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Introduction
What does it mean to make strategy work? What is, for instance, the role of

communication in the formulation and implementation of strategy in a firm? What is the
relationship between the forms of strategic cognition and the forms of strategic
intervention by a firm? What is ‘the impact of strategic storytelling’, as Jay Conger puts it,
in getting the strategic focus of the firm across to all employees? These then are some of
the more important questions that are addressed in this series of interviews with top
business leaders and management faculty. But, before attempting to delineate the answers
to these questions, it might be a good idea to work out what these leaders presuppose as
necessary to making the strategic process work irrespective of what a particular firm
understands to be its strategy or the industry to which it belongs. This fundamental
presupposition is related to the idea of ‘clarity’ both in terms of what a firm wants to do
and the range of means that are available to get it done. The notion of strategic clarity
then demands that the firm is able to make its strategic goals explicit when challenged by
its stakeholders. While the strategic behavior of a firm can be studied through patient
observation by the competition; the firm must decide, whenever possible, to move from
working with an implicit set of strategic goals to making them known to all those who
will participate in this effort. Making the strategic goals explicit may be a response to the
demands of the regulatory environment or an internal requirement in terms of strategic
planning, or both; but, in any case, it involves a moment of ‘formalization’.
Nudging the Firm

The firm, to put it simply, works with a set of formal goals that must be
articulated repeatedly by those who are responsible for this task so that the clarity needed
to pursue these strategic objectives is not lost in the heat of the competitive battle in
which most firms find themselves. The notion of ‘straight talk’, as captured in the title of
this book, and those in this series, then, is a way of reminding us that there is an
important link between the notion of a strategic direction and the role that speech,
especially that of the top management, in not only having a say, but in ‘nudging’ the firm
firmly in a given direction. It is difficult to make strategy work without straight talk since
there is enormous scope for misunderstanding what a firm is trying to do at any point in
time. It is therefore imperative for top management to encourage the efforts of its
employees by reiterating the strategic goals of the firm, especially when the levels of
complexity are beyond what most employees are prepared to work with. What then are
the communication strategies available to ensure that the strategic direction of the firm is
maintained without the ever present danger of losing its way? What many of these
business leaders and academics are sharing with readers in terms of straight talk is more



about the need for formulating and communicating strategic goals effectively rather than
the ‘business-as-usual’ approach where there is no need to invoke strategic goals at all
unless it is an attempt to get everybody to just ‘stick to the knitting’, i.e., their ‘core-
competence’. The term straight talk however is used in this series to explore whether
more effective forms of value addition are possible in a given line of business; and, if yes,
what these might be, and how they relate to the long-term goals of the firm in a given
industry, or a business group across a range of industries.
The Leader’s Voice

The management term that is missing in this book but which will probably throw
more light on the relationship between the strategic function and the communication
function, under the aegis of straight talk, is ‘strategic leadership’. This term mediates,
quite effectively, between the strategic insights that prompt top business leaders to do
what they do; the process of communication in which they share and negotiate
‘retroactively’ the meaning that can be ascribed for their interventions; and the
motivational or volitional structure that characterizes their specific styles of leadership. It
is only by simultaneously invoking then a theory of strategy with a theory of leadership
that we can begin to appreciate the sense of urgency that is built into books such as this.
What mediates the relationship between these functions is the role of the leader’s ‘voice’,
which is lent or deployed on behalf of the direction that will not only ensure that a firm
survives but thrives as well. The problem of straight talk then is related to the role of the
leader’s voice in mediating effectively between the strategic function and the leadership
function; this is often overlooked since a business may hum along even in the absence of
strong leadership if effective organizational systems are in place. When then does the
notion of strategic leadership come into the picture? It is precisely when a firm wants to
try out something new in response to developments in the market, or when the regulatory
structure imposes a new set of constraints on the ‘business as usual’ structure, or there is
a mutation in the competitive dynamics in a given industry, that makes it increasingly
difficult to use the same set of business practices in place. It is in moments like this that
straight talk makes it possible for the firm to re-calibrate, if necessary, its strategic goals
much more effectively.
Sources of Straight Talk

What then are the ‘sources’ of straight talk in a firm if thought through from
within the functional domain of strategy? These sources can be ‘strategic’, ‘linguistic’, or
both. What that means is that the firm may be doing what it should be doing, but may not
have communicated that to its employees, or it should be doing something significantly
different from what is it is doing, and must therefore communicate the need to do so more
effectively to its employees at the earliest. Or, it might want to simply take up the
opportunity to re-think everything when a new leadership takes over. In these cases, there
is a situation that can be described as requiring a strategic intervention. The question
however then is about whether the intervention should mainly take the form of a strategic
direction or a linguistic direction or requires a combined effort. The notion of strategic
leadership then is a way of recognizing this moment of convergence, the need for a
combined effort, between the need to provide a strategic direction and its linguistic
expression. The interviews in this book then can be classified into the categories given
above depending on which of these leaders is from a firm that requires a formalization of
an existing strategy, which requires a new strategy, and which requires a re-think. The



main set of questions on the theory and practice of strategy in these interviews include
the following: Where is the firm? What does it want to do? Is it getting any better in
terms of its core business or skill sets? How does this relate to what the competition is up
to? How do leaders differentiate between value addition and value depletion? What are
the sources of data on the basis of which they make up their minds to do or not do
something? How do the different units and people in a business relate to the over-all
strategic goals of a firm? What is the extent of strategic alignment that is needed within a
firm or between businesses in a group? What is the theory of the business? To what
extent will a firm stick by its value systems? How will these value systems mediate the
approach to both internal and external customers? What, above all, are the forms of
cognition that are permissible within a firm? As should be obvious from the questions
enumerated above, they are not philosophical questions per se; though, in each instance,
they will help to shape the philosophy of a particular business as formalized in its
particular theory of the business.
The Theory of the Business

The main problem is whether employees, especially those in the more competitive
sectors of the economy, are able to understand what the theory of the business is. If yes,
is a firm able to leverage effectively on their understanding? If not, what sort of a
communication strategy is needed on the part of its top management in the attempt to
lend its voice to instances of value addition? What must leaders do in the form of straight
talk to ensure that the strategic goals of the firm do not get lost in the heat and dust of
operational details and the endemic conflicts between companies, divisions, and
employees? The notion of straight talk that is advocated by business leaders here focuses
on specific challenges that they have tried to address or overcome in their firms or careers
while the academics have tried to set out how or why the process of ‘theory building’ can
become more interesting and applicable to firms with an increase in the admissible levels
of candor. The academics have also tried to point out that there is an interesting
continuum of concerns between communication strategies, the modalities of decision
making, theory building, disruptive innovations, and strategic interventions in terms of
the competitive dynamics in a given industry. What all these things have in common is
the ease with which they can go wrong in the absence of candor since the implications of
getting it wrong can affect not only the fortunes of the firm, but have systemic
implications for the industry as a whole; hence, the need to get it right and foster a culture
of sharing where readers can learn from the experiences of top business leaders and
management faculty albeit with a nuanced notion of context in which they will have to
apply the learning in the firms to which they belong.
Conclusion

Straight talk however is not only about interpersonal, organizational, strategic,
and leadership forms of communication, but also about how business leaders and all
individuals in business must talk to themselves. Mary Cantando, for instance, discusses
how she began to talk to herself differently in the aftermath of 9/11 by redefining what
sort of people she wanted to work with. This, she argues, made it possible for her to not
only reinvent her notion of the business, but her sense of self as well. Here then is a piece
of advice for the individual reader irrespective of whether he or she finds himself or
herself in a position of leadership since it is applicable to everybody who wants work to
be a meaningful experience on a daily basis. Cantando not only rethought her theory of



the business but decided to ‘tighten the market niche’ in which she will work henceforth
as a way of focusing on what she wanted to do. This form of straight talk at the
intrapersonal realm not only worked wonders for her, but will make it possible for the
reader, as she puts it, to ‘wake up excited about what you’re doing and whom you’re
working with’.


