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PRAISE FOR 
IGNITION




In today’s world, most organizations face rapidly changing, often unpredictable environments. To survive and thrive, organizations need to develop evolving strategies for achieving competitive advantage and to translate those strategies into concrete action. This is not a mechanistic process but a very human one; it is in the human execution of strategic change that many organizations fail. Ritchie’s book is written out of her experience in working with executives to create effective strategic change. It is clearly and concisely written, practical, and provides real-life examples. The book’s greatest strength is the original insights it provides in creating workforce commitment to change implementation. This makes it a useful handbook for senior executives who are managing large-scale organizational change.


—Emeritus Professor Dexter Dunphy AM,


University of Technology Sydney & University of New South Wales


In Ignition, Kathryn Ritchie balances clarity with compassion, offering practical frameworks like the “Three Enoughs,” but always grounding them in real stories, lived experience, and the courage to admit what we don’t know. That combination of heart and practicality makes her work stand apart.


This is not just a book about strategy. It’s a guide for leaders who want to embrace uncertainty, value people, and still move forward with discipline and hope. I know Ignition will light a path for many.


—Bill Masure,


Production Manager/Senior Videographer and Editor, Wildlife Protection Solutions


Dr. Kathryn Ritchie’s Ignition: The Art & Science of Strategy is an ambitious and compelling guide to strategic leadership that challenges conventional approaches to strategy development and execution. Drawing on decades of consulting experience across sectors, Ritchie offers a holistic, human-centered, and highly practical playbook for leaders who want to ignite alignment, clarity, and performance in their organizations.


—Dr. Simon Mills,


Entrepreneur & Author


Kathryn’s extensive knowledge and pragmatic approach make this a must-read for anyone wanting to grow their business. She doesn’t just help you develop strategy—she shows you how to turn it into the north star that ignites your entire organization. What sets her apart is her ability to move quickly from theory to execution, focusing on the human side of strategy that most leaders overlook. This book will transform how you think about and execute strategy.


—Dr. Amber Conley,


Colleague and University Professor


This book is built on real experience, observed, tested, and refined over time. The patterns observed are consistent regardless of the size of the organization or the sector. Many patterns persisting in businesses and organizations today are hangovers from a time long gone. Today’s conditions require a different way of thinking and doing and a shift in the underlying frames and structures that produce them. This can be an unsettling journey and I am grateful to the businesses who trusted us and worked hard with us to produce outstanding results.


—Rose Crane
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To reach the stage of completing this book has taken many hours—in fact, years to build the necessary experience base and confidence. While I am deeply grateful for all those who have influenced and shaped my learning and career—colleagues, mentors, teachers, clients, and friends—it is my two daughters, Sophie and Georgia, who have taught me the most and to whom I owe the greatest thanks. Being a mother has been and is my most important role; however, some of the choices and trade-off decisions I made to get to where we are today were difficult, had consequences, and were not without error. I am deeply grateful for your grace, your resilience, and your unwavering love—even when the path was tough. You have taught me that true leadership begins at home and that the courage to lead with authenticity starts with those we love most. Leadership is so much more about listening, learning, and creating and holding a space for others to thrive. Thank you so much. I love you both.




 


INTRODUCTION


Strategy has been a part of my life since I was a child. It is a part of me, a passion. It is in my veins. I live and breathe strategy in all its guises and contexts, at times to the bemusement of my family and friends, but to the enormous benefit of leaders and entrepreneurs, several of whom have kindly written testimonials for this book. Every client engagement has given me a richer tapestry of experience and much learning. I am grateful to all of our clients and the consultants who have worked with me over the years. Thank you, Stuart Udell, Graeme Whickman, Dr. Simon Mills, Cameron Hope, Rose Crane, and Dr. Amber Conley, for your testimonials. Rose and Amber, I appreciate our many conversations and the motivation to help this book get off the cutting room floor. Thank you, Dr. Christina Kirk and Gai Roper, for your work on the change wheel and for inspiring me through your work on change and culture. I am grateful to Emeritus Professor Dexter Dunphy AM, who taught me and inspired me to continue my work in bringing competitive strategy and execution together in a meaningful way.


Part of the reason I love working in strategy is that I’m comfortable with change and uncertainty. I also love learning. All these aspects are present and play a significant role in the successful development and execution of strategy. Perhaps unwittingly, one of the gifts my parents gave me was the ability to embrace change. I attended four schools before I was ten, the last being a boarding school.


I went from a country town school in New Zealand, where we played simply and freely—Māori poi dances, stick games, and gymnastics—to a strict English-style girls boarding school at nine years old. Then, on to a midyear entry into an Australian high school at twelve. Having to learn and adjust to new environments taught me so much.


Uncertainty and facing change became second nature for me, and this has been the case ever since. I believe those days enabled me to play, explore, and grow in the strategy space and form the view I hold today. In her book Uncertain: The Wisdom and Wonder of Being Unsure, Maggie Jackson aptly describes the power and importance of sitting with the discomfort of letting go of control and uncertainty. Only when we do this can we position ourselves to move beyond our known world.


Good and great strategy depends heavily on this. Humans are wired to solve problems and create certainty and stability. That said, our brains are most activated when we face uncertainty. This is why uncertainty should be embraced and seen as a time for learning, when possibilities beyond the known emerge. These are times for reflection and growth and are key ingredients for successful strategy—both its development and its execution.


As a business leader and strategy consultant for over thirty years, having helped companies double in size, ignited teams to achieve new levels, and supported organizations in transformations, exits, and uplifts, I see a landscape of inspiring effort and outcomes and of missed opportunities, wasted effort, and misused resources. The possibility of learning and improving constantly sits before us. No matter the type, nature, or size of a business, opportunity will be left on the table ready to be ignited and unleashed. Thus, this book is for learners—leaders, entrepreneurs, and team members in for-profit and nonprofit organizations who wonder what more they can be.


I see myself as an accidental consultant. I didn’t plan to spend my days thinking and breathing strategy, but here I am. I can’t help but see the opportunity and necessity of a much deeper and more practical understanding of the dynamics of strategy development and strategy execution in the business world and beyond. This has allowed me to help in many unexpected ways.


My professional strategy journey started when a leader I had previously worked with asked me to run a leadership strategy session. “Why do you think I could run this session?” I asked, not sure that I could. He responded, “You have an instinctive sense of business, you have a deep and unique understanding of human beings and behavior because of your background in speech pathology, and you are very disciplined. I know you will do what it takes to drive my business outcomes, whether I pay you or not.”


Little did I know at the time that this conversation would serve as the base of my foundational business model and thesis:
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• Enough Clarity—the “what” of the business and strategy


• Enough Cohesion—all things people, team, and culture


• Enough Discipline—the tools and techniques that will allow the people to lock in the strategy, execution path, and momentum to deliver


You only need enough. Otherwise, you are overinvesting or removing the opportunity from some uncertainty and dissonance. You do need enough of each of these factors.


While I have seen a substantial uplift in businesses taking ownership of their competitive strategy and in rigor around what it is, I still see considerable misunderstanding of strategy. I believe there is so much more to be had. I have observed many situations where sometimes very expensive strategy presentations are made. I have felt a real sense of “The emperor has no clothes,” a line from one of my favorite childhood folktales by Hans Christian Anderson. I have seen patting on the back, preening, congratulating, and over-agreeing on a PowerPoint presentation. Too often, the real strategy is truly not there, or at least, not sufficiently there.


Moreover, I believe many strategy sessions, particularly with executive teams and boards, are more about agreeing than truly challenging each other with a real view to strengthening the robustness of the strategy and execution path. Updates are delivered more as a baked cake versus an evolving hypothesis of what could be and what would need to be true for the full potential of the business to prevail. I would prefer to see a picture of the cake and then have a robust conversation as to why this path is best and what gives this business the right to think it can continue to win. I rarely hear “I don’t agree” or “I don’t know.” We seem to have normed ourselves away from all things that create space for the uncertain. “Certainty” and “being sure” appear to be valued over dissonance.


The Segway case study explored in Professor Adam Grant’s book Originals exemplifies the risk of being too wedded to your idea. Dean Kaman, an already successful innovator and entrepreneur, developed the electric, weight-balancing e-scooter idea. According to the high-profile venture capitalist John Doerr, this invention was “bigger than the internet.” Bill Gates gave his time freely because he believed in the innovation. The business was a signature failure.


Those who assessed the business case concurred that the source of the failure was not doing the necessary due diligence regarding the market fit of the solution. Many flaws were immediately identified following the launch. Kaman decided not to test the concept with the target market before release, as he was concerned that others might steal his idea. The cost of this decision to minimize exposure to challenge and market testing was catastrophic regarding the business that could have been and the potential utility to society.


With this lesson in mind, I urge you to surround yourself with people who will play devil’s advocate, who speak up, question, and challenge. Then listen and test. Even if the “I don’t agree” perspectives are wrong, they play a critical part in the learning process for developing a winning proposition.


My sense is that we have almost made it wrong to disagree in presentations with the most senior leaders in organizations, where robust assessment and diverse perspectives count the most. I am not suggesting that we want a show of disagreement in investor or other external meetings. Rather, I suggest that more deliberate and open forums to test ideas internally are opportunities, even though they can be uncomfortable.


Equally, the “I don’t know” stance almost seems to be frowned upon. “What do you mean you don’t know? If you don’t know, why am I paying you?”


These leaders fail to consider that good strategy—actually, great strategy—is a consequence of not always knowing. It is far more a function of generating as many ideas or options as possible at the outset, then testing and learning. In Grant’s words, “When it comes to idea generation, quantity is the most predictable path to quality.”1 He cites Albert Einstein, who, while developing his theory of relativity, also wrote over two hundred other papers that had little impact. He also cites Thomas Edison, inventor of the light bulb, the phonograph, and the carbon telephone, who filed for well over one hundred patents for other inventions during that same period.


The space of the uncertain is where learning and innovation occur and where the seeds of great strategy are sown.


So, Why Do Many Miss Out on Their Growth Potential?


Maybe it’s because strategy is elusive when it is genuinely in flow in an organization, when the art and science of strategy are in sync. Perhaps it is because strategy is too frequently disconnected from its execution path and equated with a presentation needing approval.


I can only use my unusual journey to understand this question fully. My career has been a rich tapestry of different types of organizations, experiences, and disciplines.


My career thus far, while not easy, has given me so much. My first step as a speech pathologist involved working primarily with clients who had neurological lesions—from head injuries, strokes, or neurological degeneration, for example. I had the privilege to experience the power of a single human being when they had a clear goal and the right conditions to support their success. The importance of owning a goal, clean two-way feedback, making a plan, testing what works and what doesn’t work, and momentum were invaluable and early lessons. When I moved out of this context into more typical corporate environments in the public and private sectors, I was surprised to see these basic elements only marginally at play.


My next role involved running a rehabilitation center in central Sydney, mainly focused on neurological and physical trauma victims. I was appointed as a doctor of medicine when I was twenty-eight, a time when I was committed, passionate, and naive. I was the youngest professional on an experienced team of paramedical and medical professionals.


They did not want this young “girl” leading the team. Except for interactions with the admin team, the leader of which is still a friend today, I spent the next three to four months in unchosen, near-total isolation. I had to earn the right. I had to ask and listen and learn. Despite my challenges, I found some wonderful mentors and learned the value of humility and strategy development. The lessons I learned in isolation helped me form the principles outlined in this book.


I have wanted to write this book for a while, but it was only recently that everything fell into place. To be honest, it has been hard. This is not an academic book, even though I am an academic. I finally had to let go of the fear and let this be, as it showed up, as a practical catalyst and guide for leaders and aspiring leaders to ignite and unleash growth.


A recent personal challenge helped me on this path. I recently completed a significant hike at Angels Landing in Zion National Park in Utah. After the hike, I learned that it is one of North America’s five most dangerous hikes. Before the hike, I had checked with my older daughter about whether I should do it.


“You’ll be fine, mum,” she said. Well, I thought I had finished the hike before it had started. I completed the lower section to see the park ranger checking permits. The sign said, “Strenuous and Dangerous Hike.” The near mile up to the pinnacle and then down along a narrow, rocky ridge with sheer drop-offs of almost 1,500 feet on either side was bracing.


Still, I was determined to finish, even though I felt sick. There was a chain to hold onto for the most part, and then there wasn’t—so yes, terrifying. It was single file, and I was walking alone. Thankfully, I had several strangers who rallied me, and we all helped each other overcome our fears. The support was palpable and showed the best of humanity. We wanted each of us to survive and succeed, even though we would never see each other again.


This is a metaphor for me facing my writing challenge. And this type of challenge is not uncommon in strategy. It takes courage to make choices and to stay the course.


Strategy is both complex and simple, yet not easy. It is about problem-solving and is a function of both art and science. The science of strategy is all about identifying a need or want that represents a viable market opportunity, and you need evidence of this. In simple form, it outlines the offer—that product/service bundle—that will meet the target market’s need so that buyers choose this offer over those of the competitors and do so over time. If this mix is real and right, it will likely have the potential to deliver on the performance ambition.


Clarifying and developing your strategy is not easy. Yet, in many ways, it is the simple part.


The art is the complex part and is embodied in execution. This is where the “ignition” really shows up. This is where human potential explodes. It is about observing and reading the organizational system, seeing the patterns (good and bad), and finding ways to ignite the system and establish execution momentum.


In this book, I consistently highlight the importance and impact of the art of strategy. This is where the gold lies. Science must be connected with art, and the art of strategy must stay connected with science.


The return on investment flows when we work with leaders who listen, absorb, learn, trust, and invest. I hope that everyone who takes the time to read or skim this book will take away some value.


May you genuinely have more fun with your business and its strategy. It is a wonderfully rich game. May you find that exploring the art and science of strategy, particularly in this intriguing and dynamic dance, ignites personal growth and increased profitability!




 


CHAPTER 1


Why Organizations Fail at Strategy


The word strategy is possibly the most misunderstood term in organizations today, meaning that the art and science of strategy could be the most untapped capability.


While the concept of strategy has existed and been applied successfully for thousands of years, its execution still falls short in many organizations, across all organizational types. Perhaps successful entrepreneurial businesses provide some of the easiest examples to see and study true competitive strategy in action because they only get started and prevail with a solid strategy in play. They only grow and scale if the strategy is strong and continues to evolve. Even in these organizations, both strategy development and execution need attention, and the founder is not always the right person to take an organization to its full potential. Too many organizational leaders still struggle to fully assess what a strong competitive strategy truly looks like and, more particularly, what is required to successfully unleash the full potential of that strategy day-to-day—the execution.


Several decades ago, I worked briefly at a small consulting firm. I valued much of this work. The team did a great job helping clients develop their missions, visions, and values. They were also great at building leadership capability, shaping cultures, and guiding awareness of what needed to change and how to make change successfully.


Still, I sensed that something was missing. The longer I stayed, the more frustrated I became, until I finally left. Only through reflection did I realize that the missing things were focus and the inclusion of a competitive strategy. These were the strands that could have tied all these important elements together in a way that allowed organizations to align, perform, compete successfully, and win over time. Without connectivity to the strategy, I observed that after the initial blush of impact, these efforts fell short of sustaining their impact or any meaningful performance uplift.


Without the competitive strategy being at the core of this work, it felt like having a dinner party with the people, chairs, food, and plates, but missing one critical component. The table was the piece that would bring everything together and allow us to eat together. The table made all the parts meaningful and sustaining.


Additionally, as I scanned the marketplace of providers in the strategy, strategy execution, leadership, and culture spaces, this disconnected approach was even more evident. Still, this fragmentation persists and dilutes strategy development and execution today. Some consulting firms focus on strategy development; others on execution, cultural development, and change; others on leadership development, etc.


Specialist delivery is fine, provided the anchor for this delivery is the competitive strategy. These specialist programs must be seen as enablers of strategy.


So often, as my team begins an engagement with a new client, we hear war stories of wonderful workshops or programs of work that were outstanding in the moment, and then everything returning to just as it had been. This is always a risk, even when work programs are connected to strategy; however, it is almost a certain outcome, no matter the follow-up, if these programs aren’t linked to the strategy. What we seek to ensure is that a system of activities is set in place that embeds and reinforces your competitive strategy, pushing and pulling it through the business so the strategy is truly anchored and webbed in all that your business does and, as a result, guides and shapes your choices and decisions.


Hold the Reins of Your Strategy


Strategy is often seen as a difficult and highly technical area of expertise that must be handled by those with superpowers. Perhaps this misconception is why so many leaders over the past century and a half have outsourced strategy development to consulting firms, typically large and expensive ones. I find this tendency fascinating for three reasons.


First, strategy is the foundation and core of a business and its future success. Why would the CEO and leadership give these reins away to external parties to the extent that many have done and continue to do? Of course, leaders may well need guidance along the way. Still, I strongly recommend that the CEO be the chief strategist with the help of other key leaders and, as such, assume responsibility for developing and driving the strategy.


Second, I don’t know a single entrepreneur—and I know and have worked with many—who began their business and strategy journey by bringing in a consulting firm. I have experienced the opposite. Most entrepreneurs have a visceral reaction to consultants—and not a positive one.


I remember meeting a very successful entrepreneur whose business was owned by a holding company. I was offered to him as a resource. His first words on meeting me were, “By the way, I don’t like consultants.” Ironically, this began a strong and positive relationship, because I understood the argument that justified the comment. This sentiment is, in my experience, the norm for entrepreneurs.


Entrepreneurs may seek advice from trusted partners and advisors along their journey. However, successful entrepreneurial businesses have one thing in common. The founders and leaders developed their own competitive, distinctive strategies. This is true in companies such as IKEA, Apple, Berkshire Hathaway, Google, Médecins Sans Frontieres, Central Kitchen, Global Citizen, and many more. The leaders of these organizations wanted the space to create and fulfill their vision. This was the original and only model for starting and winning in business and impact.


There was no strategy consulting per se until the early 1900s, when Frederick Taylor and the scientific management movement profiled a new way of thinking about management, one that supported the benefits of aligning workers and managers behind the same goals.


Third, I don’t know anyone or any group that has mastered a skill set by outsourcing the work that needs to be done. Mastery arises from the experience of thinking, listening, and observing, for sure, and then doing, experimenting, getting feedback, refining, and practicing. Yet, outside of the entrepreneurial space, many organizations have outsourced much of their strategy development work and, sadly and increasingly, their strategy execution work. This does not mean that leaders may not need some assistance, such as a facilitator, coach, critical data, market analytics, or financial modeling, to support or inform the process of both strategy development and execution. However, it is a grave error to outsource your organization’s strategy development to the extent that it was—and is—frequently done.
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