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I. Summary

A.) “Do Your Planning Processes Meet the Reality Test?” by William S. Gilmore and John C. Camillus

This paper discusses the reasons why conventional plans for businesses fail and how to improve planning.  A reason for planning failure is the focus on content instead of process.  Another reason for failure is an inability to identify ‘wicked’ (Gilmore, p. 869) characteristics of problems.  These wicked characteristics are discussed as well as their possible solutions.  Then these solutions are applied to wicked problems, and concrete examples are discussed.

Before going into the wicked characteristics themselves, it’s important to point out that not only do conventional planning solutions focus on content over process as well as ignore wicked characteristics, they also tend to apply existing solutions to new problems that don’t fit the context of the solutions.

The six wicked characteristics are: 1.) Defining and solving the problem go together. 2.) The task is never done. 3.) The problem is complex. 4.) The problem is substantially unique and may require a new approach. 5.) Diverse stakeholders with differing priorities and values are involved. 6.) Future hazards cannot all be identified. (Gilmore, p. 870)

In order to deal with these wicked problems, Gilmore suggests seven helpful principles.  I will highlight each of these.  The first is prototyping: “use prototypes, test marketing, and other experimentation means before making major decisions.” (Gilmore, p. 871)  Explicit communication is next and simply means to make reasons for decisions clear and communicating them to others (these decisions include most functional aspects of an organization).  Inclusion is getting the on-going participation of all people in the process of strategy, management, and operations.  Modularization with interconnection means to divide work among different groups with planned re-integration to keep all players abreast of needs, accomplishments, and goals.  Win-win incentives are just that, carrots to keep participants motivated, and win-win incentives also refers to sharing risks.  Sequencing variety generation and variety reduction is an attempt to “surface all potentially pertinent information, then reduce it to a level which, while retaining the meaningful, supports comprehension and action.” (Gilmore, p. 872)  Flexible infrastructure is one that responds to the changes of customers demands, competitors, technology, and employee skills needs.

These principles are applied to the six wicked problems.  Suffice to say that at face value each treatment makes sense.  Gilmore applies his wicked problems and seven principles to business examples.  The examples include the US steel industry, Texas Instruments, and General Electric.

B.) “What Makes a Strategy Brilliant?” by Brian Huffman.

This article begins with criticisms of conventional strategic planning.  Then moves onto highlight a successful strategy.  Huffman also attempts to make brilliant strategies recognizable and elevate the position of tactics.  

It’s useful to define what strategy and tactics are in the scheme of planning: “Strategy in business can be defined simply as the general statement of how a firm intends to win,” (Huffman, p. 14) and “Tactics can be defined simply as the competitive actions taken either to implement a strategy or to respond to a competitor’s actions.” (Huffman, p. 14)  These definitions seem straightforward enough and planning would seem simple.  But many plans fail.  Others plans succeed.  Can successful strategy making be taught? Criticisms against strategy making courses, books, and lectures are: 1.) These ideas would work if only they were applied correctly. 2.) Ideas would only work if the planners were to work with the oversight managers of the areas involved. 3.) Successful strategy making can’t be taught.  Huffman keeps these criticisms in mind as he writes on examples of brilliant strategy.  He explains how tactics can overwhelm a well planned strategy—basically the implementation of one side overcomes the execution of another side.  He also comments that using standard moves unpredictably is a characteristic of brilliant strategy.  His conclusion about strategy is that 

It will come about as it always has, either as part of an evolutionary process or as the product of an unknown and apparently unknowable process inside the head of the experienced manager.  Making brilliant strategy is not the problem the problem is being able to recognize it when we see it. (Huffman, p.18)

The ways of recognizing brilliant strategy come from different perspectives, such as: science of business strategy, military science, art criticism, game theory, and artificial intelligence and chess.  Science of business strategy and military science deal more with the tactical aspects of planning (details of execution).  Art criticism, game theory, and artificial intelligence and chess deal with strategic ideas (such as a worthwhile purpose, creating strategies independent of secrecy and capable of disinformation, and creativity).  

Finally, Huffman suggests some ways to run a business school classroom.  Instead of simply reading histories of successful strategies, students read about the contexts of strategies and plan their own goals and solutions to problems without knowing the outcome.  They get to experience possible tactical moves by competitors.  Huffman is a proponent of doing-is-learning.

c.) “What’s Wrong with Strategy?” by Andrew Campbell and Marcus Alexander.

This paper takes a broad view of planning and strategy.  It discusses mission, objectives, strategy, and tactics.  The paper also discusses discovering insights into strategy from the perspectives of operating issues, future goals, and behavior and culture of organizations.  The focus of the paper, though, is on distinguishing between purpose and constraints when planning for organizations.  The inability of planners to distinguish between the two leads to failed strategies.

Campbell first defines purpose and constraint before tackling other issues.  Purpose is what an organization exists to do (Campbell, p.42).  Constraints are what an organization must do in order to survive (Campbell, p. 42).  Oftentimes the objective of a company becomes muddled when purpose and constraint are confused.  The objectives should correspond to the purpose of an organization.  The more detailed an objective is, the easier it is to form a strategy around that.  

Moving from purpose to strategy, let’s discuss the MOST acronym: mission, objective, strategy, tactic.  Mission is the long-term goal of an organization.  Objective is the mid-term goal leading to the mission.  Strategy is the short-term goal.  Tactic is the implementing of strategy.  Campbell prefers to pair up objectives with strategy, and tactics with strategy.  Basically, he advocates thinking of these goals as interconnected.  The thing not to do would be to plan them separately.  

Having dealt with the mundane and necessary part of planning, Campbell moves onto the insights section of planning.  Insights into how to plan successfully are crucial.  Campbell divides views on how to create insight into three areas: “those who focus on operating issues, those who focus on gazing into the future, and those who focus on behavior and culture.” (Campbell, p. 47)  Operations focused people deal with the tools for evaluating the productivity of operations and how to be more productive.  Future gazers focus on the factors necessary for future success and develop an organization with those qualities.  The behavior and culture camp are in subdivided into two groups: the data-free-planners and those focused on organizational learning.  

By using insights, planners can execute tactics more efficiently, which creates better strategies.  Strategists can also use insights in formulation.  Keeping all these factors in mind while planning can be confusing and distracting.  Campbell advises that planners refer back to purpose and constraints of an organization whenever they feel lost.

II. Analysis

A.) “Do Your Planning Processes Meet the Reality Test?”

Before getting to characteristics of wicked problems and their solutions, I want to discuss the two other problems concerning conventional planning: too much focus on content and inappropriately applying existing solutions to new problems.  I agree with these criticisms and would add that some plans don’t work because the planners don’t ask workers for ideas of how to improve the organization from their perspective.  I don’t mean just their thoughts on their particular task, but the broader issues of where the organization ought to head.  Sometimes a new perspective from a veteran worker can start a promising new plan.

Next are the wicked characteristics of problems.  I find all of them valid and insightful.  The organic way problem solving is approached is commendable—no one part of an organization can supply a solution to a long-term problem.  Planning is not a static affair but a drawn-out process not bound by time restraints: number two—this may be my favorite because I notice a lot of quick-fix situations all around me: Friends who make life altering decisions (such as having a child) because they feel directionless; ignorant fellow Americans who kill innocent people of color in America simply because that’s the only way they can get out their frustrations immediately; and America responding to an unclaimed, covert terrorist act by planning a quick, costly attack on a sovereign nation with possibly grave consequences.  The only characteristic I’m apathetic about is the sixth one: “Future hazards cannot all be identified.  Unknown contingencies will occur.” (Gilmore, p.870) I think this one should’ve been left off the list because it is vague.  Gilmore is using Rittel’s list of characteristics, so I suppose Gilmore had to include it.  Rittel’s sixth is an attempt to cover all the bases.  It is an unnecessary move and doesn’t help the audience better understand the problems of planning.  Of course future hazards can’t be identified, because people can’t see into the future!  

The seven principles for dealing with wicked problems have commendable traits of holistic involvement of organizations in planning, clear communication, and incentives.  At my work I find holistic involvement and incentives would help greatly in getting closer to goals.  I know why I perform my tasks at work, but there is not any clear picture of where we are going: Are we looking to expand?; Are we doing more for the new location and eventually dumping the old location?; and Are there going to be any bonuses for fulfilling a goal?  The sixth and seventh principles (Sequencing variety generation and variety reduction and flexible infrastructure) are particularly applicable to libraries since technology will be changing constantly, and more available information will make it easier to make infrastructure changes—I suppose the two go hand in hand.

Gilmore’s application of wicked problems and principles to counter them in the examples of US Steel, Texas Instruments, and General Electric is enlightening.  The author’s detailed application convinced me of the utility of his theories.  These examples made it clear that if a person knows an organization well, they can apply his theories.  For a library his theories hold true, all the wicked characteristics do apply to a library (though the stakeholders would be different from a business, perhaps substitute with students and teachers or patrons and administration) as well as his seven principles.

B.) “What Makes a Strategy Brilliant?”

In order to analyze this paper, it’s important to keep in mind Huffman’s definitions of strategy and tactic, where strategy is a statement of how a company intends to accomplish its goals and tactic is either execution of strategy or response to competitors’ actions.  The theme of the paper is to identify what is brilliant strategy.

Unfortunately I had to keep this in mind—along with the difference between tactic and strategy—as Huffman veered off course on his way to identifying good strategy.  This unnecessary tangent is his discussion of categories for critics of strategy.  Huffman could’ve simply pointed out that tactic is an important part of strategy and shouldn’t be ignored while planning.  

The best part of this paper is the description of ways to recognize brilliant strategy.  The different perspectives used to evaluate strategy are diverse and help planners to think outside of the box.  Huffman uses specific details from each perspective, such as: Asking if the plan is environmentally and economically sound, if it will surprise the enemy, if it is simple, if it has a purpose and how well it fulfilled its purpose, if it relies on secrecy, and if it is creative.  To me, it sounds very liberating.  This style of evaluation could begin as a brainstorm for a strategy and be repeated at the middle and end of planning.  The broad criteria include practical, competitive, philosophical, social, and aesthetic issues which takes planning out of whatever context it was in and allows new ideas.  These different views could be a starting point for evaluation from other disciplines such as sociology, psychology, or computer engineering.

Huffman follows this up with ideas of how to train students to recognize brilliant strategy by experiencing the challenge of planning.  I believe this is the best way to teach the subject.  I imagine working in groups with other peers to strategize for  an organization would be fun and enlightening.  Memorization of histories do not help the MBA student to understand the practical pressures involved with planning.

C.) “What’s Wrong with Strategy?”

Campbell’s paper is an informative but muddled piece of writing.  I chose his discussion of purpose and constraints as the focus only, because he returns to it in his conclusion.  He would’ve been much happier writing an “information packet” on strategy rather than this paper requiring coherent organization.  That’s to say I expect organization when I read an article.


The article does deal with confusion as a part of why planning fails (that makes the organizational confusion in the paper even more of a detraction).  This confusion arises from mixing-up purpose with constraint.  I think this is an excellent point. There are many worthwhile organizations with inspiring purposes but shackled with constraints.  Many times people may ask why a library (organization) doesn’t have a better collection of books, because they see a library’s purpose as procuring as many books as possible.  Of course, financial constraints may keep a library from having a larger collection.  


Another part of planning is the time table.  The MOST acronym deals with timing and segments goals into different time scales: long-, mid-, and short-terms.  I see planners of each time segment working out their own goals in the brainstorming phase and coming together immediately to work out details.  Perhaps they would separate again to discuss the wrinkles and meet again.  I suppose this process would have to be repeated unless the organization were small.  


The last part of planning Campbell writes on deals with insights.  What Campbell really discusses is how to make good plans.  It is good to learn about the three different camps of insight making.  I had been introduced to the operations and behavior-and-culture camp but not the future-gazing one.  I’m partial to the operations and behavior-and-culture (focused on organizational learning) views, because they deal with different contexts involving humans.  The use of S-curves and statistical tables for future-gazing are enlightening during the background lecture before a brainstorming phase of planning.  I wouldn’t put much import on future-gazers in any of the other stages of planning because even future-gazers don’t know what will happen in the future.  The second reason is people are unpredictable when unknown, but it’s easier to gauge productivity once they are known.  People in an organization exist in the present and are a much more quantifiable resource than a mathematical calculus of the future.


In the conclusion Campbell recommends reviewing purpose and constraints when confusion sets in during planning.  I don’t feel constraints and purposes occupied any more weight than MOST or insights discussions—as a matter of fact probably less.  I don’t see why concluding with constraints and purposes leads the reader into newer areas of thought.  

III. Comparison

All three papers are informative.  Gilmore takes a very organized and straightforward view of planning.  Huffman isn’t quite as organized as Gilmore but convincingly discusses what makes a successful strategy.  Campbell, unfortunately, is not well organized in presentation; his discussion of different aspects of planning do not build one upon another.  I found Huffman’s article the most interesting of the three, because I agree strongly with his idea of thinking outside the box when planning.

Gilmore’s six wicked characteristics of problems and seven principles to deal with them are helpful in planning.  There have been times in my life when I had overwhelming emotional and financial obstacles to deal with and “Defining and solving the problem…” (Gilmore, p.870) was difficult.  The key was to separate the emotional aspect from the financial which was part of defining the problem.  Before the separation of one problem from another, there was a vicious cycle of one problem exacerbating the other.  Gilmore’s approach is not only helpful for organizations but for individual’s lives, too.

Campbell has many comments on planning.  I just wished he’d planned his paper better.  Gilmore presents the problems (wicked), possible solutions (seven principles), and practical applications of problems and solutions--a simple and effective plan for communication.  Campbell goes from purpose or constraint to MOST to creating insights.  I don’t find any focus or strong connection from one section to the next.  He leaves behind purpose or constraints while discussing MOST.  He leaves behind MOST while discussing insights.  I could’ve read three separate papers on each topic and probably been happier with organization.  Style aside, I learned to see planning as a timing as well as brainstorming project.

Huffman touts beyond the box thinking when strategizing.  At the beginning of the paper as he describes the critics of strategy, I was thinking, “Is he going to veer off course like Campbell?  This isn’t beyond the box, this is digression.”  This is followed by an example of brilliant strategy—the Japanese economic plan.  Finally, he discusses recognizing brilliant strategies.  I believe he should’ve put recognition first then his example, so that he could have something to apply it to (and the example would’ve made more sense).  Nonetheless, the recognition of brilliant strategies is a well presented idea.  Interdisciplinary studies are in vogue right now, but his detailed presentation of how diverse disciplines can apply to organizational planning sets it apart from simple citation.  It really opened my eyes to different ways of approaching planning problems.  Huffman ends with a hypothetical strategic classroom.  Perhaps some form of his learning-by-doing system is already occurring.  I found it curious that he would go from these theoretical exercises in recognition to practical teaching of recognition.  The topic of strategic classroom education probably belongs to another paper.
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