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WHITE PAPER
From Stories to Strategy: Putting Organizational Learning to Work
Introduction


The relationships between stories and strategy are numerous and can take many forms and directions.  For the purposes of this paper, stories are considered accounts or recitals of an event or series of events which may be real or fictional.  Stories can communicate values, ideas, modes of thinking, frames of reference, and guides for actions.  Thus they provide numerous ways of communicating, and in general good stories convey a message, spread quickly, and significantly influence listeners.  When carefully selected they are relevant, meaningful and may have a long organizational life, providing a significant and powerful tool for managers and leaders.  

As workers solve problems, make decisions and take actions, situations are generated that give birth to stories describing challenges that were overcome and mistakes that turned into successes.  They also create lessons learned, highlight individual heroes and teams, and facilitate sharing and learning throughout the organization.  As these stories cascade upward and downward, they externalize common knowledge and facilitate a bond and direction among workers. Stories remind, reinforce and can often solidify the organization’s purpose and strategy:  who it is, what it stands for and how it can achieve desired objectives.  This unique relationship between stories and organizations is the groundwork for a discussion of stories and strategy.
Strategy is either a plan or set of plans to accomplish something, or the art of planning the best way to achieve an objective (Collins, 2001), i.e., it can be the plan itself, a subset of a plan or the ways in which the plan will be achieved.  Strategies may be specific paths into the future, or cones of possible directions that provide goals acceptable to the organization.  Strategies may also be preparations for surprise occurrences or development of a learning organization.  Stories can be used in strategies concerned with organizational performance, human capital development, succession management, productivity and overall organizational flexibility.  
Stories as Strategy

Exactly how stories and strategies play together depends on the goals and nature of the organization and the specific situational environment.  For example, where stories support and reinforce core values, their creation and implementation may be the desired strategy.  Recognizing the power of stories, a product-focused (or program-focused) approach using storytelling would produce a myriad of stories that could be organized, cataloged and linked across virtual and human networks.  A service-focused approach using storytelling would link stories to needs of the organization; for example, to develop a shared understanding of organizational values.  A strategically-focused approach would recognize organizational learning as a strategic tool for achieving organizational objectives, using stories as a catalyst for change.

Stories offer the potential to both create and support learning within an organization.  They can also accelerate learning, and may be used to pinpoint a learning audience (Elkeles & Phillips, 2007), providing the right learning to the right individuals to ensure the desired results.  As SAF moves forward in its journey as a learning enterprise, the role of stories in support of continuous learning will increase.  

Stories provide an effective way to share understanding of both simple and complex systems.  When embedded in a surrounding context, they can present the key ideas of systems, relationships and boundaries.  These then may become effective descriptors for strategy development.  Because stories have (and can convey) multiple levels of meaning, they are able to introduce, illuminate and explain complex issues and phenomena that occur within strategies or in clarifying and understanding objectives.  Stories offer a way to break through complex issues and surface underlying patterns (tacit knowledge) or foundational concepts that often lay hidden by the flow of events or the multiple chains of causality. 

Stories in Support of Strategy Creation and Execution
Because stories can be generated by individuals in real time and under local conditions, they naturally reflect the culture, language and feelings of the troops.  In other words, internally generated stories are most likely to resonate with the people directly involved in strategy creation and execution.  This resonance gives stories a powerful role in supporting and managing strategy execution.  In addition to resonance, it is important to recognize that the levels of meaning introduced in the previous paragraph can be communicated by carefully selected stories.  These deeper levels can be very effective in influencing cultures and sharing understanding throughout a targeted group or environment.  Their power lies in the fact that the listener is the one who “discovers” the underlying meaning in the story and, because of this discovery has ownership in it.  This ownership moves the “meaning of the story” (perhaps a core value) into the belief system of the listener where if repeated enough it will become a habit of the mind and therefore a habit of action.  Through this process stories become powerful vehicles for communicating and transferring tacit knowledge.  They are not just transmitters of information but may also move and inculcate complex beliefs, ideas and even processes within individuals throughout the organization.
Where a strategic goal has been identified and the strategy selected, the question becomes: what role can stories play in the strategy?  Here the stories themselves would be selected, designed and implemented to ensure the support and acceleration of the desired strategy.  Some examples of the ways stories can support strategy creation and execution are:

· Like scenario planning, stories of past successes can be used to help an organization develop the capacity to lay out paths into the future, based upon what is known now and what is anticipated.

· Stories can be used to guide actions during strategy implementation and to explain the purposes and objectives of a given strategy.

· Stories can be used to provide a connectedness of choices (Bennet & Bennet, 2004) during strategy execution, thereby fostering coherence among personnel.

· Stories can foster innovative thinking during strategy execution by suggesting new ways of looking at issues or solving problems.  As Jonassen and Hernandez-Serrano conclude, “Stories can function as a substitute for direct experience, which novice problem-solvers do not possess.” (Jonassen & Hernandez-Serrano, 2002) 
· Stories generated from the execution of strategy can be made available through after action reviews or action learning teams and can serve as inputs to communities of practice, communities of interest, training materials and knowledge libraries.

As key decision points arise during strategy execution, detailed decision stories may be created that provide decision learning examples and case studies for training purposes.  Since a portion of decision-making is intuitive and non-factual, these stories may represent a way to communicate the intuitive aspects.  Stories can do this by immediately transferring insights that are difficult to explain in every-day language.  In all but the simplest of situations, decision-making requires not only facts and information but also experience, intuition and judgment.  The capacity to make a good decision often lies in the unconscious mind as relevant patterns of knowledge that may come forth when needed.  As stated earlier, good stories operate at this subconscious level and can be very effective in supporting specific areas of decision-making.  
It is in the stories of individual experiences that tacit knowledge, so critical to judgment and decision-making, can be brought out into the sunlight.  As situations become more complex and decision time compresses, leaders must create, nurture and rely on their tacit knowledge and its mouthpiece, intuition.  To create, share and expose this tacit knowledge people can tell relevant stories about what they did, how they did it, and what they learned from the experience.  These stories can take many forms from simple narratives to mythical hero’s journeys.  At the same time they can convey models, organizational paradigms, perspectives, values and beliefs.

There is an important difference between stories with underlying themes of rules, standards, checklists and efficiency and those that convey creative thinking, flexibility, and effectiveness.  This difference is critical to every organization.  It is not that one is good and the other bad.  Rather, it is understanding when, where and how each comes into play as the organization evolves.  For example, during the battle of Midway in WW II the Japanese Admiral thought he had located the American Fleet and sent all of the planes from his four aircraft carriers to attack.  Unfortunately, in the heat of battle the gas cans and extra explosives were left out on decks of the carriers after the planes took off.  The U.S. Fleet had already determined where the Japanese Fleet was and because of the messy decks of the Japanese carriers the Americans were able to sink three of the four ships.  Discipline is life or death in some situations.  On the other hand, at the start of the American Revolution, American militiamen fought 1800 British Regulars using little discipline but a lot of common sense, fighting Indian style from behind trees and in houses against the British who fought in their traditional rows.  The result was 250 British killed versus 95 Americans killed, and the Americans won the day  (Bobrick, 1997, p. 118). These examples highlight the importance of both discipline and flexibility.  Both sets of stories are needed; it is the relevance and context of the situation that demands leadership judgment.
The key to the effective use of stories is to ensure a close link between the specific story selected and the strategic objectives desired.  As Denning has found, stories are particularly useful for jump-starting or transforming organizations (Denning, 2001). Because they are easily remembered and are a natural part of communication, stories can have a rapid diffusion rate which supports strategies designed to deal with change or organizational transformation.  Stories of past experiences may be guides to future actions or signposts of future disasters.
U.S. Navy Application
Clearly the effective connection between stories and strategies depends on the intended use of both the stories and the strategy.   An example in a military organization is the U.S. Department of Navy’s use of stories to develop a shared understanding across their constituent base and gain congressional approval for outsourcing the DON information technology (IT) infrastructure.  The current situation was one of incompatible networks, inconsistent capabilities, and over 200 gateways vulnerable to threats.  The desired end state was a technologically advanced, seamless infrastructure to facilitate the collaboration and free flow of information needed to enable effective decision-making.  

During nearly a year of deliberation, senior leaders in the Department began to create and share future scenarios to demonstrate the benefits of an enterprise-wide intranet.  Over a dozen stories representing a variety of potential situations were honed and widely circulated across the enterprise.  The story approach was that of utilizing short future scenarios in active voice involving real people, describing real needs in an operational setting, and connecting to real knowledge resources.  For example:

While forward deployed, Marine Gunnery Sergeant Jackson sees unusual patterns on his detection device, indicating the possible presence of a biological agent.  Keying into his laptop he reaches back to the experts at the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta for advice, transmitting the information from his biological agent detection devise.  Knowledge management systems quickly process and analyze historical and other existing data to determine the threat level.  The Gunnery Sergeant is immediately linked to Fort Dietrick, Maryland, for appropriate procedures, which are downloaded to his laptop, and immediately distributed to his platoon.  Simultaneously, the Joint Command Center is alerted and nearby platoons are warned of possible biological attack and appropriate counter measure to be taken. 

Once leaders recognized the need and agreed on the desired end state, the realization emerged that managing information and creating and sharing knowledge—rather than owning the necessary technology—were the primary business of the Department.  The IT infrastructure could be treated as a service (a utility) like the telephone support system. The next step was to seek congressional approval for this innovative solution.  The Secretary decided to take the stories that had been used to gain internal consistency of need and agreement of desired end state to Congress, married to a well-researched and explicated approach to implementation.  The result was a $6.9 billion award over five years, the largest federal service IT contract ever awarded, ultimately serving 360,000 sailors, marines and civilian employees at installations in the U.S. and several overseas locations.  Thus these stories were powerful enough to shift the fundamental perspective of Congress and many Navy executives in terms of their understanding of the need for and payoff of this approach to developing a Naval Marine Corps Intranet (Porter, et al., 2003).
Points of Awareness 


What are the concerns over using stories?  One is to recognize that the high efficacy of stories can make it difficult to change strategies in the middle of implementation, particularly if the new directions run counter to story content.  Therefore, careful pre-planning and linking is required to ensure successful stories do not lock in a concept for a longer time than may be desired.  A second potential concern is that multiple stories may be misinterpreted or create multiple conflicting interpretations.  Since many strategies in today’s surprise-prone world must have pivot points and built-in flexibility to shift directions, supporting stories should be carefully chosen to permit the desired flexibility.  A third aspect of using stories is recognizing their differing half-lives, and therefore the need to monitor the existence and relevance of key stories throughout an organization.  This brief discussion would seem to signify that stories should be carefully selected with the understanding and anticipation that their effectiveness and relevance may vary from story to story and from strategy to strategy.  This said, the power of stories is undoubtedly great and where they apply to the foundation of the organization, or to the framework of the strategy, they can provide extremely powerful implementation support.


In summary, stories may be used as a specific strategy themselves, in support of a particular strategy, as part of a generic strategy of learning as you go, or to jump-start a new strategy.  Regardless of the strategic role they are assigned, the most successful stories should be clearly linked to the strategic objectives of the organization.  
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