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Introduction

Own the future.

This is a statement of purpose. If leaders are to win, if they

are to put their stamp on tomorrow, they must decide to do

so today.

It is also a statement of priorities. To own the future,

leaders must do two things.

First, and very fundamentally, they need to win in the

marketplace. This is the competitive imperative. Simply put,

they need to own—or control—more business than their

rivals. In doing so, they will earn the right to wield greater

economic power and gain access to more opportunities for

growth and value creation.

Second, they need to be accountable for their actions. This

is the social imperative. A core tenet of ownership is that

with rights come responsibilities. In practice, this means

that leaders can't carry out a slash-and-burn strategy in

pursuit of a quick buck. Instead, they must commit to the

long view, to building a sustainable business.

Resolving to “own the future” is one thing. Doing so is quite

another—and altogether more challenging.

How can you own the future?

This question triggered the creation of our book. As part of

the effort to mark the fiftieth anniversary of The Boston

Consulting Group (BCG), we've gathered together 50

chapters on how to turn today's major challenges—many of

which have been simmering for some time—into

opportunities. This body of work is based not on ivory tower

musings but on our close collaboration with clients across

the private, public, and social sectors. BCG's guiding



principle is “Shaping the Future. Together,” and the chapters

in this book testify to this.

Week in, week out, BCG's 800 partners, operating in 16

practice areas, work with leaders and their organizations to

develop new ideas, new insights, and new ways to win and

own the future. From these experiences, we've created a

large portfolio of publications and multimedia content. In

2012, we produced more than 300 reports, articles, videos,

podcasts, and interactive graphics, all of which are readily

available on bcgperspectives.com.

For Own the Future, we have pulled together what we

think are the best winning moves for leaders and their

organizations today: most of these have been developed

over the past decade in partnership with our clients, but

some are classics that have been developed over the past

50 years and that have stood the test of time.

This book is the third in a series we've produced with John

Wiley & Sons, a global publishing house, on groundbreaking

business ideas. The two previous volumes were

compendiums of BCG writings on strategy going back to the

1960s. This new volume is more contemporary and forward-

looking. It has been put together for a very different

purpose: to help business leaders navigate their way

through a period of accelerating change.

At the book's core is a manifesto for radical transformation

—something that has been BCG's underlying mission since

its founding 50 years ago. The firm was born in convulsive

times: the 1960s were a time of social ferment. Today, the

world stands at a new crossroads, facing social, political,

and economic turmoil on an unprecedented scale.

Everywhere you look, things are changing.

Two things in particular are happening. First, we are

experiencing the most radical restructuring of the global

economy since the Industrial Revolution, when the countries

of Western Europe surpassed China and India—until then,

http://on.bcg.com/16ypdlz


the world's largest markets. This is a seismic and secular

shift. Second, as this process unfolds (which may take

several decades), we are encountering striking levels of

turbulence and volatility.

BCG is at the forefront of efforts to understand this dual

phenomenon—and to help organizations stay one step

ahead. We have produced some pioneering work on the

reshaping of the global economy. In 2008, we wrote

Globality, which described the competition between

everyone from everywhere for everything. Two years later,

we wrote Accelerating out of the Great Recession, which

emerged from our Collateral Damage project and explained

the contours of a two-speed world. Most recently, we wrote

The $10 Trillion Prize, which calculated the likely impact of 1

billion Chinese and Indian middle-class consumers on the

world economy by 2020.

We have also led the way in understanding the

unprecedented nature of the turbulent conditions

confronting business leaders today. Research and analysis

by our Strategy Institute have shown that turbulence is

striking more frequently than in the past (more than half of

the most turbulent quarters over the past 30 years have

occurred during the past decade), increasing in intensity

(volatility in revenue growth, in revenue ranking, and in

operating margins have all more than doubled since the

1960s), and persisting much longer than in preceding

periods (the average duration of periods of high turbulence

has quadrupled over the past three decades).

Amid all this change, it is not clear where the world is

heading over the next 50 years. But one thing is clear: the

game is changing. The old ways are rapidly becoming

outdated, obsolete. New opportunities are opening up.

Some see this transitional period in a gloomy, pessimistic

way. By contrast, we at BCG are profoundly positive about

the future. As Hans-Paul Bürkner, BCG's chairman and

http://on.bcg.com/12rAbc0
http://on.bcg.com/14TPFtD
http://on.bcg.com/ZEklXA
http://on.bcg.com/ZjAqcc


former CEO, says in his chapter, “Strategic Optimism: How

to Shape the Future in Times of Crisis” (Chapter 49), “The

fundamental drivers of growth are stronger than they have

been at any point in human history.”

But to capitalize on these trends, and to really own the

future, leaders must be proactive. They must challenge the

status quo. In short, they must change the game or risk

going out of business. This is not the time to tinker with

reform. This is a time for large-scale transformation. In

convulsive times, the stakes are higher—and the

consequences of success or failure are greater.

The book's chapters, some of which have been abridged

from longer reports, are arranged along 10 dimensions—

each one an attribute of outstanding organizations and their

leaders. In an age of accelerating change, foremost among

these attributes is the need to be adaptive. This capacity to

change—and, in particular, to turn each new challenge into

an opportunity—is the secret of the most successful game-

changing organizations.

BCG has long extolled the virtues of adaptive approaches.

Bruce Henderson, BCG's founder and the architect of

modern corporate strategy, wrote extensively on what he

called strategic and natural competition, drawing on ideas

about evolution and adaptation from Charles Darwin. In this

book, we republish some of our latest thinking on this

attribute, which has been featured in Harvard Business

Review.

It is clear that leaders and their companies need to be

more adaptive than they have been before, given the pace

of change and the volatility of today's business climate. And

they must be more global too.

We've been advising companies on the challenges and

opportunities of globalization since our earliest days. We



were among the first to explain the significance of Japan's

rise, we were the first multinational consulting company to

be authorized to conduct business in mainland China when

we established an office in Shanghai in 1993, and today we

have more than 75 offices in more than 40 countries around

the world.

This gives us a privileged vantage point on the fast-

globalizing world. What are we seeing? New sources of

growth are continually appearing in far-flung cities and rural

areas around the world. Also, new competitors are

appearing. These include those that, driven by the cutthroat

approach that has emerged in the wake of the Great

Recession, are moving into adjacent sectors, product lines,

or services. They also include those that, based in the

emerging markets, are aggressively pursuing accelerated

global strategies. Almost every year since 2006, BCG has

identified 100 such global challengers that are vying for

international leadership in their industries. Given this new

competitive intensity, the ability to innovate has become

increasingly critical. At the same time, companies must

know how to find the new centers of growth and how to deal

with the new competitors, which can be allies as well as

adversaries.

Another feature of today's business environment is its

extraordinary connectivity, even hyperconnectivity.

Digitization has played a part, and so too have the

spectacular advances of engineering, which have bridged

the seemingly unbridgeable. As a result, organizations now

need to be connected in the broadest sense with

employees, customers, suppliers, shareholders, and a wide

range of stakeholders.

Also, organizations need to be sustainable, and not only in

the sense that they must be mindful of the environment.

Creating a sustainable “business model,” one that is built to

last, is harder than ever. But there are organizations—we



call them sustainability champions—that have found a way

to square the circle: to do good and do well.

These four attributes—adaptable, global, connected, and

sustainable—have come to the fore in this age of

accelerating change. But although necessary, they are not

sufficient to succeed. As well as these, organizations need

to show what we call ambidexterity: an ability to be, on one

hand, efficient and effective, and on the other hand,

inventive and creative.

Let's take the first ability: to be effective and efficient. The

attributes associated with this ability are timeless,

immutable truths of business. They are not goals as such

(profitable growth is a goal), but they are prerequisites for

success—and they need to be held with ever greater

tenacity in turbulent times.

One such timeless attribute is customer first. It is hard to

imagine an organization not making its customers—the

buyers of its products and services—a priority. But to really

deliver on this commitment, executives must understand

their customers in a deep and profound way—and even

completely rethink how to connect with them.

Another attribute is what we call fit to win. There is no

doubt that competition is intensifying: it is a Darwinian dog-

eat-dog world out there. This means that organizations must

be structured and led in a way that puts their ideas into

action and gets things done.

A third such attribute is value-driven. The core objective of

every organization is—or should be—to create value. How to

do so has been a theme that BCG has returned to time and

time again, ever since Bruce Henderson first opined on it in

the 1960s. Without added value, there is no lasting

business.

A fourth attribute, which has always been a feature of the

most successful organizations down the ages, is “trusted.”

In fast-changing times, when the world is turned upside



down, trust—always an essential attribute—becomes an

invaluable source of competitive advantage. Leaders trusted

by their employees can get things done amid great

uncertainty; likewise, organizations trusted by their

investors, suppliers, customers, and other stakeholders can

leap ahead of their rivals. But trust is a precious commodity.

It must be nurtured because, in today's global, connected,

and transparent world, it can be so easily lost in an instant—

with devastating consequences.

There are two more attributes that we think are critical to

the success of organizations today—and they relate to the

ability to be innovative and creative. In these testing times,

the demands on leaders are especially high. In particular,

the onus is on them to act and not to sit idly by in the hope

of better times. This is why, in our view, leaders must be

bold and inspiring.

Why bold? In our lexicon, the word bold describes the

collection of characteristics needed to create growth

opportunities: the readiness to innovate, to take calculated

risks, to invest in alternative futures. This is not just about

product innovation but fundamental business model

innovation that can transform a company's prospects.

Without boldness, it is hard to see how organizations can

change the game.

Why inspiring? Simply put, leaders need to provide the

spark, the story, the vision. This goes far beyond the more

mechanical management skills required to run an

organization. In some ways, inspiring leaders must energize

and personify their organizations so that their organizations

can inspire customers with their range of products and

services.

Without these leadership characteristics, it is hard to see

how organizations can ever hope to own the future.



Now more than ever, leaders need advice and guidance on

their next steps. The decisions they make today and over

the next 10 years will have an extraordinary and enduring

impact on their own fortunes as well as those of their

organizations, the global economy, and society at large.

By definition, the future is unknowable with certainty. But

leaders can prepare by developing the capabilities needed

to pivot one way or the other depending on circumstance

and by putting themselves in the best position to win—to

change the game and own the future.

We hope that these chapters, representing the collective

wisdom of The Boston Consulting Group, will serve as a

useful resource in that endeavor.



Part I

Adaptive

The business environment has changed markedly over the

past 30 years. Driven by a host of powerful forces—

including digitization, connectivity, trade liberalization,

global competition, and consumer activism—today's

competitive terrain is more unsettled and less predictable

than ever before. And the breadth of new conditions that

companies face continues to grow. The effects on corporate

performance have been dramatic. Turbulence within

industries, measured by such metrics as volatility in revenue

growth, revenue ranking, and operating margins, is

demonstrably greater and more prevalent than ever.

Industry leadership, once relatively stable, now changes

rapidly.

To succeed, businesses must rethink how they generate

competitive advantage. A critical element of this is

understanding the competitive environment (or

environments) in which the company operates—and

choosing an appropriate style of strategy for that

environment. Is the environment one that the company has

the potential to shape, for example, or is it one over which

the company has minimal influence? The two scenarios bear

little resemblance and thus call for wholly different styles of

strategy.

A second must-have for success is the ability to adapt to

unpredictable and changing circumstances. Companies that

can adjust and learn better, faster, and more economically

than their rivals stand to gain a decisive advantage in the

marketplace. Indeed, what we term adaptive advantage

http://on.bcg.com/16ICnfO


increasingly trumps classical, static sources of competitive

advantage, such as scale and position.

The chapters featured here delve into these topics.

Chapter 1, “Why Strategy Needs a Strategy,” introduces the

concept of strategic styles and explains how they should be

deployed. We identify five distinct styles of strategy—

classical, shaping, visionary, survival, and adaptive—and

assert that executives will increasingly need to learn and

manage a portfolio of different ones.

We believe that five capabilities are needed to be

adaptive: the ability to read and act on signals of change;

the ability to experiment rapidly, frequently, and

economically; the ability to manage complex, multicompany

systems; the ability to mobilize the organization; and the

ability to generate value and achieve competitive

advantage by sustainably aligning the company's business

model with its broader social and ecological context.

Chapter 2, “Adaptability: The New Competitive Advantage,”

discusses the first four of these and offers tips for large

corporations seeking to become more adaptive. We discuss

the fifth source of advantage in Chapter 34, “Social

Advantage,” which appears in Section 8 of this book.

Chapter 3, “Systems Advantage,” focuses on a special

case of adaptive advantage—gaining advantage through

multiparty ecosystems. The article explains the rationale for

such an approach and discusses principles for designing and

managing advantaged and adaptive systems. Chapter 4,

“Adaptive Leadership,” argues that just as today's

environment demands a different approach to strategy, it

also calls for a different type of business leader.

Increasingly, today's successful leaders eschew traditional

command-and-control tactics. Rather, they focus on creating

the conditions that enable dynamic networks of actors to

achieve common goals against a backdrop of uncertainty.



Adaptability is an ability to develop new capabilities, but it

wasn't always obvious that capabilities matter. In fact, when

Harvard Business Review published our article “Competing

on Capabilities” in 1992, the notion that capabilities are a

critical source of strategic advantage was a novel one. At

that time, managers were more focused on factors such as

scale, position, and operational efficiency. Although those

factors were and still are important, we argued that

competition was a “war of movement” in which companies

had to move quickly in and out of products, markets, and

even entire businesses. We stand by that view. Today, the

piece (a condensed version of which is published here in

Chapter 5) is one of BCG's most well-read articles—and has

redefined how executives think about competitive

advantage.


