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Gary Hamel, the next name in this Handy Guide to the Gurus of  

Management, once took the members of Nokia's management  

team for a walk down the King's Road in London. They were  

window-shopping, looking at all the new fashions displayed in 

the windows. Why would he want to do that? Well, Kings Road 

in London is one of the places where the young and trendy  

people hang out and Gary wanted to suggest to Nokia that the  

mobile phone was now as much a fashion accessory as it was a  

telephone. Sure enough, a few months later Nokia produced a  

trendy range of coloured phones.  

 

It's a story that illustrates two things about Gary Hamel. Firstly,  

there’s his concern with what he calls “Business Concept  

Innovation” or the ability to think about your business in radically  

different ways. But it’s also a clue to what he might call the  

“Strategic Intent” of his own life, his burning desire to help  

companies around the world shape new futures for themselves  

and for us. Gary is a man with a mission.  

 

He didn't start off with that mission. In fact when he left the  

University of Michigan with a doctorate he first went to teach at  

the London Business School for ten years. "I loved teaching MBA  

students," he said later and he revelled in the intellectual  
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challenge of the Business School environment. But he knew, he  

said, that if he was really to going to help companies build new  

capabilities, he would have to become more than an “armchair  

theorist." His heroes, he said, were no longer Peter Drucker and  

Tom Peters - and others of our own list of gurus - although he  

has a lot of admiration for their profound insights. Instead, he  

wanted to follow the examples of Joseph Duran and W. Edwards  

Deming - the pioneers of the quality movement. These men were  

more than gurus, Gary said, they were builders.  

 

So it was that in the summer of 1993 Hamel flew to Palo Alto, in  

Silicon Valley, where it was all happening, and founded Strategos  

 

-his consulting company. He also became a star of the lecture  

circuit, enthralling audiences around the world with his incisive  

analyses, his wit and his fund of examples drawn from the  

leaders and the laggards of the business world. He still keeps a  

couple of toes in the academic world, with Visiting Professorships  

at London and Harvard, but his attention is now focussed on the  

leaders of business, rather than those who study it.  

 

His exciting ideas are summed up in a series of articles which  

have always captured the imagination of his corporate  

readership. As far as I know, Gary is the only man to have won  

three McKinsey awards for the best articles in the Harvard  

Business Review. His book, “Competing for the Future”, which he  

wrote with CK Prahalad, another guru, sold a quarter of a million  

copies in hard-back in America when it came out in 1995 and was  

reckoned by many to be the best business book of its time.  
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This was the book that first introduced the idea of “Core  

Competence” to the corporate world, along with the concepts of  

“Strategic Intent” and “Industry Foresight”. We’ll talk in a  

moment about what each of these means, but Hamel and  

Prahalad start off by pointing out that you can improve your  

results in two ways: by cutting your costs, or by increasing your  

outputs. Obvious, of course, but too many companies focus on  

the cost-cutting, even if they dignify it by calling it re-engineering  

or downsizing. Yes, you have to be efficient, but efficiency on its  

own, say the authors, won't be enough in a changing world.  

 

So why don't people concentrate more on the output than the  

costs? Because their strategic vision is too narrow. It is defined  

by what the competition is doing. Pepsi wants to out-do Coca  

Cola, Ford tries to beat General Motors and so on. Most people in  

an industry are blind in the same way. They’re all paying  

attention to the same things, and NOT paying attention to the  

same things. There is, says Hamel, a dividing line between  

companies who worship the past and those who want to invent  

the future. It is, says, Hamel, important to think about what is  

NOT there. That done, you need a strategy for doing something  

about it.  

 

A “Strategic Intent”, however, is more than a strategy, it is a  

stretching ambition. President Kennedy's famous goal of putting  

a man on the moon by the end of that decade was a strategic  

intent, as was Canon's ambition to outflank Xerox by producing a  

copier ten times cheaper. Kennedy had no idea how his goal was  
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going to be achieved, but ambitious aims like his mean that  

organizations have to invent whole new ways of doing things, to  

explore the possibilities of new technologies and to scout around  

for new talents and new partners. A strategic intent forces one  

to think beyond the present and to contemplate new worlds. It  

is, in some ways, the essence of leadership.  

 

Nevertheless, it would be folly, wouldn't it, to dream of things  

that lie beyond your capability? That is why it is crucial to work  

out what your real core competencies are. These are what the  

firm knows, its skills and its unique capabilities. They may not be  

quite what you thought. You have to ask yourself what is unique  

about you? What is valuable to your customers and what new  

opportunities does it open up?  

 

Barnes and Noble, the big American booksellers, to take just one  

example, were never going to beat Amazon.com in virtual  

bookselling, because Amazon got there first. But Barnes and  

Noble had one thing that Amazon did not have - they had stores,  

places in the heart of towns and cities. They started to fill these  

with comfy sofas, coffee bars and children's toys, redefining  

themselves as leisure outlets with books galore. In other words,  

don't try to be better than your competitor, try to be different.  

 

To remind you, I am Charles Handy and we are discussing the  

latest guru in the Handy Guide to the Gurus of Management for  

BBC World Service. His name is Gary Hamel. Being different is  
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really the theme of Gary's latest book, called “Leading the  

Revolution”, this time written without a co-author. It’s a book  

that reeks of Gary, if you have ever been lucky enough to listen  

to one of his lectures or see one of his videos.  

 

The book bubbles with encouragement for everything that is  

new. Can you dream, create, explore, invent, pioneer,  

imagine? he asks Are you the voice of opportunity in your  

company? Are you the champion of the unconventional? Do you  

know how to brake through the hard, parched soil of ignorance  

and dogma to find an opportunity? Are you a revolutionary?  

 

Hamel recounts in detail how the courageous activists in the  

middle of companies, people like John Patrick in IBM, helped their  

firms to find new futures that were hidden from their leaders. He  

recounts impossible tasks that were achieved by rethinking the  

old processes. How the Building Industry Association in San  

Diego challenged two building firms to rethink the time it took to  

build a house. Not in the years or months that most of us are  

used to, but in HOURS. The winner, by a careful rethinking of all  

the processes and by allocating every little job to a named  

individual, actually built and landscaped a three-bedroom  

bungalow in three hours!  

 

Most importantly of all he talks about the “grey-haired  

revolutionaries” - the companies that reinvent themselves time  

and time again. Anyone can have one great new idea or vision,  

very few can keep on doing it. One of them is the online  
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stockbroker, Charles Schwab. This firm started off as a  

conventional stockbroker. Its first innovation was to invent  

discount brokerage, much to the disgust of the rest of the  

industry. Then it created what it called “One Source” - a  

supermarket of over one thousand mutual funds which the  

customer could mix and match and pay only one bill. Then it  

switched the fee from the customers to the funds, in return for  

putting them in its supermarket, so the customer now paid  

nothing. Next it went online, allowing customers to buy and sell  

stock over the internet, and to tempt them in, Schwab cut the  

standard commission in half. It soon had 3 million customers, ten  

times more than E*Trade, its nearest competitor. Then, most  

adventurously, it went into bricks and mortar to complement its  

online activity. Schwab built a network of branches because it  

discovered that people liked talking to real people if it was advice  

they were after, not just trading. And, Schwab decided, help and  

advice was what people now wanted. Schwab had redefined  

itself as being in the Age of Advice, not just broking.  

 

It is crucial to note that every one of these reinventions initially  

cut Schwab's profits, and caused some anguish among the senior  

members of staff. You have to have both faith and courage. So  

what kept them so revolutionary? Gary says that Chuck Schwab  

goes to a Salvation Army kitchen once a month to serve soup to  

the old people. Chuck said - of the old people he met there - 'If  

they would have started early and planned they could have  

avoided this, and it just breaks my heart. We have to have better  

products and reach more people."  
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I’ve told you the Charles Schwab story in detail to give you a  

flavour of Hamel's way with examples. There are many more of  

them. He then sums up his formula for endless revolution with  

ten essential requirements. You won't remember all of them now,  

but you need to hear them. And you can always visit our website  

later to remind yourself. Listen out for the address at the end of  

the programme. 

 

 This is how Hamel’s 10 requirements go:  

 

1. Have Unreasonable Expectations, as President Kennedy did.  

2. Make your business definition elastic, don't get fixated on one  

vision.  

3. Have a cause, not a business, like Schawb.  

4. Listen to other voices: young people, newcomers, outsiders.  

5. Keep an open market for ideas, don't shut anyone up. And,  

6. Have an open market for capital, allow people to bid for funds  

to support experiments. Likewise,  

7. Have an open market for talent, so that people are allowed to  

work in areas that excite them. Number..  

8. is Encourage low risk experimentation, which is related to  

Number...  

9. The principle of cellular revolution: breaking the organization  

down into small groups so that a failed revolution won't  

damage the whole organization. Finally, there is Number.  

10. Allow personal wealth accumulation. Successful ideas should  

make money for the people who came up with them.  
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I can't quarrel with any of these ten commandments, and in my  

experience the companies that I know that practise many of  

them are the most exciting, and usually the most successful.  

Nevertheless, as Hamel agrees, you need both revolution AND  

luck to succeed in an uncertain world.  

 

Hamel speaks and writes for everyone, not just the managers at  

the top. It doesn't matter whether you're a big cheese, he says,  

or a cubicle rat. All that matters is whether you care enough to  

start from where you are. Do you care enough about finding  

meaning and significance in the eighty per cent of your life that  

you devote to work; that you're ready to start a movement in  

your company? Do you care enough to lead a revolution? If you  

do, Hamel's message is, you can.  

 

In my next talk we will meet the only woman on our list - the  

guru of change management - Rosabeth Moss Kanter. 


