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Foreword

Strategy is often misunderstood. In many organisations it becomes a thick binder of plans that are never read, or a glossy set of slides that looks impressive but means little. In practice, strategy is not about documents. It is about navigation. It is the art of knowing where you are, where you need to go, and how to tack and turn as the winds of circumstance shift around you.

Over time, I have learned that leadership, not process, is what gives strategy life. Without integrity at its centre, leadership fragments into tactics and politics. True leadership begins with a moral core. It is an inner compass that keeps direction steady when conditions change.

Around that centre sit four practical capabilities that make leadership effective:


		
Strategic clarity – seeing the horizon and setting a course

		
Operational competence – delivering results with discipline and consistency

		
Relational trust – building confidence among those who must row with you

		
Adaptive judgement – reading change early and adjusting without losing integrity



When these capabilities orbit a strong moral core, leadership becomes balanced, coherent, and trustworthy. Strategy without that alignment is just motion without meaning.

My own path has taken me across very different landscapes, but each one reinforced this truth. As a scientist in Antarctica, I learned the value of preparation, teamwork, and resilience in environments where mistakes could be fatal. In the Navy, I learned that information and logistics are lifelines. In global business, I saw how markets reward those who recognise patterns early and punish those who cling to old assumptions.

I have spent time digging up dinosaurs in Queensland, leading expeditions in the Southern Ocean, commanding naval logistics at sea, managing seismic operations in Bangladesh, driving innovation in mining and energy, and guiding digital transformation for industries on several continents. I have worked with governments, multinationals, start-ups, and community organisations. Across all of this, I have been drawn to a single theme: turning complexity into clarity, and doing so with integrity at the centre.

Too many leaders believe they need perfect plans, expensive consultants, and complicated models to develop strategy. My experience tells me the opposite. You do not need to spend large sums of money on outside firms to know your bearings. You can do most of this work yourself. Many frameworks on the market achieve little more than what the Compass delivers, but at far greater cost.

The Strategists’ Compass is built on a simple idea: you only need about 80 percent clarity to act with confidence. Perfect information and flawless plans do not exist. What you can have is a compass. Something simple enough to use in a storm, flexible enough to adapt as the ground shifts, and honest enough to show you where you are strong and where you are weak.

The Compass brings together eight bearings that every leader can use: Vision, Knowledge, Timing, Innovation, Execution, Morale, Adaptability, and Alignment. At the centre sits Integrity and Trust, the constant without which no bearing holds. Leadership radiates outward from that centre. The Compass draws lessons from scientists, soldiers, business leaders, and philosophers, but it is designed for practical use by individuals, teams, and organisations.

Alongside this core framework sit a series of companion books. Each explores a tradition in more depth: science, military command, business innovation, and philosophy. Each presents the lessons of great strategists in their own fields, not as theory, but as lived practice. Together, they are intended to help refine judgement while keeping strategy grounded in integrity.

This book is not about perfection. It is about movement. It is about helping you see your strengths, recognise your gaps, and navigate with confidence. It is about giving you the tools to do strategy yourself, and to embed it as a living practice rather than an annual ritual.

Why Strategy Cannot Be Outsourced

I have lost count of the number of times I have seen the same scene play out.

A strategy is commissioned. Consultants are engaged. Interviews are conducted. Workshops are run. A thick report or a polished deck is delivered. The leadership team nods, thanks are exchanged, and the document is placed on a shelf or saved to a shared drive.

Months later, little has changed.

The problem is not that the analysis was wrong. Often it is quite good. The problem is that the people responsible for delivering the strategy were not the ones who truly did the thinking.

Strategy does not fail because it is badly written.
It fails because it is not owned.

Those who must execute a strategy need to understand not just what was decided, but why. They need to have wrestled with trade-offs, argued about priorities, and felt the discomfort of uncertainty themselves. Without that struggle, strategy remains abstract.

When strategy is handed down rather than built up, it lacks gravity. It does not pull behaviour toward it. It becomes something to admire rather than something to use.

Strategy, like navigation, must be done by the crew on the vessel. A chart drawn by someone else may be accurate, but it will not help you when conditions change and judgement is required in the moment.

The Strategists’ Compass is designed with this reality in mind. It is not a substitute for leadership thinking. It is a tool to support it. It assumes that strategy is something you do yourself, with your team, in the context you actually face.

You can be guided. You can be challenged. You can be helped to see more clearly. But the act of strategy itself cannot be delegated without cost.

If you want a strategy that lives, you must build it where it will be used.

An Early Lesson in Not Starting Again

Early in my consulting career, I worked with a senior consultant named Colin Farrelly. He had a habit that, at the time, struck me as quietly subversive.

When organisations came to us asking for yet another round of strategy development, Colin would often pause and ask a simple question:

“How many strategy exercises have you already done?”

The answer was usually four or five. Sometimes more.

Rather than immediately proposing another round of workshops and frameworks, he would ask for copies of the previous strategies and suggest reviewing them together.

His approach was simple. He would produce a short report that identified what kept reappearing across those documents, what changed from one to the next, and why.

Ideas that survived multiple cycles of thinking were likely important, whether or not the organisation had acted on them. Differences often reflected shifts in leadership, fashion, fear, or signalling rather than fundamental change. By laying this out clearly, leaders could see where agreement already existed, where disagreement persisted, and where attention genuinely belonged.

This work was usually done as a desktop exercise. It did not take long. Even then it was efficient. Today, with modern tools and AI, it would take even less time.

What surprised many clients was how valuable this was. They discovered that much of the strategic thinking they believed they still needed to do had already been done. What they lacked was not insight, but clarity about what to prioritise and what to stop revisiting.

In many cases, organisations did go on to run another strategy session. But they did so with a very different mindset. They knew where repetition was wasteful and where genuine uncertainty remained. Their time and energy were spent on what actually mattered.

That lesson stayed with me.

Strategy does not reset every year. Thinking accumulates. The task is not always to generate new ideas, but to understand why certain ones persist, why others fade, and what that says about your organisation.

The Strategists’ Compass is built on that same principle. It assumes you already have more strategic insight than you think. The work is to surface it honestly, test it rigorously, and act on it deliberately, rather than starting again as if nothing has been learned.

Often the most valuable strategic work is not creating something new, but understanding why the same ideas keep returning.

Strategy advances when leaders are willing to question habit, resist easy answers, and navigate uncertainty with intent.

This book offers no prescription, only a compass; no burden of cost, only a guide you can use every day; not perfection, but navigation.
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Part I: Foundations

Prelude

The Choice Before the Method

Before you chart direction, decide whether you are prepared to steer. Strategy begins not with process but with a person - the leader who must act. And the first act of leadership is not to command others, but to choose a moral position.

You can master the bearings of The Strategist’s Compass; you can learn its tools and language but if the centre does not hold - if integrity and moral courage are missing - none of it matters.

Integrity is not a badge you wear; it is the quiet measure of whether you still tell yourself the truth when no one else can see you.

Integrity as a Journey, Not a State

Most of us like to think we are people of integrity. Yet, if we are honest, there are moments when we look away. We see a small wrong and let it pass because it doesn’t seem to matter, or because the fight isn’t worth the energy.

That doesn’t make us corrupt; it makes us human. Integrity isn’t perfection — it’s navigation. It’s the constant act of bringing ourselves back on course when the magnetic pull of convenience, fear, or fatigue drags us away.

I’ve done it myself. I’ve seen something that jarred with my values and let it slide because it wasn’t central to the mission. I told myself it wasn’t my battle. Sometimes I was right; sometimes I wasn’t.
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