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“Finally, a book that strips away the jargon, dispels the myths, and dis-
penses with endless hours of consultant-led meetings. It’s like having a 
secret strategy weapon. With characteristic wit and intelligence, Malham 
tells us where most strategic planning processes go wrong—and how we 
can get it right. A must for anyone searching for a clear path to a winning 
strategy.”

—Steve Edwards, deputy director of programming, 
University of Chicago’s Institute of Politics

“A smart, entertaining, and interesting read. I’d recommend it to any-
body, in any fi eld, who wants to know the elements of strategy and how 
to apply them.”

—Greg Parsons, vice president, Herman Miller
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MATTER TITLEFOREWORD

You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you 
think it means.

—Th e Princess Bride (1987)

Strategy is not like love.

It isn’t ethereal, subjective, or hard to defi ne.

It is concrete, specifi c, and was defi ned in approximately the same way 
for centuries across virtually all cultures. Th en, somehow, it got fuzzy. 
And now, far too often, it has come to mean a whole host of things that 
aren’t strategy.

I have no idea how this happened. But this matters a lot.

Generally, it matters because defi nitions matter. In constructing build-
ings, crossbeams are crossbeams and aren’t fl oorboards or drywall. In 
performing surgery, scalpels are scalpels and aren’t sponges or forceps.
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Specifi cally, it matters because Howell and I depend on it to do our jobs. 
As founders of Insight Labs—think of it as research and development 
for social change—we design new models for saving the world. But we 
don’t always build out those models ourselves; sometimes, we turn over 
our designs to other people who don’t really understand what strategy is, 
much less how to use strategy to realize big ideas.

So we give them designs and they produce far, far less than they could.

Th is book is Howell’s remarkable eff ort to fi x production. It was born 
of yet another meeting with corporate executives spouting verbiage and 
off ering suggestions they thought were strategy but sadly weren’t. His 
response that day was the fi rst draft of this wonderful book.

Believe me—nothing beats Howell delivering this lesson in person. But 
this book comes damn close. Enjoy and, in the event we collaborate 
down the road, please pay attention.

—Jeff  Leitner, founder and dean, Insight Labs 
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Strategy.
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It’s an interesting word, isn’t it?
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If you say it over and over, it starts to sound really strange.

(Try it.)

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. 

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy.

 Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. 

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. 

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. 

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Strategy.

Strategy. Strategy. Strategy. Stra . . . Strate . . . Str . . .
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It’s a military term derived from the Greek word  (stratēgia) 
meaning “generalship” or “the art of the general.”
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Sun Tzu—the great Chinese general who authored Th e Art of War more 
than two thousand years ago—gave a great deal of thought to strategy.
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He said, “All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but 
what none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.”

If you can’t see something, does it exist?

— Yes. I can’t see my rubber ball 

because it is behind our sofa. 

It still exists. It’s just hidden by 

the sofa. Gosh, I love that ball.

Can you love something even if you 

can’t see it?

—Yes. I love my rubber ball, even 

though I can’t see it right now.

What if the ball didn’t really exist? Would you still love it?

—If something doesn’t exist, why even 

bother talking about it?

Good point! Will you give the keynote at the 

Atheist Alliance dinner?

 —No.
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Carl von Clausewitz thought a lot about it, too.
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He was a Prussian military strategist who fought against Napoleon 
Bonaparte I, emperor of the French.

In his famous book, On War, Clausewitz defi ned strategy as “the use of 
engagements for the object of war.”

There he is, Gary! It’s Napoleon! 

He’s attacking!

     —No he’s not, Larry! He’s 

     retreating!

Which is it??

 —I don’t know!

Wow. He IS good.
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Th ese days, you hear the word strategy in business. You hear it a lot.

We need a strategy, Gary!

Strategy, strategy, strategy

Strategy, strategy, strategy

Strateg, strat . . . , stra . . .
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Problem is, most people in business don’t know what it means.

Listen to me, Gary.

     —Why should I listen to you?

I have an MBA, Gary.

              —What does that mean?

It’s proof that I paid for a degree to learn about 

stuff that will help me build a company for the 

last century.

      —Oh. Well, wouldn’t you rather 

use your mind to create new 

knowledge? That’s more 

important than learning.

That sounds too hard. I’d rather examine your EBITDA.

         —I should probably let my 

doctor do that.

You’re right. Where is your EBITDA located, anyway?

         —My upper or lower EBITDA?

Never mind.
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Most people confuse a strategy with a tactic. Th at’s a very common mistake.

Okay, Gary, here’s the strategy. Now, listen up: 

We’re going to blast people with billions of emails! 

Emails with LINKS! Lots and lots of 

embedded LINKS! You got me?

 —Okay. What are we emailing them?

It doesn’t matter! Just email them! 

And make sure you include links.

Lots and lots of links!

 —You live a confusing life.
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A single tactic is not a strategy.

People who believe that are confused.

My father would encourage all of us to “pray for them.”

    And please, PLEASE help Larry understand that a 

strategy is not a tactic, Amen. . . .
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Some think strategy is a tool. Th at’s another mistake.

 Listen to me, Gary.

 I’ve got a strategy.

 It’s an app!

 For a smart phone!

     —Great! What does it do?

 Gary?

     —What?

 Will you do me a favor?

     —What favor?

  Will you stop answering 

questions with questions?

     — I will if YOU stop asking ME 

questions that YOU don’t 

want answered.

Fine.
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Th ey’re confused, too.
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Or they never had an opportunity to learn about strategy.
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Or they’re just lazy.
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We pray for them as well.
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(We pray they go away.)
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Others think strategy is visual design.

  Okay, Gary. Here’s the web strategy:

  Make the BUY button REALLY big.

  I mean REALLY big. I’m talking a great 

  big BUY button. Bigger than the actual page!

  And change the copy to “BUY NOW.” And add an 

  exclamation mark! No! On second thought, spell out 

  the exclamation mark! Are you with me? 

  Are you with me, Gary?

—?
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Th ose people are very creative.

And have a really good eye.

And may very well understand the principles of design.
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But graphic design alone is not a strategy.

   —What will compel people to visit our 

website in the first place, Larry?

   And what’s going to make them come 

back to our site over and over?

   What’s going to make them trust and 

believe in our site? How do we win their allegiance AND 

devotion FOREVER?

  Huh, Larry?

A big, personalized “BUY NOW” button! 

That’s how! AND they’ll get to choose 

their OWN colors for the button, too!

They love that!
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Here’s the simplest way to defi ne strategy:

A planned, doable sequence of actions designed to achieve a distinct, 
measurable goal.

  Hmmm. Is a strategy a strategy if 

you don’t have the power to execute it?

             —I don’t think so.

  What is it, then?

            —A fairy tale.

  What’s a fairy tale?

               —An implausible dream.

  What makes it implausible?

      — An ending that has absolutely no relationship 

to reality.

Oh. I prefer happy endings.

         — Then you should stick to American 

cinema.
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Th at’s it.
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Pretty simple, really. (But simple isn’t easy.)


