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Failed Strategy Is A Great Teacher….What Can 
We Learn? 

By Austin Tenette, a Silver Fox Advisor 

lockbuster Video, Kodak, Circuit City and now Toys R Us …once great brands – Dead.  
Formerly titans of their respective industries, now sit atop the pile of failed companies.  

All of these companies had several things in common: 

• Established, not startup, once very successful 
• Strong brands 
• Continued success required “change” – they were 

stuck  
• Failed to accurately assess coming change 
• Failed to maintain relevance  

STAYING RELEVANT  

A strategic plan has been the weapon of choice, thousands of companies have used over the 
decades to “plan success”.  

OLD MODEL  

The classic strategic planning process lasts 16-weeks and is comprised of research and 
interviews to collectively exhaust analysis of customers, markets, competitors, and internal 
operations.  Deliverables included SWOT diagrams and all kinds of cool charts to demonstrate 
the strategy team’s brilliance and PowerPoint prowess.  

16 weeks is too long, today.   

NEW MODEL  

The new model is largely in place in a DAY.  Yes, a day…If and only IF, you have the right 
people in the room.  Your industry and existing systems have SET 80% of the strategy.  A new 
great strategy is elegant, yet simple.  What we used to obtain in an exhaustive 16-week 
process, validating the original thesis of where the firm should be headed strategically, often 
creates unnecessary complexity re: implementation due to the volumes of information collected, 
some of which may be contradictory. 

4 HOUR STRATEGY SESSION  

Have you ever heard of the Four-Hour Strategy Session (4HSS)?   The concept, was developed 
by a colleague, Richard Weddle, serving Global 2000 companies like Disney, Intel, Ericsson, 
and hundreds of others, in response to clients’ needs for speed.  The value proposition of the 
4HSS is “60% of the value of a 16-week session, in about 98% less time”.   

HOW?  
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Apply Vilfrado Paretto's 80:20 rule to the 16-week key factors and loop, like software through 
the process until you compress the diamond values into the key drivers for the 4HSS.   

Then act on these, now.  Get some results in less than a week.  Is the new thing, even 
possible?  Is there ANY traction?  Is there tons of unknown value?  Do we understand the 
terrible unseen problems we will dig up?   To realize these key activities and results you first 
have to get the right people in the right room.  The C-Suite members and other key stakeholders 
are assembled in an off-site location to collect and discuss key insights about markets, 
customers, operations and finances.   And he who is at the front of the room better be able to 
drag the keys out of you and contextualize in a nano-second.  Critical to your success is that 
key outsider facilitator.  What Drucker called a monomaniac on a mission.  He/she has to be 
capable of asking tough questions to challenge the status quo.  The outsider is key.  He/she 
must politely but critically push back against all who unintentionally hijack these types of 
sessions due to their position, tenure, strong personality or stake.  We must uncover the 
diamonds and inflections and get this right or the death of the firm lies ahead at the hands of 
Amazon or some other unseen monster.   

So now, in about four hours, insights are captured.  Then, most importantly short action plans in 
partnership with customers are created to gather additional information, test hypotheses and 
create one of several experiments WITH customers.  Not in a lab.  Not in isolation.  With 
customers.  The actions are small and can be executed quickly.  The genius of these 
experiments are we get people “doing”, extracting them from “planning” and “re-planning” at the 
expense of execution.   Real results happen.  Some promising.  Some disasters.  The key is 
these are tiny projects, and although a ‘red light’ may be a disaster in an experiment pushing for 
huge momentum, it is basically nothing when ‘driving’.  We tap the brakes. Stop.  Wait for the 
green light.  Go.  But you now know a ton about that trip, route, street, cross traffic, timing, and 
safety.  We are making progress, not holding a meeting about a picture of a map that tells us 
how to get somewhere.  As Peter Drucker said, who is the customer what does the customer 
value and how do you get paid for delivering that value.  Brilliantly concise, almost nothing else 
matters in business.   

Planned successful strategic shifts typically come from small, rapidly executed projects that test 
the strategic hypotheses of the strategic direction efforts, and then iterate.  The Wright Brothers 
did hundreds of experiments while the large ‘aerospace industry’ of the day did a tiny number of 
lumbering experiments.  The Wrights were much more nimble and effective.  Small, quick, 
cheap efforts deliver the insights.  The right spot to dig for gold.  They create the success 
momentum for larger change initiatives based on success.  And you must do a lot of the most 
productive thing – failure.  Lots of it.  It is a sign of working to success. Thomas Watson, founder 
of IBM, opined "If you want to increase your success rate, double your failure rate."  Even 
small failures are terribly difficult for most corporate cultures. They are so constricted by bad 
culture that they lie all the time and avoid any potential big opportunity.     

Most of the small projects will fail to achieve the specific hypothesis/objectives, the rapid rate of 
failure will give rise to surprise discoveries and approaches that will succeed.  Think Edison and 
his 10,000 light bulb filament experiments.  Additionally, think of the hundreds of major products 
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from strange investigations and surprise results.  Business reviews will become true strategy 
reviews since participants will be armed with the results of the experiments the leadership team 
has been conducting.  Major value will come from both sides of the business ‘house’ – value 
creation = typically sales and product/service development – and from value protection – legal, 
HR, accounting, etc.  

Is the Four-Hour Strategy Session right for Every Situation?  

No – Just as the 16 weeks of analysis is overkill for most firms.  The 4HSS is a superior tool to 
deploy when: 

• You want to double profits 
•  Shifting markets  
•  Executives are not aligned to the company’s mission 
•  Experiencing financial challenges  
•  Lack of clarity and alignment around key priorities  
•  Culture lacks decisive action and accountability  
•  Desire to take informed, quick actions  

The genius of the 4HSS is “value”, but people see it as “speed”.  That is fair.  A firm goes from 
issue identification to action in a week.  Time to value changes radically.  In the time it takes to 
gather the base information for a traditional strategy process, 4HSS practitioners would have 
completed several iterated strategy execution cycles, completing multiple versions going from 
ugly cheap little prototypes to industrial engineered and production ready products in test 
markets and nuancing tiny final changes.  What would take a large organization five years is 
now ready for market in 90 days, like a startup. 

Recap 

Firms do not lose relevance to their customers overnight.  They also cannot flip the switch to 
immediately create a successful, new business models.  Traditional models of strategy 
development and execution no longer serve the vast majority of high-growth firms.  An 
improving or entrepreneurial firm, who must rapidly adapt to its ever-evolving ecosystem has to 
find a way to quickly, nimbly, and stealthily deal with stepping stones of failure that lead to 
success.  Few leaders have the courage to say, they failed.   New, more nimble approaches 
must be deployed to mine insights and execute to find fields of diamonds in the customer world.  
This is required or they will be left behind.  The traditional strategy process, is more of a budget 
alignment process, although appropriate for some firms.  Enterprises who desire to stay relevant 
must carve out time for a hard, muscular, quick and nimble approach provided by the 4HSS to 
get teams executing faster, while injecting a little catalytic chaos into the organization, focused 
on the eventual capture of the markets’ new opportunities – from what will also be a bit of a 
shock, technology or innovation push rather than easy market pull.   
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