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What will the future bring?

Known 
Unknowns

“Risk”

Unknown 
Unknowns

“Uncertainty”



3

Known Unknowns Unknown Unknowns

Accidents
Fire & theft

Bad weather
Currency risk

Supplier default
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What is the plan for your business?

Time

Opportunity

Sensitivity analysis 
+/- 10%
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How things work out in practice

Time

Opportunity

Source: Don Sull, Strategy as Active Waiting, Harvard Business Review

Shocks: “Sudden Death Threats”

Golden Opportunities

So how should we prepare for this reality?
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Choosing the right metaphor

Agility

Resilience
The capacity of a system to 
absorb disturbance and still 

retain its basic function, 
structure, and feedback systems

The ability to move 
quickly and easily
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Resilience in the banking crisis

Dow Jones 
Index         

2005 - 2014

Broker-Dealers Bank Holding Companies
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Types of resilience

Operational Resilience
Ability to keep core operations going

Supply of products and services, financing of business 

Strategic Resilience
Capacity of organisation to monitor and respond to 
changes in context, and stay relevant to customers

Personal Resilience
Capacity of individual employees and leaders to 
withstand difficult circumstances for long periods 



Coping with the     
“fog of the future”

Strategic resilience: Two mindsets on strategy

Developing and executing a 
detailed strategic plan



Coping with the fog of the future: #1 Active Waiting

oBuild financial strength

oRun a tight ship

oBe ready to move quickly

oVision can be fuzzy, but 
priorities need to be clear

Source: Don Sull, Strategy as Active Waiting, Harvard Business Review, 2005. 
Case study: Brahma versus Antarctica, Don Sull, London Business School.



Coping with the fog of the future: #2 Scenario Planning

Inside the Story of How H-E-B Planned for the Pandemic. Texas 
Monthly. Dan Solomon and Paul Forbes, March 26th 2020



Coping with the fog of the future: #3 Real Options

Image created by Jake Nielson, Story of Kodak: How They Could Have Saved The Business. Ignition Framework. August 22, 2014
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Types of resilience

Operational Resilience
Ability to keep core operations going

Supply of products and services, financing of business 

Strategic Resilience
Capacity of organisation to monitor and respond to 
changes in context, and stay relevant to customers

Personal Resilience
Capacity of individual employees and leaders to 
withstand difficult circumstances for long periods 
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Four organising principles to build resilience

Profitability Meaning

Bureaucracy Emergence

Traditional Alternative 

Formalisation

Efficiency

Personalisation

Reliability
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From Bureaucracy to Emergence

Bureaucracy creates rigid,   

internally-focused procedures

Emergent structures are more fluid: 

they enable resources to be 

reallocated more quickly
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“A lot of you are going to have to make decisions above your level. Make the best 
decision that you can with the information that's available to you at the time, and, 

above all, do the right thing”. Lee Scott, CEO, Wal-Mart
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Crisis management: Getting the right balance

1. Rapid initial 
response from those 

closest to the problem

2. Top-down authority 
for mobilising a 
joined-up effort
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From Formalisation to Personalisation

An emphasis on formal procedures 
de-personalises work and leads 

people to lose sight of the big picture

An emphasis on individual 
accountability means decisions are 
made by the person closest to the 

action
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“The risk governance failings of the 
banks resulted from an over-reliance 
on low-level risk decisions in siloed 

businesses, product lines, and trading 
desks that ignored how these 

exposures contributed to a firm’s 
overall risk profile”.
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Building High Reliability Organisations

Karl Weick              Kathleen Sutcliffe
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Checklists - a blended approach
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From Efficiency to Reliability

Efficiency means taking out buffers and 

slack resources to keep costs low

Reliability means building in 

redundancy and slack so that the 

system can withstand failure
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The lean / quality movement

Taiichi Ohno and the Toyota Production System
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When a lean supply chain breaks down
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What does reliability look like in practice?
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From Profitability to Meaning

One view of human nature is people are 
motivated by extrinsic drivers, primarily 

financial rewards

An alternative view of human nature is 
people are motivated by intrinsic 

drivers, such as concern for others, for 
society, and for the planet
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Two schools of thought on corporate objectives

“We must continuously 
achieve superior financial and 

operating results while 
simultaneously adhering to 

high ethical standards.”
“To improve the quality of life 

for the communities we serve.”
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What are the attributes of personal resilience?

The Stockdale Paradox

“You must never confuse faith that you will prevail in the end — which you can 
never afford to lose — with the discipline to confront the most brutal facts of 
your current reality, whatever they might be.”

Realism 

Optimism

Source: Jim Collins, Good to Great
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“Everything can be taken 
from a man but one thing: 

the last of the human 
freedoms—to choose 

one’s attitude in any given 
set of circumstances, to 
choose one’s own way.”

29

Meaning at the individual level
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Horizon one: Now to Summer 2020

(a) Make sure operational resilience is as effective as possible 
(b) Help colleagues with their personal resilience

Horizon two: Summer 2020- Summer 2021

(a) Work on your strategic resilience 
• Embed personal and decentralised responsibility
• Invest in reliability, duplicate and local sourcing
• Develop a pragmatic/realistic point of view on the future
(b) Invest in individual resilience across the whole organisation

Where to prioritise?


