a 

workshop to participate on the subject. For me far 

more important is how to bring it to life and surprise 

people with activation methods. How can we really 

bring it to life – not just on some slides?”

One interviewee in the banking sector, described their 

two-yearly strategy cycle as being like two prisms side 

by side. This would represent a ‘single beam’ (e.g., 

the high-level imperatives) that would be projected 

out to the regional and functional heads by the Chief 

Executive. This ‘beam’ would then get dispersed 

into ‘multiple rays of different coloured lights’ by the 

business heads (e.g., local initiatives and ideas). These 

would then be filtered and projected back to the top of 

the organisation as a ‘wider, unified, beam’ before the 

final decision is made on what would get prioritised by a 

small inner group of the Exec.
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The need for organisation and some consistency in medium to large organisations has led to a 
proliferation of methods and approaches. Kaplan & Norton, who created the concepts of Balanced 

Scorecard and Strategy Maps state… “We do not claim to have made a science of strategy; the formulation 

of great strategies is an art, and it will always remain so. But the description of strategy should not be an art. 

If people can describe strategy in a more disciplined way, they will increase the likelihood of its successful 

implementation. Strategy maps will help organizations view their strategies in a cohesive, integrated, and 

systematic way.” (Kaplan & Norton, 2000)

The questions this metaphor raises include:

-	 When is aligned and disciplined action helpful

	 and when is it not?

-	 How can processes of communication be two-way, 

	 and not the one-way flow that a 'cascade' 

	 suggests?

-	 How do we remain agile and responsive, as a 

	 'murmuration' suggests, when there are so many 

	 involved in action?

b) 'Strategy as Convening'

Bringing people together to make sense and prepare 

for the future is an idea that goes back to the Greek city 

states and earlier. One respondent argued for “strategy 

as a meeting point of market narrative and internal 

passion.” This metaphor represents a way of working 

with strategy which is fundamentally democratic in 

nature and one which is predicated on the idea that 

collective understanding and agreement is a helpful 

prerequisite to successful collective action. 

The importance of bringing people together to tap 

into what people truly care about was explained as 

follows: “For me, most companies underestimate the 

benefits of involving staff. Their commitment is equally 

important – you support what you create. If you involve 

them, you also get the ripple effect and more - high 

responsibility for the implementation .”

Others referred to the idea that strategy creation and 

implementation both require 'energy', and that it is 

better to expend energy by engaging wider groups in 

the process earlier. "Mobilising people and carrying 

them along can be a long process. This might be why it 

gets done quickly because it is hard to carry people 

with you. You can create a beautiful report in theory 

but you still find that you have to inject energy further 

down the line."

The questions this metaphor raises include:

- 	 Who is invited to the sessions that are convened 

	 and who is excluded?

- 	 How serious are leaders in being open to the 

	 responses and solutions suggested?

- 	 How many times would you need to convene groups 

	 to do this work?

- 	 How can you convene well virtually, face-to-face 	

	 and in hybrid formats?

- 	 How do you build space for ongoing processes of 

	 convening, including asynchronously?

- 	 How to deal with difference and disagreement?

Strategists from the complexity school of thinking argue that wide and diverse 
participation really matters. When variation is increased and repetition in the process 

of innovation is reduced, the chances of survival improve significantly. This implies that 

organisations need to think differently about applying too much consistent process and 

to think creatively about who is involved and how they work together.
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c) 'Strategy as Creating Focus'

For some respondents, the 'problem' to which strategy 

seemed to be the 'answer' was the multiplicity of 

activities, products and perspectives present in their 

organisations. The metaphors mentioned included: 

'Strategy as attention' and 'Strategy as focus.'

Respondents in larger organisations seemed to be 

grasping for coherent focus, often to make sense 

of the range of activities and perspectives, and the 

uncertainty in the market context. “Sometimes it’s 

overwhelming as the environment is so big, we don’t 

know what happens next.”

The questions this metaphor raises include:

- 	 How much focus is too much?

- 	 How can any vision be engaging, compelling and 	

	 believable, and not an illusion?

- 	 How do we bring clear enough focus to the work of 	

	 the organisation when there is a lot

	 going on?

Gary Hamel has been a strong proponent of the 
importance of focus and intent but curiously 
suggested that this was the responsibility 
of senior leaders… “Strategic intent requires 

a shared vision for the future direction of the 

organization, developed by the CEO and top 

managers and communicated to organization 

members. This shared vision will convey a 

desired leadership position.” (Hamel & Prahalad, 1989)

However, Stacey and the complexity school 
suggest that intention and choice are 
relational activities and that these happen in 
local interactions rather than simply created 
by senior leaders and then communicated. 

“A single individual does not simply have 

an intention. Rather intention an individual 

expresses has emerged in the conversational 

interaction with others. Intention and choice are 

not lonely acts, but themes organised by, and 

organising, relationships at the same time.” 

(Stacey, 2011, p.341)

d) 'Strategy as Making Choices'

The words “strategy is about making choices” 

appeared regularly in our research, even if phrased a 

little differently at times. The idea that the process of 

strategy is essentially a vessel in which choices are 

considered and decisions made are also reflected in the 

related metaphors mentioned: 'Strategy as filtering and 

unifying views'; 'Strategy as double helix (of divergence 

and convergence).'

The classic choice view of strategy which was shared by 

many was reflected in the following quote...

“Strategy is about being strategic – it’s the 

moments when we make a choice, when we ask 

ourselves whether we believe it is related to what will 

make us win.”

Often this choice perspective encourages leaders to 

treat strategy as something where they are primarily 

responsible for thinking about and making choices, but 

some leaders advocated for a more inclusive approach 

to thinking about and making choices:

“We involve lots of different people ...the product 

and marketing teams in joint workshops. We have 

an all-hands meeting where we also do some 

strategy work with polls and voting. For example, 

we have Education and Business [markets] – how 

do we think about these audiences? Should we 

invest resources equally or put more emphasis on 

one of these? We showed everyone the questions 

discussed and got them to make their choices…

this is modelling how to draw on the collective 

intelligence of the group and also how we view 

the strategy process.”

However, this clean definition of strategy being about 

clearly defined choices has been challenged by others 

who argue that choices are often not made consciously 

or rationally and that they are often contingent on a 

stream of choices made by others.

These leaders are adhering to Michael Porter’s 
classic view, where “…the essence of strategy 

is choosing what not to do. Without trade-offs, 

there would be no need for choice and thus no 

need for strategy.” (Porter, 1996, p.70)
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The questions this metaphor raises include:

- 	 Who offers the choices and how are these framed?

- 	 How is the decision made?

- 	 Who decides that a decision has been made?

- 	 When are leaders 'asking and openly inquiring' 

	 and when are they 'selling or telling'?

e) 'Strategy as Collating & 
Communicating'

Strategy as a means for creating and communicating 

a coherent and compelling narrative was a recurring 

theme through our conversations. The phrases and 

metaphors mentioned included: 'Strategy as umbrella' 

and 'Strategy as red thread.'

The importance of the process in communicating to or 

with internal and external stakeholders was quoted a 

number of times.

“It gives us something we can communicate. It helps 

us to hold the conversation with ourselves. Pulling 

things into a doc that everyone coalesces around is 

really important. Really important for a business to 

be clear about who they are and what they are about. 

It’s the mirror we use to reflect back on ourselves.”

Supporting alignment through commonly 

agreed reference points or stage markers was 

a critical element of this.

	 “As long as there is a thread we can use [the 

	 strategy] as a reference point. We go back to 

	 themes and we link what has happened in the  

	 year back to those themes. ”

The complexity and micro-strategy schools 
suggest that strategy is, in fact, an ongoing 
activity or process verb which also includes 
the nouns and that meaning-making happens 
during this process. They, therefore, include 

the email exchanges, the editing of strategy 

documents, and the responses to questions – 

these aren’t the prerequisites to strategy, they 

ARE the strategy. This is how the organisation 

generates meaning, makes decisions and acts.

They also argue that the co-construction or 

meaning-making in the process is critical 

in the process of strategising for it to feel 

owned locally. The process of telling a story 

and having it revised as it is told and retold, 

offers a communication structure that reduces 

dissonance and offers order and control for 

those participating.

The questions this metaphor raises include:

- 	 How do you create a story that is compelling?

- 	 What is good enough alignment?

- 	 How do we make the process of strategy feel more 

	 like a verb, and less like a series of disconnected 

	 nouns?
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Metaphor Summary

'Strategy as platform for Collective Action'
-	 When is aligned and disciplined action helpful and when is it not?

-	 How can processes of communication be two-way, and not the one-way flow

	 that a 'cascade' suggests?

-	 How do we remain agile and responsive, as a 'murmuration' suggests, 

	 when there are so many involved in action?

What is key? Get to good enough alignment and make it a two-way process for 

organisational sensemaking and learning

'Strategy as Convening'
-	 Who is invited to the sessions that are convened and who is excluded?

-	 How serious are leaders in being open to the responses and solutions suggested?

-	 How many times would you need to convene groups to do this work?

-	 How can you convene well virtually, face-to-face and in hybrid formats?

-	 How do you build space for ongoing processes of convening, including asynchronously?

-	 How to deal with difference and disagreement?

What is key? Attend to who will be invited, how you will meet and how people are engaged

'Strategy as Creating Focus'
-	 How much focus is too much? 

-	 How can any vision be engaging, compelling and believable - and not an illusion?

-	 How do we bring clear enough focus to the work of the organisation when there is 

	 a lot going on?

What is key? Provide sufficient focus on something that is engaging and compelling 

when there is a lot going on

'Strategy as Making Choices'
-	 Who offers the choices and how are these framed?

-	 How is the decision made?

-	 Who decides that a decision has been made?

-	 When are leaders 'asking and openly inquiring' and when are they 'selling or telling'?

What is key? Attend to who makes choices and how they are made

'Strategy as Collating & Communicating'
-	 How do you create a compelling story?

-	 What is good enough alignment?

-	 How do we make the process of strategy feel more like a verb, and less like 

	 a series of disconnected nouns?

What is key? Co-construct emergent narratives which offer more order and control 

as they are told and retold
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Implications for practice

Revisit founding stories
The original ethos and principles of an organisation often act as a touchstone for everything 

you do. Reframing them in a modern-day context and being explicit about what’s changed 

creates a link to the past, and grounds you in the present. 

Ask what does ‘strategy’ need to achieve in your organisation 
right now
Rather than defaulting to existing underpinning and historical metaphors. 

Connect strategy work to purpose in the broadest sense
Attend to any misalignments if you want a strategy people will care about. It’s fine if you are 

on a process of discovering your purpose but be authentic in doing so.

Identify a ‘north star’
Articulate an overall direction that everyone will recognise at an intuitive and literal level. This 

needs to be both clear and memorable enough so that a shorthand phrase for it emerges in 

the organisation.

Design the user experience of strategy
Create conditions for spontaneity, creativity and reflection as well as analysis through the 

process.  Be really thoughtful about who makes choices, how they are made and when you 

need to convene people. 

Involve widely and early in the process
Be thoughtful about who is involved – a diversity of perspectives is essential to the quality 

of thinking. Make sure you get a good balance of time and attention on internal and external 

perspectives, as well as on the present and future. 

Think iterations and loops right from the start
Continuous and explicit cycles of thinking with stakeholders and staff create opportunities to 

keep refining and learning on an ongoing basis rather than a one-off ‘launch’. 

Take ‘the gap’ seriously
Conversations about purpose and strategy with stakeholders and staff must include space for 

their ideas on how to close the gap between current reality and the aspiration. 
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Conclusion
In drawing to a close, what stands out is the continued shift from organisations seeing 

themselves as somehow separate from the broader ecosystem in which they operate. We can 

see that there is a much stronger desire for organisations to understand their impact and how 

they can contribute positively to environmental concerns and to social justice.

The default instinct to deliver shareholder returns will always be there but it means that the 

existential questions relating to purpose are shifting to the front and centre of executive 

attention. This is because it is also becoming more figural for those who are ‘invested’ inside 

and outside a given organisation. It struck us too that people will be most engaged if strategy 

is experienced as a live process where people want, and are able, to participate in how it 

evolves. Authenticity is key to this and, indeed, any old purpose will no longer do!

As a final thought, all our research interviewees commented on how useful they had found 

it to step back to reflect on their own experience. In particular, they remarked on the quality 

of insight that came from examining their own assumptions and the metaphors that were 

predominant in different organisational contexts. We would suggest this is something we can 

all reflect on if we are seeking to try something different in the strategy space.
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Appendices

Methodology 

Our research was based on: 

1.	 Interviews with leaders and change agents involved in strategy work in organisations.

2.	 Observation of, and inquiry with, client organisations who have been undertaking 

	 strategy-related processes.

3.	 A review of concepts, theories and contemporary opinion pieces.

Who participated in the research?

We engaged both European-based private sector, (some with global operations), and 

UK-based public sector organisations. The research included organisations from:

- 	 Pharmaceuticals

- 	 Engineering

- 	 Finance & Banking

- 	 Civil Service

- 	 Health Service

- 	 Energy Sector

- 	 Maritime Sector

- 	 Higher Education

- 	 Construction

- 	 Professional Services

- 	 Charities

- 	 Food & Drinks

- 	 Software

Individual participants were drawn from a range of roles that included: Chief Executive, Director 

General, Strategy Director, Chief Operating Officer, Head of Transformation, Human Resources 

Director, Head of Organisation Development, Head of Learning & Development. 
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The Metalogue Perspective on Strategy Engagement

Too often, strategies developed in the boardroom do not connect with those outside. 

The most powerful approaches harness the knowledge, creativity, energy and will of 

the wider organisation. This is the essence of participatory strategy.

But it’s easier said than done. We believe  that strategic change is a planned 

endeavour, as well as a creative process of discovery. It requires everyone to think 

about their assumptions, experimentation, experience and choice. 

With this in mind, we work closely with leaders to design processes that engage 

people to create strategic change. We offer a range of support for clients from 

facilitation of a strategy development session through to large-scale interventions 

involving the whole organisation and their stakeholders. Quite often we run large 

group events where the strategy can evolve 'live'. Whatever the scale, our approaches 

are experienced as engaging and imaginative whilst being rigorous. 

We also hold the view that the most effective strategies are by their very nature 

dynamic, and it is this quality that helps to deepen purpose and build confidence 

in what an organisation is trying to achieve. The importance of holding in mind the 

constantly changing nature of the inner and outer contexts of any given organisation 

is summarised in the following image. Holding in mind the volatile nature of the 

moving ‘parts’ which make up the ‘whole’ that is the wider context, has profound 

implications for when organisations go about strategy-related work. But more 

importantly: for how they go about it and who with.

Diagram: The Process and Context of Strategy
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