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Organizations want to grow to create value for their shareholders and opportunities for their people. And as individuals, we all look for
growth in our professional and personal lives.
In my role as Capco’s Strategy Practice lead, I spend a lot of time thinking about growth strategy. Looking back, one of the main
reasons that I joined Capco is that I thought it would accelerate my career growth. And it sure has. Building a team, helping
clients develop their strategies to stand out in a crowded market, working with my colleagues to strengthen our business – these
and many other experiences have been critical to my growth.
But several years ago, around halfway through my Capco journey, I realized that my recent growth was driven by my on-the-job
experiences and not much else. So, I made it a goal to exercise more, re-connect with friends and family, and read, listen and learn
more outside of work. I won’t go into my exercise routine (it’s not that impressive) or my social life (also unimpressive), but I would
like to share a few lessons from recent reading and podcasts that I believe are particularly applicable to organizations and individuals
developing their growth strategies.

BOOKS
Shoe Dog
(by Phil Knight)
This book has so many interesting lessons for business, strategy and
entrepreneurship that it’s hard to know where to start. Nike has been an
industry leader for so long that it is hard to remember that they were a huge
underdog for a long time before they became a giant.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Find your passion and persevere – Phil was obsessed with
his business idea, and he would not give it up even when others
didn’t believe, and the odds were against him. Nike faced many
struggles (due to distributors, lawsuits, competitors, financing,
etc.), but they just kept going and found a way to persevere.

•

Fake it ‘till you make it – In the early days, Phil pulled a lot of
bold moves to convince people he was for real. He had the selfconfidence to know he could deliver, even if he didn’t yet have the
track record to prove it.

•

Culture matters a lot – From the earliest days, Nike created a
unique culture with people that were incredibly passionate about
the business and felt personally invested in its success.

Nike’s journey from entrepreneurial challenger to market-leader has obvious
lessons for organizations, particularly younger ones seeking to grow and
challenge the established order in their industries.
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Born to Run
(by Bruce Springsteen)
I’ll admit that I’ve never been a huge Springsteen fan, but you can’t deny his impact on music (I mean, the guy’s nickname is ‘The Boss’).
Everyone knows that he’s a prolific songwriter with a unique brand and connection to his audience, but this book shows that he is also
a boss at strategy.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Focus – From a young age, Bruce knew exactly what he wanted to do (most of us are not so lucky), and he just stayed focused.
He practiced, took on challenges and became the best musician that he could be.

•

Know your core competencies – He had a keen awareness of his strengths and weaknesses. He was not a fantastic singer,
and while he was a good guitar player, he was not the best. So, he came up with a differentiation strategy that played to his
strengths and filled a gap in the market. He focused on being a great songwriter, and an amazing performer, who would work
harder than anyone else on stage to connect with the audience.

•

Play the long game – The beauty of his strategy was that it’s designed for longevity. It didn’t hurt that he wasn’t that into
partying, but he also consciously thought about continuously reinventing himself and sustaining his edge over time.

Of these three lessons, the one that impressed me most was how Bruce was so aware of his strengths and weaknesses and aligned his
strategy accordingly. He didn’t try to be the best at everything. Many organizations develop unrealistic strategies based on aspirations which
are not tied to their core competencies. It is important to ask whether you are truly differentiated (or can be) before embarking on a growth
strategy, which brings me to the next book.

Strategy Beyond the Hockey Stick
(by Chris Bradley, Martin Hirt, and Sven Smit)
Because our competitors wrote this, I wanted to dislike it. Nevertheless, it is quite good and has a lot of valuable insights for both the art and
science behind growth strategy.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Strategy is an art – As anyone who has worked in strategy can attest, it is not just about the analytics. Strategy is in large part
about people and how they make decisions. The book provides an insightful framework for the dynamics driving this reality and
explains why ‘hockey sticks’ turn into ‘hairy backs’ (you must read it to get the joke).

•

Strategy can also be a science – This book distills the factors to predict whether a strategy is likely to succeed or not. Some
relate to industry attractiveness and client demand (largely out of company’s control, but need to be understood), some relate to
core competency (built over time), and some relate to strategic choices (in immediate control).

•

Strategy is about hard choices – The strategies that succeed tend to be bold, and this goes against the ‘social side of
strategy’ where everyone fights for a budget, and the result is incrementalism, ‘peanut butter’ spread budgets and no hard
choices. Companies need to place big bets and stick with them to be the best. Easier said than done, which is a big reason why,
so few consistently meet their growth goals.

There are clear lessons for how organizations can develop more effective growth strategies by using a decision process that recognizes the
‘social side of strategy’ and is designed to overcome its downsides to make bold (and hard) choices.

THE PURSUIT OF GROWTH

/ 23

The Four
(by Scott Galloway)
Everyone talks about Apple, Google, Facebook and Amazon and how they are taking over the world. A lot of people in business also frequently
talk about platform strategies and throw around that term without much thought for what it means. This book dissects the strategies of four of
the most successful companies in the world and identifies the commonalities, lessons learned and unique differentiators.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Platform strategies are the present, and the future – Facebook, Google and Amazon have all created powerful platforms
with network effects and returns to scale. Once you create a platform with infrastructure and a user base, you can use it to move
into close and far adjacent industries that at first glance seem unrelated. The platform, user base and returns to scale make it
hard for traditional players and business models to compete.

•

But old-school differentiation strategies can still be powerful – While Apple relies on many elements of platform strategy
(e.g., the App Store, iTunes, etc.), the book argues that the biggest lesson from Apple is about how to use customer experience,
brand and marketing to charge a massive premium for a product (the iPhone) that is actually not that much better (if at all) than
competing products.

•

There are a lot of questions for the rest of the market – If you are not one of the big platform players, then you need to
think hard about how you will cope with your competitors and their advantages.

While these are all tech examples, I would argue that the lessons learned have serious implications for financial services strategies. Specifically,
how banks, wealth managers, and asset managers can move from selling products and services to creating platform strategies; and if they
do not create platform strategies, how they will partner or compete with those that do (think Blackrock’s Aladdin platform as a particularly
intimidating example). They also pose serious questions for consulting businesses such as ours, where scaling and achieving network effects
is usually linear (e.g., hire and deploy more people)
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ARTICLES AND PODCASTS
In addition to the full-length books, I wanted to share a few recent takeaways from memorable articles and podcasts. In keeping with the
shorter format medium (and the fact that I’m running out of steam), these will be shorter.

The Leader’s Guide to Corporate Culture
(by Boris Groysberg, Jeremiah Lee, Jesse Price, and J. Yo-Jud Cheng)
This my favorite article from HBR’s selection of the ten must-reads of 2019. Everyone talks about the importance of culture, but I have not
seen many useful frameworks that really break it down and tie it back to strategy like this article does.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Organizations have distinct cultures which can be categorized into archetypes.

•

Regardless of type, it is essential that everyone agrees on what the culture is – disagreement on the prevailing culture is usually
a warning sign of bad things to come.

•

There is no ‘best type’ – it depends on your strategy and what you’re trying to achieve.

•

It is tough to change culture – if there is misalignment with strategy, changing the culture is a big investment.

In working with clients, I have seen many examples where the culture is not in alignment with the strategy. When embarking on a new growth
strategy, every organization should take a hard look at their culture to understand whether the strategy can succeed given the prevalent
culture, or whether that culture needs to change.

Dollar Shave Club
(How I Built This Podcast)
I’ve always been a fan of this company and their business model which continues to disrupt an entrenched, annoying and expensive monopoly.
The founder, Michael Dubin went to Emory and was in my graduating class. We even had the same major. I didn’t know him, and from the
podcast, I learned that it was likely because I was in the library studying and he was not. Apparently, he failed PoliSci 101 twice. I don’t even
know how that’s possible. He then went on to sell Dollar Shave Club to Unilever for $1B.

LESSONS LEARNED:
•

Focus is key – this was essentially a single product strategy.

•

Solve customer pain points.

•

Use personality and humor in marketing.

•

I should have studied a lot less at school.

This is a beautiful example of focusing on customer problems, understanding your own core competencies (humor and a warehouse full of
cheap razors), and using business model innovation as the foundation for taking out stodgy incumbents.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

So, in conclusion, I challenge everyone to continue your personal and professional growth journeys outside of work. And it doesn’t
matter what the topic is. For me, it’s strategy, and inspiring bios (and Trader Joe’s). For you, it’s whatever you’re passionate about.
Now some of you may ask, where am I going to find the time? Well, for me it’s generally on the Amtrak train home from NY.
And you may be thinking, where can I find this fine literature? At the Hudson’s in Penn Station (or downloaded on your tablet of course).
And what can I do with all these new ideas? Let’s develop the boldest strategies and strongest cultures to push the growth boundaries
of our industries.
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ABOUT CAPCO
Capco is a global technology and management consultancy dedicated to the financial services
industry. Our professionals combine innovative thinking with unrivalled industry knowledge to offer
our clients consulting expertise, complex technology and package integration, transformation delivery,
and managed services, to move their organizations forward.

Through our collaborative and efficient approach, we help our clients successfully innovate, increase
revenue, manage risk and regulatory change, reduce costs, and enhance controls. We specialize
primarily in banking, capital markets, wealth and asset management and insurance. We also have
an energy consulting practice in the US. We serve our clients from offices in leading financial centers
across the Americas, Europe, and Asia Pacific.

To learn more, visit our web site at www.capco.com, or follow us on Twitter, Facebook,
YouTube, LinkedIn, and Instagram.
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