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Overview

The Design School, as articulated and critiqued by Mintzberg, Ashistrand, and Lampel,
represents one of the foundational perspectives on strategy formation. It posits strategy as a
deliberate, conscious process of conception, where a unique and clear strategy is formulated in
advance and then implemented. This school emphasizes the role of the chief executive officer
(CEO) as the architect of strategy, responsible for analyzing the organization's internal
capabilities (strengths and weaknesses) and external environment (opportunities and threats)
through tools like SWOT analysis. The core idea is that strategy is a product of thought, a rational
and controlled process leading to a well-defined plan.

While influential for its simplicity and logical appeal, the authors also provide a thorough critique
of the Design School. They highlight its inherent limitations, such as the unrealistic separation of
strategy formulation from implementation, the assumption of a stable and predictable
environment, and the overemphasis on a single leader's cognitive capacity. The book argues that
real-world strategy often emerges from learning, adaptation, and political processes rather than
being solely a result of a grand design. Understanding the Design School is crucial for grasping
the historical development of strategic management thought and appreciating the complexities
that subsequent schools of thought sought to address.

Key Takeaways
* Recognize that the Design School views strategy as a deliberate, conscious process of
conception, typically led by the CEO.

* Understand that SWOT analysis is a central tool in the Design School for matching internal
capabilities with external opportunities.

* Be aware of the Design School's assumption that strategy formulation precedes
implementation, with a clear separation between the two.

* Critically evaluate the Design School's premise of a stable and predictable environment, as
this rarely holds true in dynamic markets.

* Consider that relying solely on a single, grand design can limit an organization's adaptability
and capacity for emergent strategy.

* Appreciate that while the Design School offers a simple and logical framework, it often
oversimplifies the complex realities of strategy formation.
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Chapter Summaries

The Genesis of the Design School

This section introduces the origins and historical context of the Design School, tracing its roots to
early management thought and its emphasis on rational planning. It highlights the school's
appeal due to its simplicity and logical structure, making strategy formation seem manageable
and controllable. The core idea is presented as a straightforward process of thinking before
acting, where a clear strategy is conceived by top management.

Key Tenets and Assumptions

This part details the fundamental principles of the Design School. It explains that strategy is a
deliberate, conscious process led by the CEO, involving the assessment of internal
strengths/weaknesses and external opportunities/threats (SWOT). Key assumptions include the
separation of formulation and implementation, the uniqueness of each strategy, and the belief in
a stable and predictable environment conducive to long-term planning.

The Design Process: SWOT Analysis

The chapter elaborates on the practical application of the Design School, with a particular focus
on SWOT analysis. It describes how organizations are encouraged to systematically identify their
internal capabilities and external conditions to craft a strategy that achieves a 'fit' between the
two. This process aims to create a clear, simple, and explicit strategy document that guides
organizational action.

Critique of the Design School

This crucial section presents Mintzberg, Ashlstrand, and Lampel's critical evaluation of the
Design School. It challenges the school's core assumptions, arguing that the real world rarely
offers stable environments or clear separations between thought and action. The critique
highlights the limitations of relying solely on a single leader's cognitive capacity and the potential
for rigidity when emergent strategies are ignored.

Implications and Legacy

The final part discusses the enduring influence of the Design School despite its criticisms. It
acknowledges its role in shaping early strategic management practices and its continued
presence in simplified strategic planning models. The authors conclude by positioning the
Design School as a foundational, yet incomplete, perspective that paved the way for more
nuanced and complex understandings of strategy formation.

Themes

* Strategy Formulation
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* Rational Planning

* Leadership Role

* SWOT Analysis

* Critique of Strategy

Notable Quotes

* "Strategy formation is a process of conception. The chief executive officer, as architect,
designs the strategy, having considered the organization's internal capabilities and external
possibilities." — Describing the central tenet of the Design School, emphasizing the CEO's role
as the primary strategist.

* "The Design School model is simple, informal, and based on a few basic propositions. It is a
model of strategy making as a deliberate process of conscious thought." — Highlighting the
straightforward nature and core philosophy of the Design School's approach to strategy.

* "The environment is assumed to be benign, stable, and predictable enough to allow for the
deliberate formulation of a strategy that will then be implemented." — Pointing out a key,
often unrealistic, assumption underlying the Design School's effectiveness.

* "The separation of formulation and implementation, so central to the Design School, is often
a fatal flaw in practice." — Presenting a major criticism of the Design School's practical
applicability and its disconnect from real-world complexities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is The Design School about?

The Design School, as discussed by Mintzberg, Ashistrand, and Lampel, describes a perspective
on strategy formation where strategy is a deliberate, conscious process of conception. It
emphasizes the CEO's role in analyzing internal and external factors (SWOT) to create a clear,
unique plan before implementation. The book also critically examines the limitations of this
approach.

Is The Design School worth reading?

Yes, understanding the Design School is essential for anyone studying strategic management.
While the authors critique its limitations, it represents a foundational perspective that influenced
much of early strategic thinking. It provides a clear baseline against which other, more complex
strategy schools can be understood and appreciated, offering valuable historical and theoretical
context.

Who should read The Design School?
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This book (or chapter, in its original context) is ideal for students of business, management, and
strategic planning, as well as practitioners interested in the theoretical underpinnings of
strategic management. It's particularly useful for those seeking to understand the historical
evolution of strategic thought and the various approaches to strategy formation.

How long does it take to read The Design School?

Given that 'The Design School' is typically presented as a chapter within a larger work like
'Strategy Safari,' reading it would likely take about 45-60 minutes. This estimate allows for careful
consideration of its core tenets, the detailed explanation of its process, and the subsequent
critical analysis provided by the authors.
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