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Overview 

laying to in was written by a former EO and
business school dean named Lafley Martin to break 
down and redefine the essence of strategy as the 
modern business world knows it. With new small 
businesses opening every day due to the rapidly 
growing digital market, it is crucial for an entrepreneur 
to understand what strategy is and is not. Lafley Martin 
explains how the general perception of strategy has 
been reduced to having aspirations. Yet strategy is 
really the assessment and process behind making hard 
choices. These need to be considered in reference to 
clearly defining what winning would look like
having detailed answers to both where-to-play & how-to-
win, defining core competencies, and in creating a 
management system that ensures sustainability. 

“Strategy is an integrated set of choices that uniquely
positions the firm in its industry so as to create sustainable 
advantage and superior value relative to the competition.” 

Introduction. How Strategy Really Works 

Strategy is a young discipline with no single clear and 
pervasive definition, much less a consensus on how to 
build one. When a strategy succeeds, it seems like 
magic: unexplainable in advance, but obvious in 
retrospect. Strategy is essentially about making 
intentional, deliberate choices  to do some things and 
not others. In essence, to choose your trade-offs. When 
a bias for action drives a business, thinking often falls 
by the wayside. Instead of working to develop a 
winning strategy, many leaders tend to approach 
strategy in one of the following (ineffective) ways: 

1. Strategy as a vision: Mission / vision statements are 
necessary but insufficient, lacking a guide to action. 

2. Strategy as a plan: Plans and tactics are also 
necessary but insufficient elements of strategy. A 
detailed plan does not imply that the actions will 
yield a sustainable competitive advantage. 

3. Strategy as improving the status quo: A firm could 
be exhausting resources in the wrong activities. 

4. Strategy as following best practices: Some 
organizations define strategy as doing the same 
activities as the competition, simply more 
effectively. Yet sameness is a recipe for mediocrity. 

5. Denying long-term strategy: The world is 
changing so quickly, some leaders argue, that a 
firm should just respond to new threats and 
opportunities as they arise. 

These ineffective approaches are driven by a 
misconception of strategy. Winning should be at the 
heart of any strategy. In our terms, strategy is a 
coordinated and integrated set of 5 choices: (1) a 
winning aspiration, (2) where-to-play, (3) how-to-win, (4) 
core capabilities, and (5) management systems. 

Chapter 1. Strategy Is Choice 

“Strategy needn’t be the purview of a small set of experts. 
It can be demystified into a set of five important questions 

that can (and should) be asked at every level of the business” 

Oil of Olay was a moderately successful beauty product 
but by the late 1990s was seen as an old-fashioned 
product of the Old lady G decided it was time for
a change After researching and finding that Olay s
existing customers were women aged 50+ and price 
sensitive, they saw a real growth potential with women 
35+ who were just seeing their first lines and wrinkles. 
They thus redefined anti-aging products after shifting 
the perception of beauty care to the higher-end mid-

s market without losing their existing cost-
conscious consumers. They therefore changed the 
packaging to resemble more prestigious products, and 
experimented with price until they found that $18.99 
was a great value to both the prestige shopper (who 
was used to spending $30 or more), and the mass 
shopper (who wanted it to be under $20). 

Olay had a common strategic problem: a stagnant 
brand, aging consumers, uncompetitive products, 


