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STRATEGIC THINKING IN COMPLEX 
THREAT ENVIRONMENT



INTRODUCTION

❖The ability to think strategically has been seen as a 
requirement for top management for a long time. 3



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

❖ Strategy is about making 
the right choices that 
support an organization’s 
ambitions and goals

❖Making those correct 

choices and decisions 

requires an awareness 

and understanding of the 

competitive and dynamic 

environment
4



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

❖ Strategy is fundamental to the 
success and sustainability of any 
organisation

❖ The increasing complexity in our 
environment demands that we 
continually make sense of our 
strategic environment, filtering and 
transforming the salient information 
at our disposal into foresight 

5



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

❖ Complex contexts require 
strategic thinking that leads to 
the generation of strategically 
relevant insight to successfully 
guide and sustain any 
competitive system or 

organizations 

6



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

❖ Strategic thinking is a cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioural 
phenomenon that is both high-level 
and tactically grounded 

❖ Strategic thinking is fuelled by 
individual and group analytical and 
dialogical activities to address 
needed knowledge, enable clarity of 
thought, and create strategic-to-
tactical linkages as well as mental 
models to develop enabling 
strategies 7



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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❖ Strategic thinking is a deliberate process, as both as a high-level creative and 
a tactically grounded process, utilizing an extensive range of knowledge, 
abilities, and conditions that enable clarity of thought



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

9

❖ Strategic thinking is one of the most important 
abilities to foster within organizations



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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Six Steps for Leading Strategically 
(Zabriskie & Huellmantel, 1991)

“Strategic thinking is required to secure 
the long-term future of nations and 
organisations and is one of the six core 
requirements in the Senior Civil Service 
competency framework”



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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Most Chief Executives cited the lack of strategic thinking as 
the main problem in their organizations 



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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UK had ‘lost an 
institutionalized 
capacity for, and 
culture of, strategic 
thought’

Sir Jock Stirrup - UK Chief of Defence Staff



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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Leadership as “the process of influencing 
others to understand and agree about what 
needs to be done and how to do it, and the 
process of facilitating individual and collective 
efforts to accomplish shared objectives”



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)
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• Strategic thinking relates to strategy

• It is about asking the right questions 
and finding the right answers at the 
requisite level to support the higher-
level or grand strategy being 
pursued by our system or 
organization



INTRODUCTION (cont’d)

15

• Strategic questions are triggered by challenges associated 
with the core purpose of the organization and its ability to 
compete and create value 

• Thinking strategically in complex threat environments for 
better understanding of what is happening and how it 
occurs, as well as gaining important insight and perspective 
into the rapidly emerging phenomenon and the challenges it 
presents has become expedient now than it can ever be 
imagined



PURPOSE OF THE PRESENTATION

16

• TO FURTHER OUR UNDERSTANDING OF 
STRATEGIC THINKING IN A COMPLEX 

THREAT ENVIRONMENT 



SCOPE OF THE PRESENTATION 

17

• Conceptual clarifications

• Strategic thinking and complex threat environment 

• Essentials, approaches and processes of strategic thinking

• Characteristics of a strategic thinker 

• Concluding thoughts



CLARIFICATION OF 
CONCEPTS 

18



STRATEGY

19

• The art of distributing and 
applying military means to fulfill 
the ends of policy

Liddell Hart



STRATEGY (cont’d)

20

• Sun-Tzu identified almost all the 
strategic patterns and principles 
and indicated the primary 
purpose of strategy as the ideal 
of winning warfare without 
bloodshed



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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• Napoleon demonstrated his 
prowess in battle strategy, 
where under difficult 
circumstances he forced the 
British to surrender

Napoleon



STRATEGY (cont’d)

22

• Strategy is “the use of an 
engagement for the purpose of 
war” and defined strategic 
theory as the study of “the 
engagement in terms of 
possible results and of the 
moral and psychological forces 
that largely determine its 
course”. Carl Von Clausewitz 



STRATEGY (cont’d)

23

• Carl Von Clausewitz identified the strategic elements that 
impact these military engagements and their 
classifications, including “moral, physical, mathematical, 
geographical, and statistical”

• This systems approach to strategy paved the way for 
broader conceptualizations of strategy, to include the 
consideration of possible scenarios and requisite planning



STRATEGY (cont’d)

24

• As: 
➢ Forming the plans for war
➢ Mapping out proposed courses 

of action for different 
campaigns

➢ Regulating the battles to be 
fought in each

Liddell Hart



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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• As the industrial 
revolution took hold, 
it became apparent 
that the concept of 
military strategy  was 
also highly applicable 
to the corporate world



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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• The concepts of military and corporate strategy have converged 
over time across the evolving military industrial complex to assist 
in the development, acquisition, and delivery of weapon systems 
designed for tactical and strategic military purpose



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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• Liddell Hart (1954) 
described the concept of 
“grand strategy” as a higher 
strategy where the 
resources of a nation or 
collection of nations are 
used to attain a political 
objective: “Grand strategy 
looks beyond the war to the 
subsequent peace”.



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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Grand 
Strategy

National 
power

Military

Economic 

Diplomatic

Owens (2007)

• Owens (2007) described 
four levels of strategy, 
Grand strategy is linked to 
the elements of national 
power, military, economic 
and diplomatic



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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• “concerned with the employment of military 
power in peace and war”Military strategy 

• concerns the operational level of war“Theatre strategy” 

• refers to doctrine“Service strategy” 



STRATEGY (cont’d)
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A grand strategy may include winning a war to support a 
national objective

At the operational level, strategic questions may be asked about 
the means, methods, resources, and tactics as part of a holistic 
and recursive approach to thinking strategically about the 
situation



Strategic Thinking

31

❖The purpose and definition of strategic thinking 
has evolved to accommodate the changing 
environment and the needs of organizational 
leaders



Strategic Thinking 

32

Elements of strategic thinking 

systematic strategic planning

providing conceptual, creative, and 
innovative foundations for strategy 

development 

strategic decision-making; 

providing strategic insight



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)
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• Weber (1984) recognized the 
growing challenges of strategic 
planning in uncertainty and 
characterized strategic thinking 
as the thinking that occurs to 
answer questions in support of 
strategic planning

Liz Weber



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)
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• Zabriskie and Huellmantel 
(1991) saw the purpose of 
strategic thinking as a 
prelude to strategic planning 
in support of three distinct 
planning systems Administrative

Operational

Strategic



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)
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• Strategic thinking was considered the process of 
thinking systematically about the approach that 
organizations would use to develop their competitive 
strategies. 



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)
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• Mintzberg (1995) understood the 
purpose of strategic thinking as being 
visionary to support competitive desires

• He characterized the nature of 
“strategic thinking as seeing”

 
• Strategy thinking seeing behind, above, 

below, beside, ahead, beyond and 
through the domains of the strategic 
environment



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)

37

• “The purpose of strategic 
thinking is to discover novel, 
imaginative strategies which 
can re-write the rules of the 
competitive game; and to 
envision potential futures 
significantly different from 
the present”  Heracleous 
(1998)

Prof. Loizos Heracleous



Strategic Thinking (cont’d)
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Strategic thinking refers 
to a synthetic, creative, 
divergent thought 
process that is highly 
analytical in nature and 
connects the past, 
present, and future



Complex Threat Environment

39

• In the recent past, security strategy has been oriented 
towards dealing with one or a few vital threats

• The prevailing approach today is to develop a set of 
capabilities to meet a broad spectrum of security 
threats and challenges



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)
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• The uncertainty and fluidity of the security 
environment demand faster response to emerging 
threats

• These response must be provided only through a 
‘post-modern’ approach to making security strategy, 
an approach focusing on flexibility and adaptiveness 
in the development of the security sector and its 
interplay with other security instruments



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)
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• In this regard, the 1990 coinage describing the 
surrounding environment as volatile, uncertain, 
complex and agile (VUCA) has become a cliché in the 
absence of a more profound analysis



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

42

• Duncan (1972), noted that “perceptions are a joint 
product of properties of the environment, processes, 
structures of organizations, and dispositions of 
individuals”

• Huber and Daft (1987) identified three properties of 
the environment, which are “information load, 
complexity and turbulence”



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

43

Information load is 
characterized by the 
complex mixture of 
the “quantity, 
ambiguity, and variety 
of information that 
people are forced to 
process”



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

44

• As load increases, people take 
increasingly strong steps to 
manage it

• They begin with omission, and 
then move to greater 
tolerance of error, queuing, 
filtering, abstracting, using 
multiple channels, escape, 
and end with chunking



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

45

• An increase in complexity can increase perceived 
uncertainty

• Turbulence is a combination of instability (frequency 
of change) and randomness (frequency and direction 
of change) and as turbulence goes up, so too does 
intuition and heuristics



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)
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• Strategic environment 
consists of both internal and 
external complexities that 
directly and indirectly affect 
the resourcing, structuring, 
and operational 
performance of the 
organization



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

47

Dynamics of a changing threat

Changes in international coalitions

Shifting of public attitudes

Rapid advances in technology

Election of new governments

Fluctuation of national budgets

Evolution of new missions 

Challenge of strategic leadership 
that much more difficult



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

48



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)

49

Concept of VUCA

Volatility relates to a 
strategic environment 

that is “subject to rapid 
and explosive reaction 

and change” 

Uncertainty characterized 
the environment as 

“inherently problematic 
and unstable”

Complexity relates to the 
environment being 

“composed of many parts 
that are intricately related 

in such a manner that 
understanding them 

collectively or separating 
them distinctly is 

extremely difficult and 
often impossible” 

Ambiguity is where, “the 
environment can be 

interpreted from multiple 
perspectives with various 

conclusions that may 
suggest a variety of 
equally attractive 

solutions, some of which 
will prove to be good and 

others bad”



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)
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• Within this VUCA environment, organizations operate in 
environmental contexts that are shaped by “social, technological, 
economic, environmental, and political forces”



Complex Threat Environment (cont’d)
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• Indeed, the elements of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity are undeniably present in the operating environment of 
any organization, the only question is the degree to which each 
element may be in play



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING

52



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

53

• Strategic thinking is a means-ends 
way of thinking

• Strategic thinking allows us to 
recognize that there is a process 
(means-ends way of thinking) and 
an outcome (future value)

• It is future oriented and seeks to 
create value or an advantage for 
the system



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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• Both the process and the outcome become important when we 
explore strategic thinkers and developing a strategic thinking 
capability



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

55
Jeanne Liedtka



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

56

• Liedtka (1998) reviewed the 
various definitions of strategic 
thinking and concluded that 
strategic thinking is simply a 
“particular way of thinking, with 
specific attributes” 

• She matched strategic thinking 
with Five elements:Jeanne Liedtka



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

57

• Strategic thinking reflects a systems or holistic view that recognizes how the 
different parts of the organization influence each other.Systems Perspective

• Strategic thinking conveys a sense of direction and is driven by the 
continuous shaping and re-shaping of intent.Intent-focused

• Strategic thinking invokes the capacity to be intelligently opportunistic, or 
open to new experience, allowing one to take advantage of alternative 
strategies that may emerge in a rapidly changing environment. 

Intelligent Opportunism

• Strategic thinking is not solely driven by the future, but by the gap between 
the current reality and the intent for the future.Thinking in Time

• Hypothesis generation and testing is central to strategic thinking activities. 
It asks the creative question “What if?” followed by the critical question 
“If…..then?”

Hypothesis-driven



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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Strategic 
thinking 

System 
thinking

Reflection 

Reframing

John Pisapia et al



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

59

Systems Thinking: 

Refers to a “leader’s ability to see systems holistically by understanding the 
properties, forces, patterns and interrelationships that shape the behaviour of 

the system, which hence provides options for action”

provides clarity of patterns and supports effective change, thereby increasing 
creativity

Formed based on a systemic attitude

Specifies the orientation of the organization and puts it on the spotlight of the 
organization



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

60

• Refers to a “leader’s ability to weave logical and 
rational thinking, through the use of 
perceptions, experience, and information, to 
make judgments on what has happened, and 
the creation of intuitive principles that guide 
future actions”

Reflection
 



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

61

• Refers to a “leader’s ability to switch 
attention across multiple 
perspectives, frames, mental 
models, and paradigms to generate 
new insights and options for actions”

Reframing
 



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

62

• Pisapia concluded that strategic thinking is an 
individual’s capacity to “recognize patterns, 
interdependencies, and make consequential 
decisions”

• Individual’s capacity could be developed by practicing 
three cognitive skills, systems thinking, reflecting and 
reframing



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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• Strategic thinking denotes an individual’s ability to decide under 
time pressure, which describes how accurately and quickly an 
individual reaches a solution to a given problem



ESSENTIALS OF STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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• Strategic thinking could be an indication of personality 
traits



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC 
THINKING 

65



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

66

Characterise Strategic thinking as a complex combination of:

environmental triggers

strategic questioning

issue framing

sensemaking and insight development

strategic analysis in the competitive environment

reconstruction of reality

strategic formulation in the development of strategic response



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

67



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

68

3 
approaches 

to think 
strategically

Assessment 
of the 

situation

Identification 
of problems 
and analysis

Synthesis of 
inputs

Liz Weber



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)

69

six methodical steps to thinking 
strategically (Zabriskie and Huellmantel, 1991)

setting 
the 

purpose

determining 
the 

strategic 
questions

making 
strategic 
decisions 

and 
developing 
information 

inputs

linking 
strategies 

to the 
financial 

plan

linking 
strategies 
to annual 
budgets 

acquiring 
strategic 
skills and 

capabilities



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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• For Mintzberg (1995), the approach to thinking 
strategically involved foreseeing discontinuities from 
all dimensions relevant to strategy, which could be 
used to inform creative intuition



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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Strategic thinking involves answering three basic 
questions:

where we are now?

where do we want to go?

how do we get there?



APPROACHES TO STRATEGIC THINKING (cont’d)
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3 basic questions in strategic thinking

Where are we going?

How are we getting there? 

Are we executing efficiently?



CHARACTERISTICS OF A 
STRATEGIC THINKER

73



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)
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• Detailed descriptions of the characteristics of a 
strategic thinker were discovered in 55 sources and 18 
characteristics were identified and mapped using a 
cluster analysis



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)
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The cluster analysis revealed that there are three 
significant characteristics of a strategic thinker: 

visionary 
thinking

creative 
thinking 

system 
thinking



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)

76

• Genuine vision is a sense of direction that provides the 
focus for all activities within the organisationVisionary Thinking

• Creativity has attracted broad attention acquiring a 
complexity that ‘poses major problems for 
measurement’

Creative Thinking

• The use of system thinking is not limited to any single 
domain. System Thinking

• Perhaps indicative of the elusiveness of strategic 
thinking, intuition, like the other characteristics, 
appears to lack a comprehensive, overarching 
framework

Intuition



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)

77

Three types of intuition

• Judgments are based on qualitatively non-analytical process 
made by integrating multiple, diverse informational cues into a 
whole that may or may not be explicit

Holistic Intuition

• Judgments based on automated analysis. Inferences and 
decisions that were once analytical have been automated with 
practice. 

Inferential 
Intuition

• Judgments are based primarily on emotional reactions to 
decision situations regardless of any explicit or rational 
support. 

Affective Intuition



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)

78

• A strategic planner develops the plan to bridge or solve the 
problem

• Strategic thinkers find, or even create the problem to 
achieve a long-term advantage

• System thinking provides understanding; creative thinking 
provides novel solutions, while intuition allows for rapid 
understanding and decisions



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)
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Four cognitive 
characteristics 
of a strategic 
thinker 

visionary thinking

Intuition

creative thinking

system thinking



CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRATEGIC THINKER (cont’d)

80

➢ Visionary thinking proved to be quite problematic as most tests were simple 
judgment-based binary assessments of a vision statement 

➢ Search for generic systems thinking assessment proved minimal. The ability 
to measure strategic thinking is an important step

➢A comprehensive review indicated that each of these characteristics could 
be developed individually. Separately, a few researchers surmise that 
strategic thinking is strongly influenced by external events. For example, 
cognitive ability (general intelligence), experience and personality can be a 
predictor or influencer of strategic thinking



CONCLUDING THOUGHT

81



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS (cont’d)

82

❖ Fundamentally, strategy is about asking and answering 
key strategic questions and making the right decisions 
that support an organization’s ambitions and goals

❖ A highly competitive, complex, and dynamic environment 
requires adept ways to think strategically and to gain the 
insights and perspectives necessary to address the key 
strategic questions that can competitively position the 
organization to remain competitive over time



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS (cont’d)

83

❖ Strategic thinking as a competence depends on the cognition of 
individuals to make sense of their environments and develop the 
requisite foresight that can be used in the development of 
competitive strategies

❖ Understanding the mind of a strategist is critical to understanding 
the development of strategic vision and how strategies form

❖ Current understanding of strategy as related to strategic thinking 
includes an understanding of how people think strategically while 

formulating strategy 



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS (cont’d)

84

❖ The introduction of what has been termed the VUCA 
environment further complicates the challenge of 
strategic thinking, and new models may emerge as a 
result 

❖ The place of cognitive factors as major influence to 
strategic thinking, in this regard, sensemaking, making 
sense of complex environments and foresight, which is 
an envisioning process that assesses the forces shaping 
the future must be borne in mind 



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS (cont’d)

85

❖ Strategic thinking is a mechanism for making sense of 
strategic environments and identifying strategic 
insights in response to strategic questions 

❖ The goal of strategic thinking is being able to 
accomplish this faster and more accurately than 
competitors to provide a competitive and sustainable 
edge



Principles 1 

86

• Trust your instincts to make decisions, as long as you 
are a professional and hence your “guesses” are 
educated ones

• It is only thus that setting and following a vision from 
a pattern-based behaviour perspective becomes 
possible



Principles 2 

87

• Assume accountability for your actions and thus empower 
other to do the very same

• In other words, to be a leader in a VUCA environment is 
simply setting an example and requiring the others to follow

• But to do that and ensure the right decisions are made, 
accountability should become the keystone for attitudes 
and their related behaviour



Principles 3 

88

• Talk the talk and walk the walk. Leadership is not only about 
preaching, but also about setting an example

• Nonetheless, one is not possible without the other, which means 
that for people to follow, they need first to understand

• In other words, taking people’s understanding for granted and 
asking them to replicate the leader’s behaviour is nothing but a 
huge leadership mistake



THANK YOU FOR 
LISTENING

89
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