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Business success: can it
be strategically planned?
REINHOLD
M. KARNER

I

n addition to internal efforts, companies invest €30 billion annually in
strategy consulting. By analysing
core questions such as where are we
now, where do we want to be and how do
we get there, plans are drawn up to make
long-term corporate goals achievable, despite uncertain conditions. In doing so,
strategists try to consider all factors from
the outset.
However, numerous studies show that
50 to 90 per cent of all strategic initiatives
fail or will not be implemented. As early as
the late 1970s, the Israeli cognitive psychologists Daniel Kahneman (Nobel laureate) and Amos Tversky soundly questioned
long-term planning processes. In what
they called the “planning fallacy” – a cornerstone of today’s behavioural economics
– the scientists concluded that people and
organisations generally underestimate the
tendency, time, costs and risks of future
actions and overestimate the benefits.
They proved how feeble rational planning
models are.
US financial economist Robert Bruner
analysed M&A transactions for decades.
Confirming the findings of Harvard
economist Albert Hirschman, he concluded that about 80 per cent of implemented strategic plans failed to achieve
their objectives and the planned success.
This is also true of the actual efficacy of
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high-quality analysis and business planning pertaining to other related venues.
Additional causes are put forward for
the overwhelming failure of traditional
strategic planning, including unclear visions, organisational inertia, underestimated environmental dynamics, sloppy
analyses and too little management discipline. They may all be more or less true but
viewed soberly; the leading causes lie in a
number of decisive errors in thinking.
The market itself is only a constructed
dimension, a construct, like the concept of
intelligence. Intelligence in itself does not
exist. There is only ever one specific intelligence, such as practical, mathematical,

linguistic, spatial, aesthetic or theoretical
intelligence. You don’t really know
whether someone who is said to be intelligent is above average in all these areas.
Someone can be extremely intelligent
in practical life but totally inane
mathematically.
There is no such thing as the market per
se. It is something that ultimately no one
really understands. Market research and
futurology serve our need for advice, control and security, but they don’t really
know any better (see my article ‘Who
knows the future?’ Classified, January 2).
The market is the white unicorn, the animal that everyone thinks they know and

yet have never seen. It is a chameleon that
is constantly changing, completely unpredictable. Tomorrow, he is already another.
His only constant factor is us humans.
The idea that success can somehow be
logically derived or even planned with a
few tricks of the trade is nonsensical. It
does not follow a mathematical equation.
How much growth, business, profit, market dominance etc, a company will achieve
in five or 10 years cannot be calculated
with input, financing and product parameters. And that’s because the market is a
free mass that constantly fluctuates back
and forth. It does not behave congruently
and explainably because its only constant
is people, not puppets.
Success works according to other laws.
The strategy must fit the product or service and simply follow common sense.
This is perhaps the best recipe for success,
for sole proprietorships, start-ups and
SMEs. What do I want to do? How much effort does my venture require? Who benefits from it? Is there even a demand for it
or am I capable of creating one? If so, can
I offer it at a reasonable price-performance ratio and still earn money? Or is
what I am doing frippery, completely useless, superfluous and, what’s more, harmful and expensive? If there are already
other providers in the segment, then my
offer must be more attractive or complementary. It can be more expensive, as long
as it is more exclusive, more individualised, better or sensibly expanded.
These are the core questions. They have
not changed for thousands of years. Even
when the barrel and the wheel were
invented, the same canon of questions
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