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A strategy is not just choosing a target market, but actually designing an operation 

that will consistently deliver the superior client benefits to that market that you claim to provide. 

However, each decision you make to be more effective at delivering the preferences of those you tar-

get will (inevitably, inescapably, unavoidably) make you less attractive to clients or market segments 

that look for different benefits. Strategy is deciding whose business you are going to turn away.

To be differentiated in the eyes of the marketplace, you have to be known for something in particular. 

It’s not enough just to be known. (That’s name awareness, which is not the same thing as being 

seen as differentiated). And you can’t have a reputation for being something specific if you only 

do it occasionally.

That means not competing for work and clients that you are not well-suited to serve. Everyone has 

an excuse for why he or she cannot make the hard choices, and why he or she needs a special exemp-

tion. Small firms claim they should be excused because they are not yet established. Large firms, on 

the other hand, bemoan the fact that they have a big “factory” of people on the payroll that they 

have to keep busy.

The practical reality of most businesses is that they find it very difficult to say “no” to a revenue-

generating opportunity. The situation has been made worse by many firms’ explicit (if misguided) 

efforts to transform themselves into “one-stop shopping” operations with extensive efforts at cross-

selling additional services to clients and customers. Too many firms have made growth and size, 
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rather than differentiation, their strategic priority. Instead of identifying and executing a clear mar-

ket positioning, many companies and firms have consciously pursued a policy of “If you need it, we 

can do it!”

Many have learned the costs of doing this—a lack of focus and reputation that, while it helps you 

get more business, may actively work to prevent you getting a reputation for being the place to come 

for the best business—the most attractive work for the most attractive clients.

In discussing strategy, someone always asks, “How can the management of this firm ask me to 

achieve a distinctive market positioning while simultaneously pressuring me to meet budget num-

bers? Given a choice, and there is one, what do they really want me to do?”

Given a choice between cash and staying true to the strategy, most top management, it is believed, 

will go for the cash. If they are skeptical about their own ability to implement its own declared strat-

egy, can you imagine how cynical the employees are? 

Too many firms have made growth and size, rather than differentiation, their 
strategic priority. 

Given a choice between cash and staying true to the strategy, most top manage-
ment, it is believed, will go for the cash. If they are skeptical about their own 
ability to implement its own declared strategy, can you imagine how cynical the 
employees are? 
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A chief executive will need to ask what it is that he or she can do personally that will give dramatic 

evidence that top management is serious about adhering to the strategy in spite of short-term temp-

tations. It is necessary for top management to do something (not just say something) that is both suf-

ficiently dramatic and sufficiently different from the way that management has behaved in the past 

so that people in the organization start to discuss it and pass it on to others.

A chief executive will need to ask what it is that he or she can do personally that 
will give dramatic evidence that top management is serious about adhering to the 
strategy in spite of short-term temptations. 
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