















THE ART
OF WAR FOR
EXECUTIVES



Donald G. Krause


[image: image]




This paperback first published in Great Britain by
Nicholas Brealey Publishing in 1996






	Nicholas Brealey Publishing
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London, EC4Y 0DZ
Tel: 020 3122 6000


	Nicholas Brealey Publishing
Hachette Book Group
53 State Street
Boston, MA 02109, USA
Tel: (617) 523 3801








www.nicholasbrealey.com


Reprinted 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002 (twice), 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2010


First published in hardback by
Nicholas Brealey Publishing in 1995
Reprinted 1995 (twice)


© Donald G. Krause 1995
The rights of Donald G. Krause to be identified as the author of this work have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Book design by H. Roberts
Cover design by James R. Harris
Cover illustration by James Barkley


ISBN 978-1-85788-130-1
eISBN: 978-1-85788-925-3


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A Catalogue record for this book available from the British Library


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording and/or otherwise without the prior written permission of the publishers. This book may not be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise disposed of by way of trade in any form, binding or cover other than that in which it is published, without the prior consent of the publishers.


Printed and bound in Finland by WS Bookwell




To Susan Ruth Bradshaw, Rebecca Anne Krause
and Elizabeth Lorraine Krause





Acknowledgment



I would like to thank Dr. Bob Shively of the Babcock Graduate School of Management, Wake Forest University, for his assistance over the years, but particularly for supporting this book during its critical early stages. Bob has been associated with the Babcock School, as a professor of organizational behavior and as dean, for over twenty years. He is due a large part of the credit for the school’s fine program and glowing national reputation.


I would also like to thank Dr. Chang Miao, principal of the West Suburban Chinese Language School in Villa Park, IL. Dr. Miao translated the original Chinese text that formed the basis for my interpretation. Dr. Miao has also given me the kind of insight into the Chinese culture and character that can only come from a person who was born and educated in China.




THE ART OF WAR
FOR EXECUTIVES





Introduction



Sun Tzu lived in Northeastern China 2500 years ago, about the same time as the famous Chinese philosopher, Confucius. Sun Tzu, and his father before him, were considered experts in military strategy due to their many victories on the battlefield. While there is no direct evidence that Sun Tzu actually wrote down his own thoughts, about 100 years after his death the great Chinese warlord Cao Cao carefully annotated a text on military strategy that was a compilation of Sun Tzu’s teachings. Cao Cao’s overwhelming success in battle using Sun Tzu’s methods (he eventually united the whole of China) subsequently created great interest in the material. Over time, several successful military leaders have attributed their victories to Sun Tzu’s principles. Most notable of these in very recent times was Mao Tse-tung. In addition, because the wisdom contained in the text applies to so many business and political situations, Sun Tzu is now studied and used by leaders throughout the world, but particularly in Asia.


Warfare is one of the more common events in the history of man. Because of its importance to survival, warfare has been studied carefully. The factors that contribute to success in war are fairly well understood. Fundamentally, success in war, as well as in business, is based on leadership. Other factors—information, preparation, organization, communication, motivation, and execution—also contribute to success, but the effectiveness of these factors is entirely determined by the quality of leadership provided.


Sun Tzu’s central idea is that battles or competitions are won by the organization or person who, first, has the greatest competitive advantage and who, second, makes the fewest mistakes. Competitive advantage can be provided by many factors including superior manpower, superior position, superior execution, and innovation. Competitive advantage is readily understood by most people in business. But competitive advantage is not the determining factor in success. It is people who fight and win battles. And the most important person in the battle is the general.


According to Sun Tzu, the ideal general wins the war before the fighting begins. He does this in two ways: first, he develops his character over time; second, he creates a critical strategic advantage. In Chinese philosophy, character is the foundation of leadership. People with superior character become superior leaders. But a general’s character cannot be developed overnight. Hence, people who want to lead must cultivate the characteristics of leadership over a long period of time. A general gains a critical strategic advantage by placing his organization in a position where it cannot be defeated and waiting for the enemy to give him an opportunity to win. He does this by managing information. An ideal general makes no mistakes. An ideal general is patient. An ideal general is inscrutable.



The Natural Organization:
Sun Tzu’s Model for Effectiveness



Sun Tzu’s army is modeled on what can be termed a “natural organization” model. Natural organizations have three characteristics. First, they exist to serve a defined purpose. The term of their existence corresponds to the time required to accomplish their purpose. Second, they are information-centered. Natural organizations seek and use data as a basis for action. They avoid unwarranted opinion and conjecture, choosing to deal with uncertainty by estimating reasonable probabilities. Third, natural organizations are completely flexible and totally adaptable. They respond quickly and effectively to changes in their environment that affect their ability to serve their defined purpose.


A clear and familiar example of a natural organization is the ant colony. Ant colonies have survived for hundreds of millions of years virtually unchanged. This is a record of accomplishment that is hard to top. The ant colony exists solely for the purpose of providing food and shelter for its members. Once successful in this purpose, it does not seek to expand its domain by acquiring, say, a nearby beehive or getting into another line of business.


The ant colony is totally information-centered. Members of the organization constantly seek information about sources of food for the colony. They quickly and efficiently transmit useful information to others in the organization.


The ant colony is totally flexible. Based on its need for food and shelter, the colony will quickly change its location and methods to take advantage of any opportunity discovered by a member.


Unfortunately, ant colonies have often been used as a model of extreme regimentation. As a result, direct comparisons to human organizations may not be appropriate on all levels. However, for the purpose of example and illustration, ant colonies can teach people a great deal. Further, since human beings do not seem to have the same type of narrow genetic programming, perhaps our species can enhance the strengths and reduce the weakness of the ants.


Sun Tzu begins chapters 7 and 8 by noting that the commanding general must be authorized by the ruler of the country to form an army to wage war. Sun Tzu’s armies came into existence to serve defined purposes. They were created in response to specific, definite threats or opportunities. Presumably, these armies were disbanded after the threat or opportunity had passed. In this respect, Sun Tzu’s armies resemble temporary project teams formed to design and construct large-scale systems in modern business settings. These temporary teams gather together resources to accomplish a defined set of objectives. Once the defined objectives have been accomplished, the team goes out of existence. The temporary project team concept has been so successful that it is being proposed by modern management theorists as the organizational model for the future.


Sun Tzu’s army is also information-centered. Sun Tzu notes that superior commanders succeed in situations where ordinary people fail because they obtain more timely information and use it more quickly. The fundamental activities of an information-centered organization are gathering, processing, using, and giving out information. The leaders of information-centered organizations view all organization functions as information-driven. Hence, they increase organizational effectiveness by increasing the speed and improving the quality of information use by the people in the organization. Much like the newer computer chips, information-centered organizations create a greater number of channels to move information faster. They also reduce system overhead by reducing unnecessary intramural data requirements (e.g., interoffice memos, unused reports). They increase system response by obtaining more and higher-quality information; by training organization members to use information properly; by ensuring that organization members have quick access to data and allowing them to make and execute informed decisions based on information; and by efficiently transmitting information to organization members and outsiders. Information centricity is also a major tenet of modern organization theory, particularly theory associated with Total Quality Management (TQM).


In chapter 1, Sun Tzu challenges us to consider everything before taking action. He suggests that we should evaluate critical factors in the competitive situation to determine which party has the highest probability of winning. Although the modern science of probability and statistics was not known in Sun Tzu’s time, the idea of assessing relative probabilities of specific outcomes of actions was well understood. Understanding probabilities and reducing the impact of unknown events were fundamental to Sun Tzu’s thinking. Understanding probabilities and reducing the impact of unknown events also underlie the improvement methods advocated by W. Edwards Deming, Shigeo Shingo, and others.


A primary facet of oriental philosophy is the idea that the universe is constantly changing. To survive, human beings need to be flexible and adaptable in response to these changes. Natural organizations are completely flexible and adaptable. They structure themselves according to the requirements imposed by their objectives and the shape of the environment. Like water, they flow around obstacles and challenges, always seeking to follow the most effective path. Like water, they are essentially formless. They respond quickly and adapt readily to changing circumstances. If this description sounds familiar, it is because “continuous change” and “continuous improvement” are the heart of the Japanese management revolution.


Sun Tzu’s model for effective organizations could come from one of today’s management journals. His “natural organization” exists to serve a defined purpose; it is information-centered; and it is flexible. These three characteristics appear among those commonly associated with the most successful organizations existing now.
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