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INTRODUCTION

OVERWHELMING
OBSTACLES
In 1805, England had a problem. Napoléon had conquered big chunks
of Europe and planned the invasion of England. But to cross the Channel, he needed to wrest control of the sea away from the English. Off
the southwest coast of Spain, the French and Spanish combined fleet
of thirty-three ships met the smaller British fleet of twenty-seven ships.
The well-developed tactics of the day were for the two opposing fleets
to each stay in line, firing broadsides at each other. But British admiral
Lord Nelson had a strategic insight. He broke the British fleet into two
columns and drove them at the Franco-Spanish fleet, hitting their line
perpendicularly. The lead British ships took a great risk, but Nelson
judged that the less-trained Franco-Spanish gunners would not be able
to compensate for the heavy swell that day. At the end of the Battle
of Trafalgar, the French and Spanish lost twenty-two ships, two-thirds
of their fleet. The British lost none. Nelson was mortally wounded,
becoming, in death, Britain’s greatest naval hero. Britain’s naval dominance was ensured and remained unsurpassed for a century and a half.
Nelson’s challenge was that he was outnumbered. His strategy was to
risk his lead ships in order to break the coherence of his enemy’s fleet.
With coherence lost, he judged, the more experienced English captains
would come out on top in the ensuing melee. Good strategy almost
always looks this simple and obvious and does not take a thick deck
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of PowerPoint slides to explain. It does not pop out of some “strategic
management” tool, matrix, chart, triangle, or fill-in-the-blanks scheme.
Instead, a talented leader identifies the one or two critical issues in
the situation—the pivot points that can multiply the effectiveness of
effort—and then focuses and concentrates action and resources on
them.
Despite the roar of voices wanting to equate strategy with ambition,
leadership, “vision,” planning, or the economic logic of competition,
strategy is none of these. The core of strategy work is always the same:
discovering the critical factors in a situation and designing a way of coordinating and focusing actions to deal with those factors.
A leader’s most important responsibility is identifying the biggest
challenges to forward progress and devising a coherent approach to
overcoming them. In contexts ranging from corporate direction to national security, strategy matters. Yet we have become so accustomed to
strategy as exhortation that we hardly blink an eye when a leader spouts
slogans and announces high-sounding goals, calling the mixture a “strategy.” Here are four examples of this syndrome.
• The event was a “strategy retreat.” The CEO had modeled it on
a similar event at British Airways he had attended several years
before. About two hundred upper-level managers from around
the world gathered in a hotel ballroom where top management
presented a vision for the future: to be the most respected and
successful company in their field. There was a specially produced
motion picture featuring the firm’s products and services being
used in colorful settings around the world. There was an address
by the CEO accompanied by dramatic music to highlight the
company’s “strategic” goals: global leadership, growth, and high
shareholder return. There were breakouts into smaller groups to
allow discussion and buy-in. There was a colorful release of balloons. There was everything but strategy. As an invited guest, I was
disappointed but not surprised.
• A specialist in bonds, Lehman Brothers had been a pioneer in the
new wave of mortgage-backed securities that buoyed Wall Street
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in the 2002–6 period. By 2006, signs of strain were appearing:
U.S. home sales had peaked in mid-2005, and home price appreciation had stopped. A small increase in the Fed’s interest rate
had triggered an increase in foreclosures. Lehman CEO Richard
Fuld’s response, formalized in 2006, was a “strategy” of continuing
to gain market share by growing faster than the rest of the industry.
In the language of Wall Street, Lehman would do this by increasing its “risk appetite.” That is, it would take on the deals its competitors were rejecting. Operating with only 3 percent equity, and
much of its debt supplied on a very short-term basis, this policy
should have been accompanied by clever ways of mitigating the
increased risk. A good strategy recognizes the nature of the challenge and offers a way of surmounting it. Simply being ambitious
is not a strategy. In 2008, Lehman Brothers ended its 158 years as
an investment bank with a crash that sent the global financial system into a tailspin. Here, the consequences of bad strategy were
disastrous for Lehman, the United States, and the world.
• In 2003, President George W. Bush authorized the U.S. military
to invade and conquer Iraq. The invasion went quickly. Once the
army-to-army fighting stopped, administration leaders had expected to oversee a rapid transition to a democratic civil society
in Iraq. Instead, as a violent insurgency gathered momentum, individual units of the U.S. military fell back on running “search
and destroy” missions out of secure bases—the same approach
that had failed so badly in Vietnam. There were numerous highsounding goals—freedom, democracy, reconstruction, security—
but no coherent strategy for dealing with the insurgency.
The change came in 2007. Having just written the Army/Marine
Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, General David Petraeus
was sent to Iraq, along with five additional brigades of troops. But
more than the extra soldiers, Petraeus was armed with an actual
strategy. His idea was that one could combat an insurgency as long
as the large preponderance of civilians supported a legitimate government. The trick was to shift the military’s focus from making
patrols to protecting the populace. A populace that was not in fear
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of insurgent retaliation would provide the information necessary
to isolate and combat the insurgent minority. This change, replacing amorphous goals with a true problem-solving strategy, made an
enormous difference in the results achieved.
• In November 2006, I attended a short conference about Web 2.0
businesses. The term “Web 2.0” purportedly referred to a new
approach to Web services, but none of the technologies involved
were really new. The term was actually a code word for Google,
MySpace, YouTube, Facebook, and various other new Web-based
businesses that had suddenly become very valuable. At lunch, I
found myself seated with seven other attendees at a round table.
Someone asked me what I do. I briefly explained that I was a
faculty member at UCLA where I taught and did research on
strategy—and that I was a consultant on the subject to a variety of
organizations.
The CEO of a Web-services company was sitting directly across
from me. He put down his fork and said, “Strategy is never quitting until you win.” I could not have disagreed more, but I was not
there to argue or lecture. “Winning is better than losing,” I said,
and the conversation turned to other matters.
The key insight driving this book is the hard-won lesson of a lifetime of experience at strategy work—as a consultant to organizations,
as a personal adviser, as a teacher, and as a researcher. A good strategy
does more than urge us forward toward a goal or vision. A good strategy
honestly acknowledges the challenges being faced and provides an approach to overcoming them. And the greater the challenge, the more
a good strategy focuses and coordinates efforts to achieve a powerful
competitive punch or problem-solving effect.
Unfortunately, good strategy is the exception, not the rule. And the
problem is growing. More and more organizational leaders say they have
a strategy, but they do not. Instead, they espouse what I call bad strategy. Bad strategy tends to skip over pesky details such as problems. It
ignores the power of choice and focus, trying instead to accommodate
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a multitude of conflicting demands and interests. Like a quarterback
whose only advice to teammates is “Let’s win,” bad strategy covers up
its failure to guide by embracing the language of broad goals, ambition,
vision, and values. Each of these elements is, of course, an important
part of human life. But, by themselves, they are not substitutes for the
hard work of strategy.
■

■

■

The gap between good strategy and the jumble of things people label
as “strategy” has grown over the years. In 1966, when I first began to
study business strategy, there were only three books on the subject and
no articles. Today, my personal library shelves are fat with books about
strategy. Consulting firms specialize in strategy, PhDs are granted in
strategy, and there are countless articles on the subject. But this plentitude has not brought clarity. Rather, the concept has been stretched to a
gauzy thinness as pundits attach it to everything from utopian visions to
rules for matching your tie with your shirt. To make matters worse, for
many people in business, education, and government, the word “strategy” has become a verbal tic. Business speech transformed marketing
into “marketing strategy,” data processing into “IT strategy,” and making
acquisitions into a “growth strategy.” Cut some prices and an observer
will say that you have a “low-price strategy.”
Further confusion is created by equating strategy with success or
with ambition. This was my problem with the Web-services CEO who
claimed “Strategy is never quitting until you win.” This sort of mishmash of pop culture, motivational slogans, and business buzz speak is,
unfortunately, increasingly common. It short-circuits real inventiveness
and fails to distinguish among different senior-level management tasks
and virtues. Strategy cannot be a useful concept if it is a synonym for
success. Nor can it be a useful tool if it is confused with ambition, determination, inspirational leadership, and innovation. Ambition is drive
and zeal to excel. Determination is commitment and grit. Innovation is
the discovery and engineering of new ways to do things. Inspirational
leadership motivates people to sacrifice for their own and the common
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good.1 And strategy, responsive to innovation and ambition, selects the
path, identifying how, why, and where leadership and determination are
to be applied.
A word that can mean anything has lost its bite. To give content to a
concept one has to draw lines, marking off what it denotes and what it
does not. To begin the journey toward clarity, it is helpful to recognize
that the words “strategy” and “strategic” are often sloppily used to mark
decisions made by the highest-level officials. For example, in business,
most mergers and acquisitions, investments in expensive new facilities,
negotiations with important suppliers and customers, and overall organizational design are normally considered to be “strategic.” However,
when you speak of “strategy,” you should not be simply marking the pay
grade of the decision maker. Rather, the term “strategy” should mean a
cohesive response to an important challenge. Unlike a stand-alone decision or a goal, a strategy is a coherent set of analyses, concepts, policies,
arguments, and actions that respond to a high-stakes challenge.
Many people assume that a strategy is a big-picture overall direction, divorced from any specific action. But defining strategy as broad
concepts, thereby leaving out action, creates a wide chasm between
“strategy” and “implementation.” If you accept this chasm, most strategy work becomes wheel spinning. Indeed, this is the most common
complaint about “strategy.” Echoing many others, one top executive told
me, “We have a sophisticated strategy process, but there is a huge problem of execution. We almost always fall short of the goals we set for
ourselves.” If you have followed my line of argument, you can see the
reason for this complaint. A good strategy includes a set of coherent actions. They are not “implementation” details; they are the punch in the
strategy. A strategy that fails to define a variety of plausible and feasible
immediate actions is missing a critical component.
Executives who complain about “execution” problems have usually
confused strategy with goal setting. When the “strategy” process is basically a game of setting performance goals—so much market share and
so much profit, so many students graduating high school, so many visitors to the museum—then there remains a yawning gap between these
ambitions and action. Strategy is about how an organization will move
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forward. Doing strategy is figuring out how to advance the organization’s
interests. Of course, a leader can set goals and delegate to others the
job of figuring out what to do. But that is not strategy. If that is how the
organization runs, let’s skip the spin and be honest—call it goal setting.
■

■

■

The purpose of this book is to wake you up to the dramatic differences
between good strategy and bad strategy and to give you a leg up toward
crafting good strategies.
A good strategy has an essential logical structure that I call the kernel.
The kernel of a strategy contains three elements: a diagnosis, a guiding
policy, and coherent action. The guiding policy specifies the approach
to dealing with the obstacles called out in the diagnosis. It is like a signpost, marking the direction forward but not defining the details of the
trip. Coherent actions are feasible coordinated policies, resource commitments, and actions designed to carry out the guiding policy.
Once you gain a facility with the structure and fundamentals of a
good strategy, you will develop the parallel ability to detect the presence of bad strategy. Just as you do not need to be a director to detect a
bad movie, you do not need economics, finance, or any other abstruse
special knowledge to distinguish between good and bad strategy. For example, looking at the U.S. government’s “strategy” for dealing with the
2008 financial crisis, you will see that essential elements are missing.
In particular, there was no official diagnosis of the underlying malady.
So, there can be no focus of resources and actions on a cure. There has
only been a shift of resources from the public to the banks. You do not
need a PhD in macroeconomics to make this judgment—it follows from
understanding the nature of good strategy itself.
Bad strategy is more than just the absence of good strategy. Bad strategy has a life and logic of its own, a false edifice built on mistaken foundations. Bad strategy may actively avoid analyzing obstacles because a
leader believes that negative thoughts get in the way. Leaders may create bad strategy by mistakenly treating strategy work as an exercise in
goal setting rather than problem solving. Or they may avoid hard choices
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because they do not wish to offend anyone—generating a bad strategy
that tries to cover all the bases rather than focus resources and actions.
The creeping spread of bad strategy affects us all. Heavy with goals
and slogans, the national government has become less and less able to
solve problems. Corporate boards sign off on strategic plans that are
little more than wishful thinking. Our education system is rich with
targets and standards, but poor in comprehending and countering the
sources of underperformance. The only remedy is for us to demand
more from those who lead. More than charisma and vision, we must
demand good strategy.
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PART 1
GOOD AND
BAD STRATEGY
The most basic idea of strategy is the application
of strength against weakness. Or, if you prefer,
strength applied to the most promising opportunity.
The standard modern treatment of strategy has expanded this idea into a rich discussion of potential
strengths, today called “advantages.” There are advantages due to being a first mover: scale, scope,
network effects, reputation, patents, brands, and
hundreds more. None of these are logically wrong,
and each can be important. Yet this whole midlevel
framework misses two huge incredibly important
sources of natural strength:
1. Having a coherent strategy—one that coordinates
policies and actions. A good strategy doesn’t just
draw on existing strength; it creates strength
through the coherence of its design. Most organizations of any size don’t do this. Rather, they
pursue multiple objectives that are unconnected
with one another or, worse, that conflict with one
another.
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2. The creation of new strengths through subtle shifts
in viewpoint. An insightful reframing of a competitive situation can create whole new patterns
of advantage and weakness. The most powerful strategies arise from such game-changing
insights.

■

These two essential aspects of good strategy are
explored in chapter 1, “Good Strategy Is Unexpected,” and chapter 2, “Discovering Power.”
The leader of an organization lacking a good strategy may simply believe that strategy is unnecessary.
But more often the lack is due to the presence of
bad strategy. Like weeds crowding out the grass, bad
strategy crowds out good strategy. Leaders using bad
strategies have not just chosen the wrong goals or
made implementation errors. Rather, they have mistaken views about what strategy is and how it works.
Chapter 3, “Bad Strategy,” presents evidence for the
existence of bad strategy and explains its hallmarks.
Having marked the nature of good and bad strategy, chapter 4 answers the obvious question: “Why
So Much Bad Strategy?” Chapter 5, “The Kernel of
Good Strategy,” provides an analysis of the logical
structure of a good strategy—a structure that acts as
a guide on reasoning and a check against generating
bad strategy.
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CHAPTER ONE

GOOD STRATEGY
IS UNEXPECTED
The first natural advantage of good strategy arises because other organizations often don’t have one. And because they don’t expect you to have
one, either. A good strategy has coherence, coordinating actions, policies, and resources so as to accomplish an important end. Many organizations, most of the time, don’t have this. Instead, they have multiple
goals and initiatives that symbolize progress, but no coherent approach
to accomplishing that progress other than “spend more and try harder.”

APPLE
After the 1995 release of Microsoft’s Windows 95 multimedia operating
system, Apple Inc. fell into a death spiral. On February 5, 1996, BusinessWeek put Apple’s famous trademark on its cover to illustrate its lead
story: “The Fall of an American Icon.”
CEO Gil Amelio struggled to keep Apple alive in a world being rapidly
dominated by Windows-Intel-based PCs. He cut staff. He reorganized
the company’s many products into four groups: Macintosh, information
appliances, printers and peripherals, and “alternative platforms.” A new
Internet Services Group was added to the Operating Systems Group
and the Advanced Technology Group.
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Wired magazine carried an article titled “101 Ways to Save Apple.” It
included suggestions such as “Sell yourself to IBM or Motorola,” “Invest heavily in Newton technology,” and “Exploit your advantage in the
K–12 education market.” Wall Street analysts hoped for and urged a
deal with Sony or Hewlett-Packard.
By September 1997, Apple was two months from bankruptcy. Steve
Jobs, who had cofounded the company in 1976, agreed to return to
serve on a reconstructed board of directors and to be interim CEO.
Die-hard fans of the original Macintosh were overjoyed, but the general
business world was not expecting much.
Within a year, things changed radically at Apple. Although many observers had expected Jobs to rev up the development of advanced products, or engineer a deal with Sun, he did neither. What he did was both
obvious and, at the same time, unexpected. He shrunk Apple to a scale
and scope suitable to the reality of its being a niche producer in the
highly competitive personal computer business. He cut Apple back to a
core that could survive.
Steve Jobs talked Microsoft into investing $150 million in Apple, exploiting Bill Gates’s concerns about what a failed Apple would mean to
Microsoft’s struggle with the Department of Justice. Jobs cut all of the
desktop models—there were fifteen—back to one. He cut all portable
and handheld models back to one laptop. He completely cut out all
the printers and other peripherals. He cut development engineers. He
cut software development. He cut distributors and cut out five of the
company’s six national retailers. He cut out virtually all manufacturing,
moving it offshore to Taiwan. With a simpler product line manufactured
in Asia, he cut inventory by more than 80 percent. A new Web store
sold Apple’s products directly to consumers, cutting out distributors and
dealers.
What is remarkable about Jobs’s turnaround strategy for Apple was
how much it was “Business 101” and yet how much of it was unanticipated. Of course you have to cut back and simplify to your core to climb
out of a financial nosedive. Of course he needed up-to-date versions of
Microsoft’s Office software to work on Apple’s computers. Of course
Dell’s model of Asian supply-chain manufacturing, short cycle times,
and negative working capital was the state of the art in the industry
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and deserved emulation. Of course he stopped the development of new
operating systems—he had just brought the industry’s best operating
system with him from NeXT.
The power of Jobs’s strategy came from directly tackling the fundamental problem with a focused and coordinated set of actions. He did
not announce ambitious revenue or profit goals; he did not indulge in
messianic visions of the future. And he did not just cut in a blind axwielding frenzy—he redesigned the whole business logic around a simplified product line sold through a limited set of outlets.
In May 1998, while trying to help strike a deal between Apple and
Telecom Italia, I had the chance to talk to Jobs about his approach to
turning Apple around. He explained both the substance and coherence
of his insight with a few sentences:
The product lineup was too complicated and the company was
bleeding cash. A friend of the family asked me which Apple computer she should buy. She couldn’t figure out the differences
among them and I couldn’t give her clear guidance, either. I was
appalled that there was no Apple consumer computer priced
under $2,000. We are replacing all of those desktop computers
with one, the Power Mac G3. We are dropping five of six national
retailers—meeting their demand has meant too many models at
too many price points and too much markup.
This kind of focused action is far from the norm in industry. Eighteen
months earlier, I had been involved in a large-scale study, sponsored
by Andersen Consulting, of strategies in the worldwide electronics
industry. Working in Europe, I carried out interviews with twenty-six
executives, all division managers or CEOs in the electronics and telecommunications sector. My interview plan was simple: I asked each executive to identify the leading competitor in their business. I asked how
that company had become the leader—evoking their private theories
about what works. And then I asked them what their own company’s
current strategy was.
These executives, by and large, had no trouble describing the strategy
of the leader in their sectors. The standard story was that some change
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in demand or technology had appeared—a “window of opportunity” had
opened—and the current leader had been the first one to leap through
that window and take advantage of it. Not necessarily the first mover,
but the first to get it right.
But when I asked about their own companies’ strategies, there was
a very different kind of response. Instead of pointing to the next window of opportunity, or even mentioning its possibility, I heard a lot of
look-busy doorknob polishing. They were making alliances, they were
doing 360-degree feedback, they were looking for foreign markets, they
were setting challenging strategic goals, they were moving software into
firmware, they were enabling Internet updates of firmware, and so on.
They had each told me the formula for success in the 1990s electronics
industry—take a good position quickly when a new window of opportunity opens—but none said that was their focus or even mentioned it as
part of their strategy.
Given that background, I was interested in what Steve Jobs might say
about the future of Apple. His survival strategy for Apple, for all its skill
and drama, was not going to propel Apple into the future. At that moment in time, Apple had less than 4 percent of the personal computer
market. The de facto standard was Windows-Intel and there seemed to
be no way for Apple to do more than just hang on to a tiny niche.
In the summer of 1998, I got an opportunity to talk with Jobs again.
I said, “Steve, this turnaround at Apple has been impressive. But everything we know about the PC business says that Apple cannot really
push beyond a small niche position. The network effects are just too
strong to upset the Wintel standard. So what are you trying to do in the
longer term? What is the strategy?”
He did not attack my argument. He didn’t agree with it, either. He
just smiled and said, “I am going to wait for the next big thing.”
Jobs did not enunciate some simple-minded growth or market share
goal. He did not pretend that pushing on various levers would somehow
magically restore Apple to market leadership in personal computers. Instead, he was actually focused on the sources of and barriers to success
in his industry—recognizing the next window of opportunity, the next
set of forces he could harness to his advantage, and then having the
quickness and cleverness to pounce on it quickly like a perfect preda-
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tor. There was no pretense that such windows opened every year or that
one could force them open with incentives or management tricks. He
knew how it worked. He had done it before with the Apple II and the
Macintosh and then with Pixar. He had tried to force it with NeXT, and
that had not gone well. It would be two years before he would make that
leap again with the iPod and then online music. And, after that, with
the iPhone.
Steve Jobs’s answer that day—“to wait for the next big thing”—is not
a general formula for success. But it was a wise approach to Apple’s
situation at that moment, in that industry, with so many new technologies seemingly just around the corner.

DESERT STORM
One example of surprise at the existence of a strategy occurred at the
end of the first Gulf War in 1991. People were surprised to discover
that U.S. commanders actually had a focused strategy for defeating the
entrenched Iraqi invaders.
On August 2, 1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait. Led by elite troops making
airborne and amphibious landings, and four divisions of the Republican
Guard, 150,000 Iraqi soldiers rolled into and occupied Kuwait. It is
probable that Saddam Hussein’s primary motive for the invasion was financial. The eight-year war he had started by invading Iran in 1980 had
left his regime with massive debts to Kuwait and other Gulf states. By
taking Kuwait and declaring it the nineteenth province of Iraq, Saddam
would cancel his debts to that country and be able to use its massive oil
income to repay his debts to other nations.
Five months later, a thirty-three-nation coalition organized by U.S.
president George H. W. Bush was carrying out air strikes against Iraqi
forces and rapidly building its ground forces. Iraq, in turn, had increased
its force in Kuwait to more than five hundred thousand. It was hoped
that air power alone might produce a resolution of the conflict, but if it
did not, a ground offensive would be necessary to reverse Iraq’s invasion
and occupation of Kuwait.
There was no real doubt that the coalition had the ability to throw
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back the Iraqis. But how costly would it be? In October 1990, the
French newspaper L’Express had estimated that retaking Kuwait would
take about a week and cost twenty thousand U.S. casualties. As Iraqi
forces swelled and built defensive positions, public discussion in the
press, on television, and in the halls of Congress began to evoke images of World War I trench combat. In Congress, Senator Bob Graham
(D-Florida) noted that “Iraq already has had five months to dig in and
to fortify and they have done so in a major way. Kuwait has fortifications
reminiscent of World War I.” In the same vein, the New York Times described a battalion of the Sixteenth Infantry as “the men who expect to
have the job of slogging it out in the trenches of Kuwait with their M-16
rifles and M-60 machine guns blazing.” Time magazine described the
Iraqi defenses this way:
In an area about the size of West Virginia the Iraqis have poured
540,000 of their million-man army and 4,000 of their 6,000 tanks,
along with thousands of other armored vehicles and artillery
pieces. . . . . Iraqi units are entrenched in their now traditional
triangular forts, formed of packed sand, with an infantry company
equipped with heavy machine guns holding each corner. Soldiers
are protected by portable concrete shelters or dugouts of sheet
metal and sand. Tanks are hull deep in the ground and bolstered
with sandbags. Artillery pieces are deployed at the apex of each
triangle, pre-aimed at “killing zones” created by flaming trenches
and minefields.1
On the eve of the ground assault, the Los Angeles Times reminded its
readers that “Iraqi troops along the front lines are well dug in, and assaulting such fortified positions is always a risky business. The debacles
at Cold Harbor, the Somme and Gallipoli are grim reminders of the
price of failure. Even success, as at Tarawa, Okinawa or Hamburger
Hill, can come at a terrible price.”2
What these commentators did not predict was that General Norman
Schwarzkopf, commander in chief of U.S. Central Command, had a
strategy for the ground war, a strategy he had developed back in early
October.
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The original plan generated by his staff, a direct attack into Kuwait,
was estimated to cost 2,000 dead and 8,000 wounded. Schwarzkopf
rejected this approach in favor of a two-pronged plan. Air attacks would
be used to reduce the Iraqi capabilities by 50 percent. Then he planned
a massive secret “left hook.” While the world’s attention was focused on
CNN’s 24/7 coverage of troops just south of Kuwait, the coalition would
secretly shift a force of 250,000 soldiers well west of Kuwait and then
have them move north into positions in the empty desert of southern
Iraq. When the ground war began, this force would continue north and
then turn east, completing the “left hook,” and slamming into the flank
of the Iraqi Republican Guard. Attacks aimed northward into Kuwait
itself were to be minor. The U.S. Marines ground forces were ordered
to move slowly northward into Kuwait, a ploy to entice the entrenched
Iraqis southward and out of their fortifications, where they would be hit
from the side by part of the massive left hook. The sea-based marines
would not land, their floating presence being a diversion.
Schwarzkopf ’s combined-arms left-hook strategy was so successful
that the intense ground war lasted only one hundred hours. A month
of air bombardment had conditioned Iraqi troops to disperse and hide
their tanks and artillery, stay out of their vehicles, and keep motors off.
The swiftness and violence of the coalition ground assault, combining
tanks, infantry, attack helicopters, and bombers, was decisive. Republican Guard units fought bravely but were unable to maneuver or call in
reserves fast enough to respond to the speed and ferocity of the attack.
Finally, and perhaps most important, Saddam Hussein had ordered his
commanders not to use their chemical weapons. These artillery shells,
used to halt Iranian attacks during the Iran-Iraq War, would have caused
thousands of coalition casualties. Marine commanders had estimated
they would lose 20 to 30 percent of their force if chemical weapons
were used against them.3 But Saddam was deterred—postwar intelligence gleaned from the Russians revealed that he feared a U.S. nuclear
retaliation to such use.
Iraq fled Kuwait, much of its invading army destroyed.4 Coalition casualties were light—on the first day there were eight dead and twentyseven wounded. The coalition’s success with the combined-arms
left-hook strategy was so stark that pundits who were worried about

Rume_9780307886231_2p_all_r1.indd 17

3/17/11 11:46 AM

■

18

RICHARD P. RUMELT

trench warfare in February were, by March, opining that the coalition
had amassed more forces than it needed and that the outcome had been
a foregone conclusion.
Schwarzkopf revealed the ground-war strategy to the public in a
widely viewed press briefing. Most people who saw this briefing and the
map of the left hook were surprised and impressed. News commentators described the plan as “brilliant” and “secret.” Few had anticipated
this envelopment maneuver. But why hadn’t they? The Department of
the Army publishes field manuals fully describing its basic doctrines
and methods. FM 100-5, published in 1986, was titled Operations and
was described as “the Army’s keystone warfighting manual.” Part 2 of
FM 100-5 was dedicated to “Offensive Operations,” and on page 101
it described “envelopment” as the most important form of offensive
maneuver—the U.S. Army’s “Plan A.” The manual said:
Envelopment avoids the enemy’s front, where its forces are most
protected and his fires most easily concentrated. Instead, while
fixing the defender’s attention forward by supporting or diversionary attacks, the attacker maneuvers his main effort around or over
the enemy’s defenses to strike at his flanks and rear.
To illustrate this maneuver, FM 100-5 Operations offered this diagram on the facing page:
Given this vivid picture of an feint up the middle combined with a
powerful “left hook,” one must ask: “How could Schwarzkopf ’s use of
the primary offensive doctrine of the U.S. Army have been a surprise to
anyone?”
Some part of the answer lies in successful deception. Schwarzkopf
intended to make it appear that the main attack would be launched into
Kuwait from the sea and then overland directly into Iraqi defenses. This
was supported by an early visible amphibious raid on the Kuwaiti coast
and by actions to destroy Iraq’s navy. The press unwittingly helped in
this misdirection by reporting on the photogenic amphibious training,
the build-up of troops just south of Kuwait, and then by anguishing over
the prospect of World War I trench warfare.
But an essential element of the U.S. Army’s “Plan A”—envelopment—
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is the illusion of a direct attack coupled with a much more massive end
run. And, since “Plan A” was available to anyone with twenty-five dollars
to send to the U.S. Government Printing Office,5 it remains puzzling
as to why “Plan A” was a surprise—a surprise not only to Iraq but also
to talking-head military commentators on television and to most of the
U.S. Congress.
The best answer to this puzzle is that the real surprise was that such
a pure and focused strategy was actually implemented. Most complex
organizations spread rather than concentrate resources, acting to placate and pay off internal and external interests. Thus, we are surprised
when a complex organization, such as Apple or the U.S. Army, actually
focuses its actions. Not because of secrecy, but because good strategy
itself is unexpected.
In the case of Desert Storm, the focus was much more than an intellectual step. Schwarzkopf had to suppress the ambitions and desires of
the air force, marines, various army units, each coalition partner, and
the political leadership in Washington. For example, the U.S. Army’s
best light infantry—the Eighty-Second Airborne—was tasked with pro-
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viding support to French armor and infantry, an assignment its leadership protested. Eight thousand U.S. Marines waited on ships to land
on the beaches of Kuwait City, but did not. It was a diversion. Air force
commanders wanted to demonstrate the value of strategic bombing—
they believed that the war could be won by air attacks on Baghdad—
and had to be forced against strenuous protest to divert their resources
to fully support the land offensive. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney
wanted the mission accomplished with a smaller force and detailed an
alternative plan of attack. Prince Khalid, commanding the Saudi forces
in the coalition, insisted that King Fahd be involved in the planning,
but Schwarzkopf convinced President Bush to ensure that U.S. Central
Command retained control over strategy and planning.
■

■

■

Having conflicting goals, dedicating resources to unconnected targets,
and accommodating incompatible interests are the luxuries of the rich
and powerful, but they make for bad strategy. Despite this, most organizations will not create focused strategies. Instead, they will generate laundry lists of desirable outcomes and, at the same time, ignore
the need for genuine competence in coordinating and focusing their
resources. Good strategy requires leaders who are willing and able to
say no to a wide variety of actions and interests. Strategy is at least as
much about what an organization does not do as it is about what it does.
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