Who sets your personal strategy - you or
your inbox?

By Andrew Bass, PhD, BassClusker Consulting.

Career strategy has got a lot trickier. Ok, the idea of a job for life is ancient history — as far
ago as the 1970’s, when | was at school, | remember my headmaster remarking on changing
career prospects as follows.

“Until recently the local bank manager of Barclays would come to see me every year
and say in Dickensian tones: ‘If you send your boys to work for me at Barclays, the
bank will look after them to the grave - to the grave, Mr Robson!’ ”

This grand claim had evaporated by 1978 (these days there probably isn’t even a bank
manager in the traditional sense in Bury to make such claims, at Barclays or any other of the
High St banks, and if there is, they don’t do the recruiting).

Even so, until recently you could still pick a good occupation, get a job at an established firm
and expect to progress through your working life, if not in the same business, at least in the
same sector or profession. But consider what | am being told by colleagues in recruitment:

o The predicted Top 10 most in-demand jobs in 2010 didn’t even feature in the Top 10 in
2004.

o It's likely that today’s students will have had as many as 10 to 14 jobs by the time they’re
38.

So, as important as it is to do a good job today, it's unlikely to be enough to prepare you for
the desirable career opportunities of tomorrow. And this means that now, more than ever,
your inbox is a poor guide to action for your continued future success.

Most people cannot expect that simply doing their current job as well as possible will lead to
sustained success. So what’s the standard advice? In a nutshell:

¢ “If you don’t want to drift you‘ve got to have goals, and then a plan to achieve those
goals.

e Working on your plan is important, but it will often seem less urgent than your inbox.

¢ You need to recognise this, and find ways to protect time each week to progress these
objectives.”

The diagram below illustrates this nicely. It shows the difference between allowing the future
to happen as an extension of your current activity, which at best gives you incremental
progress in your current direction (which hopefully remains valid), or envisioning a more
appealing future and then working out the steps required to get there.
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The approach is sound (you can read more in my article Back From the Future at
www.bassclusker.com), and is vastly better than just turning up and hoping for the best, but
there are some nuances and caveats:

1. It's easy to base your plan on the erroneous assumption that the
future will be like the present.

The military understand this with their observation that “no plan survives first contact with the
enemy”, and their warning not to prepare to fight the last war in the hope that you will prevail
in the next one. And indeed military history abounds with examples of Generals who forgot
this.

A classic example is the Maginot line that the French built to protect their border with
Germany after the First World War. Their magnificently executed plans followed the logic of
WWI (assuming fixed positions and attrition warfare), but the Germans eschewed these
assumptions to produce the notorious Blitzkrieg strategy, pinning down the French troops
manning the Maginot defences with a decoy attack, flanking the line (through Belgium and
the allegedly ‘impassable’ Ardennes forest) and simply flying over the fixed defences with
dive bombers.

Too rigid a plan cuts down your room to manoeuvre. Conversely, | had a friend at university
who was sponsored by the RAF and was a fast jet navigator being trained for Tornados. This
was when Top Gun was first a hit — it was glamorous job and we were all envious, and for
three years he basked in the prestige (and worked very hard pursuing his chosen career).

But his plan looked like it might be heading for trouble. He was a very sharp operator and
always had various schemes (money making and student-political) in the works. | was
amazed one day when he told me he had resigned his RAF commission. He explained it as
follows: “My C.O. told me that because | have ‘my own way of doing things’, | would either
become an Air Vice-Marshall, or find myself under the command of a station commander
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who would hate me and stop my career dead. | know he’s right about me and | can’t take the
chance of being committed to a career that someone else can scupper on a whim”. Last |
heard of my friend he was running his own successful scuba business in Cyprus. He didn’t
assume that his subsequent commanders would appreciate his style as much as his current
one.

2. It's easy to be so focused on the plan that you miss promising
opportunities.

Opportunities often present themselves ‘in disguise’. My favourite example is the guitarist
who was invited to join the rock band KISS in 1972, but declined because he wanted to be
famous, and didn’t see how that could happen if he was wearing full face-paint. His image of
how success would happen didn’t match the real opportunity he was being offered.

The more you plan a particular path, the more you exclude your ability to recognise other
ones. Psychologists in the field of creativity call this ‘functional fixedness’: we have a fixation
on the way we think things ought to work, and so fail to perceive other, perhaps better,
possibilities.

Consider these quotes as examples of opportunities which were available to people who
were clearly competent to exploit them, but were unrecognised and rejected:

“There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home.”
Ken Olson, founder of Digital Equipment Corp. (DEC) arguing against the PC in 1977.

“The horse is here to stay but the automobile is only a novelty - a fad.”
The president of the Michigan Savings Bank advising Henry Ford’s lawyer, Horace
Rackham, not to invest in the Ford Motor Co., 1903

“Guitar groups are on the way out"
Decca Records executive rejecting The Beatles at a 1962 audition

Consider too that the more we rehearse a particular plan, the more intense becomes the
fixation — overly-detailed planning and mental rehearsal cut flexibility and increase risk.

3. Big goals have rarely discussed risks

Goal setting is fine and good, but there’s an important nuance in practice. Many pundits offer
the advice that your goals better be BIG ONES and that you should be maximally committed
to them. In fact, many people involved in giving advice on these subjects say you and your
business have to have something called a BHAG or BIG HAIRY AUDACIOUS GOAL (this
ugly phrase was coined by business guru Jim Collins, author of the best-sellers Good to
Great and Built to Last).
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But proponents of BHAGS are susceptible to the same problem that afflicts investment
bankers: they can easily get carried away with enthusiasm and forget about risk
management.

You never hear from the people who committed themselves to big goals and failed: no-one
wants to interview them. Nassim Nicholas Taleb (author of The Black Swan and Fooled by
Randomness) calls this the problem of silent evidence. Taleb further points out that those
people and businesses who failed in this way generally failed big-time, because they were so
heavily committed.

Michael Raynor takes a similar approach to corporate strategy (in The Strategy Paradox),
and documents many cases when rational, well thought-out and competently executed
commitments to big goals led to dramatic failure.

And maybe, at some level, all this is the reason that many people love motivational speakers
but resist their advice to make massive commitments: they sense the danger. It’s exciting to
dream about burning the boats, but better let someone else actually try it, and settle for
something more modest, more boring, but much safer — even fif it is therefore somewhat
unsatisfactory.

The story so far

e Yourinbox doesn’t tell you what you need to know for the longer term.

¢ Fixed, long-range plans are very vulnerable to incorrect assumptions about the future.

o Goals may pay off, or they may lock you in to the wrong commitments, actually sowing
the seeds of failure.

However, rather than face the dilemma of unacceptable risk versus safe dissatisfaction,
perhaps we can be more optimistic if we follow the advice of the samurai poet Matsuo
Basho:

“Seek not to emulate the wise men of old — rather, seek what they sought”

What's required is a framework that facilitates success by balancing the need to be
committed and proactive with the need to be agile and keep options open. i.e. what's
required is strategy.

The rest of this article is organised as follows:

¢ Thinking Strategically
e How Do You Implement Your Strategy in an Agile Way?
e An Example of a Strategic Career Framework.

o Nine tips for an Agile Career Strategy.

Any questions, contact me at Andrew@bassclusker.com, or on +44 (0) 121 427 7217.
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Section 2: Thinking strategically

Back to fundamentals: How do you know what goals to have,
anyway?

Have a look at figure 3 — the idea for which | got from a colleague, Stever Robbins. Stever
was facilitating a strategy retreat, and the executives were trying to get clear on the
definitions of terms such as strategy, tactics, mission and similar jargon which so often seem
to confuse these discussions. They came up with a nice way to think about it:

o The Leadership level is the level at which things

don’t change, or change only slowly: core values, Leadership

priorities etc.

. . — WHAT
e The Strategy level is the level at which

you decide what your career or business must BE Strategy

in order to express the values.

e The Tactical level changes constantly, as you Tactlcs ‘
adapt your actions, guided by your strategy, in ‘

order to fulfil your values.

- HOW

I'd like to suggest that long-term success depends on a downward flow, but there is a
tendency for an upward flow — for the tail to wag the dog.

| often run into coaching clients who are conflicted because they are pursuing plans designed
to achieve goals ‘borrowed’ from others — typically their co-workers, social environment,
advertisers or the media —which don’t necessarily fit with their own values. The goals might
be to “make partner”, drive a Bentley, marry someone who looks like a photo in a magazine
etc.

My point is certainly not that there is anything inherently wrong with these goals. But if at
some level you want something else (be a language teacher in Vietnam, not have to work 80
hours a week to make lease payments, form a relationship with someone who is actually nice
to you), then pursuing the externally specified goals is going to cause internal conflict.

A good starting point for strategy is therefore to (re)discover what the strategy is intended to
create. Here’s a simple exercise to help to do that. The grid has three life dimensions and
three time frames (I've deliberately avoided the standard 3 and 5 year horizons. You are
probably not used to thinking about 6 years so you may get a less ‘canned’ answer). Start by
filling in the square for what you want in your personal life in six years.
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Then, consider the following questions:

e Why do you want those things?
o What is important about them to you, personally?
o What would it mean to you personally if you didn’t achieve it?

The answers to these questions will remind you of what values your business and career
activities are intended to create. Once you have clarity over that, you can move on to
consider the strategy level with a greater sense of purpose.

What is your strategic profile?

A strategy is the framework that determines the nature and direction of your career, rather
than the precise actions you will take at any particular time. If that sounds a bit abstract, you
are right. The abstraction is what keeps it flexible. If you dislike idea of thinking in this way,
you are not alone, many people do. Fortunately it doesn’t have to be done that often (it's
better not done too often, actually) and it is worth it.

There are lots of ways to formulate your strategy. Here’s one of Alan Weiss’s that | find
useful for businesses and individuals (I will give examples of both — strategic thinking is
broad, and not limited to your immediate concrete situation).

Competitive | Distinctive | Breakthrough

Product
(Purchased
tangible)

Service
(Purchased
Intangible)

Relationship
(Non-purchased
Intangible)

The figure shows three kinds of value you can offer — product, service and relationship — and
three levels of competitiveness — just competitive, offering a distinctive advantage to
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customers (clients, employers) over the competition, and offering a breakthrough which
creates or redefines the whole game.

There’s a force of gravity that acts from right to left. A breakthrough product (e.g. Sony
Walkman in its time) drifts to being distinctive as competitors appear, then to just competitive
as new entrants stand on the innovator’s shoulders, and ultimately, of course, to
uncompetitive (in the Walkman’s case, with the arrival of the iPod).

Note that
o even to stand still at the competitive level, you have develop and improve.
o We assume you cannot achieve breakthrough competitiveness in all three interaction

categories simultaneously, since resources are always finite.

Here is a profile that might suit an R&D driven company such as 3M, or perhaps an individual
pursuing a career as an inventor.

Competitive | Distinctive | Breakthrough

Product *
(Purchased
tangible)

Service *
(Purchased
Intangible)

Relationship *
(Non-purchased
Intangible)

This strategy is clearly focused on bringing breakthrough products to the market. It is a clear
guide to allocating resources, without constraining the details. Consider what it takes to
deliver such a strategy — true breakthrough products are rare, and companies which pursue
them require huge investment and careful risk management (3M, Merck, Sony).

Most individuals are much more like one-person service businesses than R&D driven
corporations. What might be your best strategic profile? Here are some observations as you
consider it:

¢ Although you as an individual might not be in the business of selling products, it's easy to
make the case that extremely transactional or commodity services shares much with
tangible products — it’s also hard to see how you can achieve a competitive breakthrough
in this kind of ‘product’.

¢ Many businesses faced with strong competition for their products attempt to compensate
through higher levels of service. But service improvements, whether procedural or
technological, are easy to claim, and are usually straightforward to match for determined
competitors.

e |t's much easier, cheaper and safer to move from left to right in relationships than it is in
products or services.
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For many service businesses, including professional services, and many employees,
including professionals, you can make a strong argument for adopting the following profile.

Competitive | Distinctive | Breakthrough

Product *
(Purchased
tangible)

Service *
(Purchased
Intangible)

Relationship *
(Non-purchased
Intangible)

Furthermore, consider the great value of unique relationships between executives and
trusted business advisors:

1. Trustis higher, so

o Fee sensitivity is reduced

e Recovery rates are likely to be better

e The client is more likely to try you out in new areas

2. Because the relationship is between two individuals,

e It's hard to emulate — you achieve automatic differentiation
e You get early warning on upcoming work

o There’s a strong barrier to competition

On this basis, you might for example choose a strategic profile as follows:

a) Offer advice as good as anyone’s
b) Provide responsive service
c) Develop ‘Trusted advisor’ status in eyes of clients

d) Cultivate a client base one-to-one

BassClusker © Andrew Bass 2008. www.bassclusker.com. e: info@bassclusker.com t: 0121 427 7217



Section 3: Implementing your strategy: balancing commitment & risk

The Three Horizon model was developed by Baghai, Coley and White at McKinsey to talk
about corporate strategy — I've found that it can be borrowed to work extremely well in one-
to-one coaching situations.

Options

Medium

Projects

The diagram shows three time frames — short , medium and long — which must all be
managed in order to secure long-term growth. Each horizon requires to be handled
differently. In the short term, you need to efficiently run current business for profit. In the
medium term, the focus is on building up business(es) that will become the short term work
of the future — the emphasis is on investing in growth rather than immediate payoff. In the
long term, you are cultivating various options which may or may not turn out to be viable
business but represent flexibility beyond what you can currently predict.

It's crucial to grasp that the three horizons must be managed simultaneously. If you wait until
your in-tray is completely empty before you start cultivating new opportunities, you will never
start, and you have lost the strategic initiative.

Short In-tray —

Medium Projects

v

Long Options

v

Clearly the idea is to be strong on all three horizons. Here are some of the patterns which
can occur. As you look at these, it's a useful exercise to consider:

¢ Who do you know who you see (or have seen) in these configurations? What should be
their response?

e What would your future look like in each of these configurations? What should be your
response?
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A B
v v
7 /
* v
c D

Here are some possible interpretations:
o Als potentially complacent (“As long as | meet the bosses deadlines, it'll be ok”)

e B is much better off than A, but may be overly committed to one plan (BHAG) or be too
trusting that the future environment will continue much like the present (‘I just need to
make associate, then I'm sorted”).

¢ C,in the language of Baghai and colleagues, is losing the right to grow. They are more
excited about the future than the present and are neglecting their existing commitments
(“This place doesn’t appreciate me. As soon as | finish my MBA I'm off”).

o D is competent at their present responsibilities and has great ideas, but fails to bring
these ideas into fruiting. A classic corporate example is Xerox, who invented all the key
elements of the modern PC (windows, mice, pulldown menus etc) but left it to Apple to
bring them to market. Many managers are frustrated by ideas people who can’t turn their
ideas into reality. (“I've got loads of ideas if they’d just back me”)

The three horizons provides a useful mirror on your abilities to proceed strategically, but
don’t use it as a stick to beat yourself or others. Note that even three crosses need not be
fatal. The idea is to look for opportunities to improve, and to avoid complacency.
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An example

The following diagram draws together the elements | have been discussing to provide an
example strategic framework. The example is not a recommendation, but shows a simplified
example that might work well for a range of professionals who are, or soon expect to be,
directly involved in winning and serving clients.

Feel that make a valued contribution
Financial security
Good work-life balance

Time with friends
Intellectual stimulation
Low interpersonal friction ~ WHAT

Advice as good as anyone’s,

[ | Responsive service

[+ Trusted advisor status
Cultivate a client base one-to-one -

|/~ Short-term: concierge HOW
/ Medium-term: networking and _
v newsletter

Long-term options: in-house counsel
conference, angel investor seminar

Notice that the strategic level is designed to support the top-level values, and provide a
framework within which actual tactics can be chose.

Nine Keys to an Agile Career Strategy

1.

Don’t let your in-tray be the (sole) determinant of your trajectory. The contents of
your intray are based on your activities in the past. It is extremely unlikely to give you
reliable longer term steering information for the future. Conversely, a good sign that your
strategy is working may be that your in-tray is providing an increasingly fruitful set of
tasks for you to fulfil.

Beware of emulating superficial characteristics of ‘models of success’. Beyond the
fact that they can be entertaining and provide a transitory sugar high of inspiration, most
sports personalities and celebrities who speak at business events about team-work,
going for it etc are either offering advice so obvious as to be information-free (e.g. it takes
hard work and determination), or so misleading as to be positively dangerous (e.g. stick
to your dream no matter what).

Start with your long-term personal values. Any conscious, deliberate initiative aimed
at fulfilling something other than your long-term best interests is madness. That said, it's
a variety of madness that remains popular. One should not gloss over the question of
how to determine your best interests — they may not always be obvious — but you can
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always start with some obvious ones: health, good relationships, interesting work, and
fair recompense.

4. Your career is not the same thing as your business. Separate the two mentally.
Entrepreneurs who have successfully (i.e. profitably) exited their businesses will tell you
that they started to succeed when they started to think of the business as independent of
them. Contrast their fortunes with those poor malcontents who sell on condition that they
remain for a time as an employee and then find that business dips (especially if they
need to then hit targets for the new boss in order to unlock part of the sale price).

5. Short, medium and long term objectives all require action NOW. If you wait until the
decks are clear — until your in-tray is empty — you will never make progress towards the
medium and longer term horizons. As far as | can tell, this is an unavoidable fact.

6. Be prepared to let go of a plan and move (quite a long way) sideways. Earlier |
discussed the example of my University friend who resigned his RAF commission and
eventually found his niche running a successful scuba diving business. Christian Horner,
Red Bull F1 chief presents another, slightly different example: he was a contender in
British F3 in the early 1990s, but he knew that he was not quite good enough to make it
as a Grand Prix driver, however hard he tried. He shifted into management, and now runs
one of the best-funded teams in the business, and still enjoys race driving when he has
time.

7. Be ready to jump on opportunities that might not look quite how you expected.
One of the big dangers of over-planning is that an opportunity presents itself which is a
wonderful fit with your values, but doesn't fit the plan, so it goes unrecognised,
unacknowledged and/or unexploited. Remember the guy who was offered the role of lead
guitarist in the rock band KISS but turned it down because he didn’t like the idea of being
anonymous hidden behind the make-up. On the other hand, consider the doctor (actually
a Dr Bass, but no relation) who, in the early 1970s, read in the newspaper that an
England striker on tour in South America had had to be airlifted hundreds of miles after
an injury. He wrote to the FA to say he was surprised that the team didn’t travel with a
doctor. They replied that if he was so clever why didn’t he do it? He ended up being
offered, and accepting, the newly created job.

8. Manage the horizons:

e How much of your present horizon, routine work can you automate, systematise,
delegate, sub-contract or even drop?

e Make sure you are taking forward medium term plans and career-building activities
each month: networking, marketing, speaking, skill-building, team-building.

e Get diverse inputs to sow the seeds for long term agility.
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9. Learn to use advisors well. Use mentors, coaches and advisors. They can be
invaluable for making sure you are managing all three horizons — minimally because they
ask you periodically to account for yourself, and maximally because good ones will trigger
invaluable insights or give you courage to have a go.

Final thought: The Captain of your own ship

While we may not be complete masters of our own destinies, we can each be the captain of
our own ship. We can’t control the tides, or predict the weather very well, but we can run a
tight ship, train a disciplined and loyal crew, set our course and adapt to changing conditions,
and pursue new opportunities far beyond what the curvature of the earth will let us see.

It might be easy at times to ply the same old routes, or leave the ship on autopilot, but
sometimes doing the same old thing is not only unsatisfying, it is actually a lot riskier than
plotting your own course.

What next?

Individuals: Contact Andy Bass if you want to formulate and implement your own, ambitious
personal career strategy.

Businesses: Are your people development programmes aligned with your succession
planning, talent retention needs, and the requirements of your strategy? Often the answer is
no. If that’s true in your case, what is the lost opportunity? Again, contact us for a discussion
about how to realign your people and your overall business objectives.

Further resources, including
free articles and Pragmatics Newsletter,
at www.bassclusker.com.

For more information, Contact Andy Bass:

Tel: 00 44 (0)121 427 7217
Email: andrew@bassclusker.com
Web: htto://www.bassclusker.com

Andrew Bass, Ph.D. BassClusker Consulting Ltd, 15 Kings Rd, Sutton Coldfield, B73 5AB
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