PAGE  
1

Global Strategy: 

First, Sharpen Strategic Minds; Then Look EAST.
Dr FOO Check Teck
Honorary Professor, 

fc30@st-andrews.ac.uk
University of St Andrews,

SCOTLAND

Associate Professor, 

mctfoo@ntu.edu.sg
School of Mechanics & Aerospace,

Nanyang Technological University, 

SINGAPORE

Paper presented at 2005, PANASONIC GLOBAL STRATEGY CONFERENCE

Keywords: Art of war, strategic thinking, strategic mind

Quoting a parable: 

             The Emperor somewhat angry asks Bodhidarma, 

                      "Now, who do you think you are?" 

             Bodhidarma nonchalantly answered, 

                       "I have not the faintest idea".

Organizational Mind Sharpening
Nobody argues with me when I point out, "The world is becoming so competitive". But every now and then someone may look perplexed and more often than not, responsible for organizational training and he or she will be asking me:

"How does one develop the minds of our executives, 

 so they may think sharply on competitive strategy?" 

As author of two globally renowned works, Organizing Strategy: Sun Tzu Business Warcraft and Reminiscences of an Ancient Strategist: Mind of Sun Tzu I am expected to know. My reply was then, "As yet, I have no idea".
Mind and You 

I am reminded of how Bodhidharma replied when he was asked by the Emperor of China, “Who are you?” His reply was a nonchalant: “Not the faintest idea!” Do you all know who you are? 

I know you are all staff of PANASONIC. 

Truly, we do not know who we really are!

But we all have Minds – and for many of us:

“Your mind is You – so in sharpening any person’s mind is in improving our innate skills. And how PANASONIC respond to external environmental challenges is precisely how YOU or rather YOUR MINDS – collectively as the staff of PANASONIC think, respond.”

How fast and sharply accurate your Mind respond is as critical.

So how, can you sharpen YOUR MIND for PANASONIC.
Tools for Sharpening 

Now, after so many series of experimenting I am beginning to see some light, a small circling light. One gets brighter and brighter as I begin to apply these tools in practice. 

Interestingly, edges of swords when not put to use or being used repeatedly and for too long often end up with their edges dulled. 
Perhaps, the minds of executives too - and especially when they had been told to just plod along - are dulled. 
Now to sharpen a knife, you require tools, at least a hard stone to grind the knife against. The approach taken is metaphorically the equivalent of sharpening the sharp end of the blade. 

STORY OF HOW I GOT THE TOOLS

First, I had to remodel the 2,500 years old art of war. 

The exquisite beauty of the sharp blade in the art of war thinking remains buried when the ideas are bounded up in the format of a book. 
Now when Sun Tzu was mapping the mind of the strategist, he was crafting on slips of bamboo. 
I decided to translate the art of war thinking into 154 cards.

Technically, I tried to devote one central thought of Sun Tzu on art of war into one card. 
So a pack of cards on art of war are just like the edges of the blade.

Second, I had to find the "hard-stone" for sharpening.

The idea is for the executive to sharpen his competitive edge by having penetrating insights into a situation. That is he is able to "see" immediately the relevance of an underlying strategy. 
How? 
An evolving scenario triggers in his mind the application of a "stratagem" or strategic idea. The action the executive takes, he puts out the card. 
My favorite is in selecting military campaigns from the Second World War. In particular, I favor the Hitler's Russian campaign as the "hard stone" for sharpening strategic minds. 
These tools enable me to begin my experimentation, one that is reflected in Figure (1): Mind Sharpening.
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                                            Figure ( ): Mind Sharpening
I shall now share the results of my series of experiments.

Organization manual: art of war embedded
One discovery I made was the importance of getting executives to hand-make their own idea-cards. 
Why? 
This fosters a more intimate sense of psychological ownership of the ideas. 
Just like the German engineer in Duisburg who preferred to handcraft his own furniture than to buy from the stores. 
These concepts become YOUR own ideas. 

The other purpose is to create a setting for learning the concepts subliminally. 
I repeat SUBLIMINALLY.

That is some of the ideas are absorbed by the minds of the executives and most critically and Unconsciously absorbing whilst doing, without having them being consciously filtered through. 
The other benefit of using cards versus relying on a book is obvious - letting executives to play FLEXIBLY with the idea-cards.  This PLAY with CARDS as IDEAS is to stimulate Creativity in applying Strategy.
Ideally, these fundamental concepts and ideas of SUN TZU then become in turn the seeds for the creation of an organization manual on the art of war. 
In other words to complete the learning cycle, the executives should pull together their insights and put together an industry-relevant and organization-specific manual.  These learning advantages are summarized in Figure (2): Organization Manual.
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                                      Insert Figure: Organization Manual
WAR DOCUMENTARY FOR INTERACTIVENESS
2,500 years ago Confucius had made it plain that a picture is worth a thousand words. In our fast moving, real-time and highly visual age, we should be using moving pictures or images in our training. 
Modern technology with orbiting satellites now enables audience worldwide to follow global events visually, on as-it-happens basis. With such technology it becomes more realistic in developing and especially sharpening the strategic thinking of executives by exposing them to war documentaries. 

My personal choice is to use a Western example, the Hitler's campaign against Russia as the first war documentary. Simultaneously as the executives are reviewing the war documentary, they are expected to be singling out art of war idea-cards that are immediately relevant. 

The test is for the executive to sharpen the ability of the executive in sensing - seeing, thinking and acting - strategy. So the war documentary in the mind of the executive is a simulation of real world events as they are occurring. After the war documentary had been shown, the executives are expected to draft within half-an-hour a brief on strategy. 

This learning experience is rehearsed again the next day. 
This time my preference is to expose the executives to another more recent scenario, like the Middle East Conflict – Israel versus Egypt. 
Given the learning curve effect, the brief on strategy that is presented tends to reflect a sharpening in the strategic perceptions of the executives.  
Major ideas are "bulleted" in Figure: Why war documentary?
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               Figure: Why war documentary?

EMBEDDING ART OF WAR IN MINDS
Overall the pedagogical design is aimed towards embedding the art of war (all 13 chapters) into the minds of executives. This embedding process is implied by the arrow, one illustrated in Figure: Sharpening by Embedding the Mind. 
Whilst the program may begin with the typical lecture as providing an overview of the art of war, there is a post-lecture innovation. 
It is in emphasizing an uninterrupted, almost meditative flow of concepts rendered rhythmically and where possible, even poetically to the minds of the executives.
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Insert Figure: Sharpening by Embedding the Mind
Soothing, but very soft instrumental and new age music is played in the background. This is to better facilitate a smooth flow of the art of war concepts to the minds of executives. 
If properly instituted, the busy executives are able to experience learning within a relaxed, meditative atmosphere. 

Another goal of the session is for the executives to regain his mental composure as he focuses on strategy. One should be in a deeply, calm state of mind when approaching strategy. 
That way the executive remains in touch with his inner, unconscious self when formulating strategy. My own belief is for good ideas on strategy to originate from the unconscious. 
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