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Many executives responsible for strategic planning have 
recently been faced with quite fundamental questions 
due to the global economic downturn. How to predict 
changes of a highly volatile world? How to remain 
competitive and maintain long-term profitable growth in 
the changed market conditions?

With view to address these managerial challenges, 
this study was designed in order to clarify 1) how 
strategy is formulated in Finnish companies today, 2) 
were Finnish companies able to anticipate and react to 
the downturn in their strategic planning, and 3) what 
are the key lessons executives feel they have learned 
from the downturn and what change needs they see 
in their strategy processes in the future.. The study 
was conducted in Finland in the summer of 2009 by 
interviewing 22 executives of Finnish companies from 
various industries.

The study provided a number of interesting findings and 
recommendations: 

•	Strategy	processes	showed	an	unexpected	amount	of	
 variation in terms of duration, involvement and 
 planning horizon. Furthermore, the variation did not 
 seem to be determined by company size, industry or 
 other rational factors.
•	Companies	who	routinely	considered	different	
 possible futures or scenarios during the strategy 
 process, seemed to be less taken by surprise. 
•	Companies	who	regularly	draw	up	plans	for	
 fundamentally different customer, revenue or profit 
 developments were more satisfied with their ability to 
 react to events
•	Purely	calendar-driven,	annual	strategy	work	is	giving	
 way to regular updates mixed with strategic projects 
 or themes, which can be either event-driven or a 
 deliberate way to keep strategic thinking fresh and in 
 the forefront also between annual strategy rounds.
•	Getting	enough	market	information	is	not	a	problem;	
 consolidating the information and making sense of it 
	 all	is.	Companies	want	put	more	emphasis	on	making	
 good analysis of the gathered information instead of 
 collecting more of it. Furthermore, companies want 
 to try to identify in particular any leading indicators 
 that with “common sense” could give some view to 
 the future business environment in their industry. 

1 Executive summary

•	Companies	should	have	“many	ears”	on	their	markets	
 (e.g. customer and partner contacts) with which they 
 could be able to listen to the potential and emerging 
 weak signals of the changes. For instance, presence in 
 several country markets or industries not only helps 
 the company to distribute  risks of the business more 
 widely, but also provides access to new sources of 
 information
•	Companies	should	consider	their	own	business	from	
 two key perspectives: 1) how firmly their strategy is 
 bound by their previous commitments and  
 investments made during the company development 
 and 2) how much visibility do they have to the future 
 turnover of the firm in a given business or industry. 
 This is important because these two key perspectives 
 indicate the company’s strategic flexibility (ability to 
 change strategy quickly) and also its resilience (ability 
 to withstand major shocks in the business or industry).
•	Finally,	it	was	evident	that	strategy	planning	work	
 in many cases needs the use of external insight that 
 complements the understanding of the company 
 management. Instead of general standardized strategy 
 planning sessions, companies should focus on more 
 deeply on a few relevant topics and arrange ad-hoc 
 teams around these to collect and analyze information  
	 and	to	define	strategic	options.	Companies	should	
 also aim at finding the best expertise available – 
 whether company internal or external – for 
 the strategic topics at hand and focus on deep 
 understanding of the underlying causes and effects.

Our team would like to thank all the executives that 
dedicated their valuable time to helping us forward in 
this project. We also hope that the reader of this study 
finds our analysis and thoughts interesting, thought-
provoking and useful for the purposes of the further 
development of strategy planning work. 



more or less nationalized (e.g. Northern Rock and Royal 
Bank of Scotland in the UK and Fortis in Luxembourg 
and Belgium).

The progress of the global downturn took several steps 
from the US to Europe but it finally worked its way also 
to Finland. From 2002 until 2008 the Finnish economy 
had experienced a period of significant growth and 
many believed the steady growth to continue. The 
effects of the global economic downturn were not 
visible in the Finnish economy before mid 2008 when 
the growth of the Finnish economy stopped after many 
years of prosperity. When coming to the last quarter 
of	the	year,	the	Finnish	GDP	dropped	1.3%	year-on-
year. At the same time, total exports and imports of 
Finnish	firms	sunk	14%,	signalling	a	drastic	change	in	
international business. In fact, the second half of 2008 
was already recession in Finland and the year 2009 has 
truly revealed the effects of the global recession to the 
Finnish economy and companies.

As the saying goes, each peak of economic growth is 
preceded by a plausible explanation why “this time it’s 
different” and the boom still has a lot of room to run. 
For recessions, the same thing can be said with much 
more confidence. While the basic mechanism is familiar, 
the triggers and exact sequence of events tend to be 
markedly different each time. There are, however, good 
reasons to consider the current downturn particularly 
interesting and instructive from strategy and foresight 
perspective. The Finnish recession of the early 1990s 
was a result of domestic economic policy blunders that 
coincided with external shocks (recession in European 
export markets and the collapse of the Soviet Union). 
The strategists of that time can be absolved to some 
extent, because events are much more difficult to 
see and interpret the closer and more involved one 
is. The current downturn could have been easier to 
foresee and to prepare for, because the triggering 
causes or indicators were easier to see (shakiness of the 
US domestic consumption, global trade imbalances, 
skyrocketing commodity prices) and the whole process 
took quite a while to develop fully and work its way into 
Finland. 

Since 2007, the global business has experienced a 
period of significant changes as we have been faced 
first with a financial crisis and then with an economic 
downturn. From a strategic planning point of view the 
emerging of the current economic downturn has been a 
challenging period. Executives responsible for strategic 
planning have been faced with quite fundamental 
questions. How to prepare for changes of a highly 
volatile world? How to make sense of all the weak 
signals of the global market? How to remain competitive 
in the changed market conditions? And how to maintain 
long-term profitable growth with declining sales and 
diminishing margins?

In fact, the changes in the market have happened 
in a short period of time. The beginning of the 
downturn can be traced back to August 2007 when 
the speculation increased on potential problems in the 
banking sector. In March 2008, there were news and 
alerts of upcoming recession almost daily in the US 
media. When coming to May-June 2008, we witnessed 
sinking share prices, led by financial stocks, in most of 
the stock exchanges of the world. The crisis culminated 
in September 2008, where the collapse of Lehman 
Brothers marks the beginning of the acute crisis. The 
reasons	for	the	downturn	are	various.	Perhaps	the	
first problems started with high commodity prices, 
which accelerated global inflation. Still, the most 
obvious reason for the downturn lies within the US 
housing sector. Many practically insolvent households 
were approved for subprime mortgages, making the 
businesses of the whole “mortgage food chain” highly 
risky. This food chain included mortgage lenders, 
institutions who bought mortgages in order to package 
them	into	sophisticated	securities	such	as	CDOs,	and	
investors who bought these instruments using ever-
increasing amounts of leverage. When house prices 
started to wobble in the US, the system collapsed. 
The big victims of the recession have been numerous, 
including many large and well-known commercial and 
investment banks and other financial sector companies. 
Some of them have been sold to their new owners with 
a much lower value (such as Lehman Brothers, Bear 
Stearns, Merrill Lynch and HBOS) and some have been 
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2.1 Key questions of the study
For many executives of businesses the downturn has 
naturally caused plenty of challenges. For the writers 
of this study, on the other hand, the changed situation 
provided a very fruitful moment for analysis and 
learning. As consultants we were able to follow several 
businesses and industries at the same time. And now 
it seemed to be a perfect time for a review of strategy 
planning processes and practices in Finnish firms, as well 
as a moment for gathering the lessons learned of facing 
a shock such as a rapid decline in the economy.

Therefore this study focused on clarifying the following 
key questions: 
1) How is strategy formulated in Finnish companies
  (e.g. processes and practices)?
2) How did companies anticipate and face the current 
 economic downturn in their strategic planning?
3) What are the key lessons learned from the 
 downturn with regards to the formulation of 
 strategy in the future?

2.2 Data collection: interviews among the 
management of Finnish firms
This study was conducted in Finland over the summer 
of 2009 by interviewing 22 executives of Finnish 
companies. The companies represented the following 
industries:
•	 Telecom,	media	and	technology
•	 Energy	and	resources
•	 Manufacturing
•	 Financial	services
•	 Consumer	business	and	goods
•	 Construction	and	infrastructure
•	 Logistics
•	 Business	consulting

32%

23%

9%

32%

18%

9%

9% 0 to 500 million €
500 to 1000 million €
1000 to 5000 million €
5000 to 10 000 million €
Over 10 000 million €
N/A

Turnover 2008

Figure 1: Distribution of turnovers of the interviewed companies

Most of the interviewed companies were large, 
belonging to the top 50 category in the Finnish 
economy, however, also some exceptions were 
allowed	to	compare	large	and	small	firms.	Companies	
headquartered in Finland were targeted because it was 
expected that their strategy is formulated in Finland – 
not just imported from the distant headquarters and 
implemented here. The sole exception was a division of 
a multinational company with headquarters abroad, but 
where the responsibility for divisional strategy resided in 
Finland. The interviewed persons were targeted as the 
owners of the strategy process within the company, and 
included mostly:
•	 Managing	directors
•	 Directors	responsible	for	strategy	planning	or	
 business development
•	 Member	of	the	board	of	directors
•	 Key	owners	of	the	firm
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In this section, we present an analysis of the key 
strategy planning processes and practices in use in the 
interviewed Finnish companies. The analysis is built 
on e.g. the following themes that were covered in the 
interviews: 
•	 How	is	the	strategy	planning	process	run	in	a	
 company?
•	 Which	persons	and	groups	are	involved	in	it?
•	 What	is	the	cycle	and	time	horizon	of	the	strategy	
 planning work?
•	 How	are	business	environment	analysis	and	risk	
 analysis included in the strategy planning work?

3.1 Strategy planning processes
Given the volume of strategy literature written over 
the past 50 years, a casual observer could be forgiven 
for thinking that the process of creating and executing 
strategy would be fairly standard now, based on 
accumulated experience and best practices. Strategies 
and their outcomes would obviously differ, but the 
process itself would vary little from company to 
company. 

This is clearly not the case. The interviews revealed 
a surprising amount of variation between strategy 
processes, most of which is not readily explained by 
rational factors such as industry requirements, company 
structure or company size. The strategy processes we 
observed seem to result more from circumstantial factors 
like corporate culture, company history, its management, 
etc. This is especially true for strategic planning that aims 
beyond the budgets and “numbers horizon”, the time 
for which companies feel reasonable secure making 
numeric forecasts. The closer the strategy work proceeds 
to budgeting and annual planning, the more similar the 
processes	and	the	language	become.	Key	Performance	
Indicators and Balanced Scorecards are widely used in 
our very heterogeneous sample. 

“Strategy planning can be done right, or wrong, in any 
number of ways… if one school of thought works well 
in one company, it doesn’t mean it works equally well 
in another.”

Figure 2 presents an overall Deloitte Strategy Map 
Framework for strategy planning work. In all of the 
interviewed Finnish companies several elements of the 
framework were – in one way or another – present in 

Figure 2: Deloitte Strategy Map Framework



the strategy process. Generally the flow of the strategy 
process of the companies started from business 
environment analysis and vision definition, followed by 
definition of key capabilities and success factors, and 
ending to strategic actions and development portfolio 
needed for the certain defined period of time in the 
future. 

What was perhaps a bit surprising was that only a 
very small number of the interviewed executives 
included understanding of the expectations of the 
key stakeholders (such as owners of the firm) in their 
description of the strategy planning process in use. 
Apparently the interviewed executives saw the board of 
the company – being very often one participant in the 
strategy planning work – as the key representative of the 
owners and other stakeholders. 
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3.2  Governance models – who drives strategy 
work? 
A typical organization of the roles of the strategic 
planning work can be found from Figure 3. 

As prescribed by corporate governance models, most 
public companies in our sample have the board, 
representing shareholders, as the ultimate authority for 
their strategies. For them, the planning part of strategy 
creation culminates in a presentation to, and approval 
of, the board. For most companies, the formal role 
of the board stops here. Some companies involve the 
board directly for their input also in 1 to 2 intermediate 
milestones of the process, and depending on the role 
of the board in a company, this could be a practice 
worth exploring more widely. Board members might be 
able to add viewpoints or to ask questions that do not 
come up in the internal strategy preparation. A general 
recommendation for the interviewed companies would 
be to involve the board members more thoroughly to 
the strategy planning process. This is because the board 
members often possess experience from and contacts in 
different types of industries and businesses and therefore 
can challenge the beliefs of the management team. 

Figure 3: Typical roles in a strategy process



3.3 Who are involved in strategic planning?
The number of people involved in strategy setting, 
which we define roughly as preparations and planning 
leading to formulation of a view about the future, 
creating alternatives, choosing strategy and setting 
goals, varies immensely. The relevant variables appear 
to be company size and structure, ownership structure 
(privately held companies tend to have less involving 
processes, cooperative enterprises have very much 
stakeholder involvement), but also the business model. 
Companies	who	sell	expert	services	were	standouts	
here, partly because the experts were judged by the 
management to have the best knowledge about 
the operating environment, but also because top 
management saw participatory strategy creation as a 
vital part of implementation as well. They felt that their 
organizations would react badly to strategy that could 
be seen as too top-down.

In some interviewed companies, the strategy process 
did seem to rest on a too restricted and narrow base. 
In some cases, this may be because the interview 
questions centred on the formal strategy process and 
may not have captured all informal interactions that 
occur during the months of strategy discussions and 
influence the outcome. But even then we believe these 
managements should explore the concept of casting 
out a wider net to the organization in order to collect 
additional viewpoints.

In the following Table 1, the interviewed companies 
are listed with an indication of how many persons 
participate in the strategy preparation work (note: the 
alphabetic indicate a company in question and are used 
for confidentiality reasons).

8

Management teams play various roles in the strategy 
planning companies of the interviewed firms, depending 
on whether the process is driven with a bottom-up 
or top-down approach. In general, the management 
team of the company takes a role of providing insight 
and contribution to the strategic planning. In addition, 
management teams often consolidate the various 
strategic initiatives of the firm and determine the pace of 
the entire strategy planning process. 

On the other hand, the role of the business units / 
divisions or country units is commonly to provide 
market-specific flavour to the strategic planning, act as 
contributors and experts, and finally provide a “sanity 
check” of the strategies from the operative and/or 
customer perspective. Obviously, business units also 
have to create their own strategies within the guidelines 
of the corporate strategy. How broad or narrow these 
guidelines are, and how they are enforced, shows a lot 
of variation, too.

In the interviews, many executives stated that a potential 
problem is that different business units may start 
developing their own separate strategy agendas in the 
course of time. The business units may have different 
needs and believe that one single strategy might be of 
too high-level and not able to serve them well enough. 
This is where the role of the strategy department / unit 
becomes highly important. The strategy unit commonly 
acts as the instance that facilitates the strategy planning 
process and provides common practices (e.g. templates, 
sessions) for the others. As a result of the work of 
the strategy unit, there normally is a structured and 
managed single strategy process with generally agreed 
end-results and common company-wide strategy. If 
this work is not done properly, the result might be that 
first the processes differ, then their end-results, and 
finally there exist several competing strategies in the 
corporation.  
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Company Participation in the strategy process

A Corporate	and	division	executives,	management	of	different	business	units	/	lines.	In	addition,	
ad-hoc members when needed

B Executive committee

C Corporate	and	division	executive	committee,	BU	management	team

D 4 to 6 persons, strategy unit + inside experts

E Corporate	and	division	executives,	key	experts	from	divisions

F Business units / subsidiaries, very little corporate effort

G Top 100 management, strategy unit

H Executive team, line managers, some issues collected from middle management

I Hundreds, strategy unit coordinates while business lines and technology cover their viewpoints

J 70 to 80 people part-time and comments from many groups

K Division executive team, line and country managers

L Executive team, preparations also by internal experts and middle management. All in all, about 
30%	of	employees	involved.	Owners	are	consulted	as	well.

M Bottom-up,	almost	all	executives	involved.	Corporate	strategy	office	coordinates.

N Complex	structure	requires	participation	from	many	different	groups,	100s	of	people

O 150 to 200 persons, both top-down and bottom-up

P Executive team

Q Entire staff, at least in some way.

R Corporate	and	line	management	teams

S 50 to 60 persons on corporate and business unit levels

T Executive committee + half a dozen people

U Management team

V N/A

Table 1: Who participates in the strategy process in the interviewed companies

In some interviewed 
companies, the strategy process 
did seem to rest on a too 
restricted and narrow base. 



3.4 Analysis of the business environment: 
organization and practices
According to the interviewed executives, it is quite 
common that there exists a unit or department for 
business intelligence gathering and analysis. The 
simplest model is a “one-man-show”, in which an 
analyst is assigned to follow the market news and 
events and to distribute a daily or weekly news 
bulletin to the company management (see also Figure 
5). These bulletins then get read or not, depending 
on circumstances. Some companies have also taken 
small steps towards “crowdsourcing” model, in which 
employees can post interesting news items to an 
intranet page or forward them by e-mail. There is 
probably much more of this activity going on unofficially 
than officially, and forward-thinking companies 
should consider arranging better IT tools to improve 
distribution and tracking. This would especially help 
smaller companies who often have little or no formal BI 
capability.

“I usually get 20-30 headlines daily by e-mail but I only 
read the most interesting ones because I simply don’t 
have the time for all. Reading the updates is totally 
dependent on each person’s own motivation.”
 
Large companies with more emphasis on these activities 
have usually a dedicated organization of 10+ persons 
to do market analysis and produce detailed reports 
with a certain frequency, e.g. once per month. The 
variation comes from how much resources business 
intelligence can provide on project or request basis (vs. 
collecting, collating and distributing predefined reports 
regularly, and how business intelligence is organized 
(centrally	or	in	business	units).	Companies	who	said	
they have a “strong business intelligence culture” had 
often centralized business intelligence functions, but 
there were also examples of currently ongoing de- and 
re-centralization. This leads us to conclude that business 
intelligence, like many other corporate functions, is 
subject to a cyclical organization change where there is 
no clearly superior and stable end result. 

Figure 4 presents an overview of the key dimensions 
that categorize the business environment analysis of 
the interviewed firms. How thoroughly the analysis of 
the business environment is made depends generally 
on how much resources are dedicated to the job, how 
different data sources are used, and finally how the data 
is warehoused and utilised in decision-making. 

While the Figure 4 presents an extreme polarization of 
the findings of this study, the reader should note that 
in real life all the companies interviewed are located 
somewhere between the extremes and there is a 
continuum	in	each	dimension	of	the	picture.	Clearly	
a complex and sophisticated way of doing market 
information gathering and analysis provides most and 
best results for the organization. In fact, a vast majority 
of the interviewed companies resembled this more 
sophisticated way of doing analysis of the business 
environment: they have a team dedicated for the job, 
working according to a briefing from management, 
and the information is systematically reviewed in 
both strategy planning work and meetings of the 
management team. However, maintaining a strong 
organization for business environment analysis also 
raises the costs of these activities significantly and 
we also witnessed a small number of companies that 
relied on simplified and cost sensitive approach in their 
market information gathering. In sum, it is important 
that each company understands its needs and financial 
constraints for market intelligence gathering and adjusts 
its organization and practices accordingly. 
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Figure 4: Key dimensions of business environment analysis



In most of the interviewed companies, the list of 
the followed market and industry indicators is very 
extensive. It seems that the companies have eyes open 
and focused to several directions at the same time to 
fully understand and anticipate changes in the market. 
Many of the followed indicators are related to the 
industry, in which the company operates. The indicators 
followed included at least the following perspectives: 

•	 Customers	(e.g.	buying	behaviour,	demand,	
 customer experience, money spent per month, 
 profitability, brand perception) 
•	 Competitors	(e.g.	market	share,	competitive	actions,	
 production capacity, new products)
•	 Economic	situation	(e.g.	GDP	growth	and	
 predictions, crude oil and other commodities prices, 
 exports / imports, investments, interests, share 
 prices, inflation)
•	 Political	and	legal	environment	(e.g.	environmental	
 regulation and restrictions in competition, taxation)
•	 Development	of	technology	(e.g.	digitalization,	
 production and communications technologies. 
 Note: much depending on the industry in question)

The existence and monitoring of market and industry 
indicators was to be expected. What is much more 
difficult is to identify leading indicators that suggest the 
potential future changes in the market. 

“It is a big question for us what the true leading market 
indicators are for us. We just need to squeeze them out 
of the data.”

It seems that there exists a certain “data smog” or 
“analysis paralysis” regarding the view to the future. 
Since there are often many past market development 
indicators and plenty of data, it may be difficult to 
identify those that truly tell about the future of business 
in contrast with those that only tell about the history. 
There is no single answer to how to generate indicators 
that tell about the future, instead, the issue is company-
specific. However, it is important for companies to do 
some analysis of the indicators that with “common 
sense” instantly give some view to the future business 

environment. One such way could be to put more work 
into uncovering, analyzing and monitoring the drivers 
that influence the end-user demand or customer’s 
customers’ business. Ultimately, the market data is 
building material and the view of the future is produced 
in human processes that take place both in individuals 
and groups.

3.5 Strategy cycle and strategy horizon
Calendar-driven	strategy	work	is	the	dominant	model	of	
strategy process for most of the interviewed companies. 
A typical strategy round begins in the winter and 
culminates to a presentation to the board of directors 
in June (because in Finland all relevant business is 
concluded before Midsummer). From there, the cycle 
continues towards budgeting and corporate planning 
for the next financial year in the fall, to then start over 
again in February. The variation in our sample comes 
mainly from two drivers: How much variation exists 
between years, and how the process is set up to deal 
with emerging strategic issues that do not fit neatly into 
the strategy clock. Typical duration of this cycle is 3 to 4 
months, which is interesting because the actual amount 
of person-days put into strategic deliberations by the 
management seems usually to be much less, around 5 
to 10 days per person. Incorporating new information 
into thinking does take some time to mature, but 
equally plausible explanation is that doing strategy takes 
time because there is time available to do it. Of course 
allowances have to be made for other contributing 
strategy work on various levels of the organization, but 
some companies do manage to draw up strategy in a 
faster cycle. 
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“I usually get 20-30 headlines daily 
by e-mail but I only read the most 
interesting ones because I simply 
don’t have the time for all. Reading 
the updates is totally dependent on 
each person’s own motivation.”
 



“The faster it’s done the better it works. If the strategy 
process takes 4 months the result is outdated by the 
time it’s ready.”

Very few companies run exactly the same process from 
year to year. The most common approach is doing 
a more thorough and far-reaching strategy revision 
every 3 to 5 years, depending on the industry, while 
the intermediate years are mostly updates, focusing 
on shorter term and operational goals (see Figure 5). 
Deeper revisions can also be triggered by events such as 
management changes, acquisitions or sudden changes 
in competitive position. 

Obviously, this is a deliberate polarization. No company 
is going to ignore a major strategic issue that turns up in 
the middle of their strategy cycle.

“On the second week of September in 2008, we threw 
out our strategy and budget, set in June, and started 
drafting various survival scenarios.”

On the other hand, companies who drive their strategy 
work on project basis have to revisit some issues 
regularly. More pressingly, human minds (and boards of 
directors) also tend to require structure and regularity. 
Our sample had one company in which all strategy work 
on all levels is purely situational, in other words done in 
projects. 

“I don’t believe that the correct reason to do strategy is 
because other divisions are currently doing it. There has 
to be a genuine business reason.” 

They are satisfied with the approach, because it allows 
them to address each strategic issue on a scale and 
timeframe that is appropriate and to use the best 
available internal expertise. The drawback is that it 
requires more coordination to keep track on all projects, 
to ensure that they have sufficient resources and that 
they form a consistent whole. A strong set of corporate 
values centred on the customer can also help them to 
maintain cohesion.
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Figure 5: Strategy practices continuum

“On the second week of September 
in 2008, we threw out our strategy 
and budget, set in June, and 
started drafting various survival 
scenarios”



For the majority of companies, who fall to the left-hand 
side of the continuum, the challenges are: 
•	 How	to	keep	the	strategy	work	fresh	each	year
•	 How	to	keep	people	focused	on	strategic	goals	
 between strategy rounds 
•	 How	to	act	quickly	enough	in	upcoming	situations	
 that do not fit into the strategy cycle. 

Most common solutions are varying the content 
of strategy rounds from year to year, to have two 
differently themed rounds each year (e.g. one for 
environmental scanning and one for internal goals), 
and regularly deploying strategy projects to deal with 
upcoming issues and events to maintain both flexibility 
and the practice of acting also between strategy 
rounds. More sophisticated processes also do a lot of 
groundwork to identify either each year or for a longer 
period a handful (3 to 5) of critical issues the strategy 
work focuses on. 

“In practice, most emerging issues tend to drift into 
accommodating the strategy process schedule rather 
than the other way around.”

The strategy horizon varied a lot (see also Table 2). This 
is natural, because the cycles of different industries 
differ in length. When an investment in made for 50 
years, annual fluctuations are much less important 
and the future is impossible to predict that far. But 
the strategy horizon and business cycle do not always 
match. Some companies producing capital goods had 
surprisingly short horizons, while some consumer-
dependent companies are looking 10 to 15 years out. 
This is also a matter of culture and strategy process, but 
the biggest surprises in 2008-2009 seemed to happen 
to those who did not look into second-order effects, 
in other words factors driving the demand of their 
customers’ products, closely enough.

Company 3 to 5 year 
quantitative*

3 to 5 year 
qualitative

Scenarios for less 
than 5 years

Scenarios or other 
considerations 
beyond 5 years

A X X

B X X

C X X

D 3+31 X

E X

F X X

G X (5 years) X

H X X

I X (3 to 4 years) X X X

J X X X

K X X

L X (4 years) X X

M X X

N X X X X

O X X X

P X X X

Q X X X

R X X

S X X

T X X X X

U X

V X X X

1Detailed budget for 3 years + 3 main items for another 3
*Note:	Planning	period	3	years	unless	noted	otherwise

Table	2:	Planning	horizons	of	interviewed	companies
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3.6 The role of scenarios: use, abuse and non-use
All strategies are based on assumptions about the 
development of firm’s operating environment. The 
differences between strategy processes are in the extent 
and method of how these assumptions are explicated, 
shared and analyzed. If they remain tacit, they are much 
more difficult to challenge in planning and to monitor in 
implementation. 

Paul	Schoemaker	of	Wharton	Business	School	has	listed	
three different postures managements can adopt in the 
face of increasing uncertainty (or equivocality, to which 
we’ll return later). These are:
•	 	“Zero-future”	option,	in	which	no	attempt	is	made	
 to analyze, predict or prepare for the future. Major 
 decisions are delayed until fog clears, and reacting 
 to events is the order of the day. No company 
 claimed a pure “wait-and-see” attitude in the 
 interviews, but in practice some come very close, 
 with their emphasis on survival and maintaining 
 competitive position.
•	 Betting	strongly	on	a	single	future.	Some	interviewed	
 companies are undergoing a major transition or 
 have a single overwhelming vision and strategic 
 push. They have mostly just reconsidered the   
 timeline of their targets because of the recession. 
 For these, the danger is crossing the fine line 
 between determination and obsession, in which 
 all new information is fitted into the prevailing 
 mental model.
•	 The	third	strategy	focuses	on	what	is	known	and	
 what is not known about the future, and 
 consequently to explore many different futures in 
 order to identify the most robust strategies. This 
 is the most difficult and demanding posture both 
 conceptually (requires a lot mentally from 
 participants and organization) and practically 
 (relatively time-consuming). There are a few 
 companies whose posture towards the future 
 qualifies for this category. 

Scenarios are a widely used method for mapping the 
drivers of change, the plausible rates and directions 
of change, and the causal relationships between the 
drivers and their impacts. Scenarios are not predictions 
and should not be treated as such. Their advantage 
is the ability to bring out into the open and under 
discussion different assumptions and causalities while 
creating a shared language for discussing them. They 

are a management tool that can benefit all stages of 
the strategy process, from understanding the future 
competitive environment to implementation of the 
strategy.	Clearly	there	is	no	single	proper	way	of	doing	
scenario	planning;	instead,	companies	commonly	fit	
scenarios to their own strategic planning work and 
company-specific needs.

Yet nearly half of our sample did not use scenarios in 
any way in their strategy process. The reasons given for 
this included:
•	 Scenarios	were	regarded	as	too	laborious	to	create
•	 Executives	responsible	for	the	strategy	process	did	
 not have the expertise or resources to facilitate 
 scenario building
•	 Scenarios	had	been	tried,	but	the	results	had	not	
 been useful “They tend to be too lofty, not touching 
 the concrete strategic issues.” “Too conceptual for 
 us.”
•	 Building	scenarios	regularly,	even	annually,	had	been	
 experienced as too rote-like – the scenarios tended 
 to be the same underneath each time around. 

“If I could make a Christmas wish, I’d ask for an 
efficient scenario process.”

Those companies that use scenarios use them in very 
flexible ways. In particular those for whom scenarios are 
a frequently used tool can use them in both mapping 
the long-range future developments 15 to 20 years out 
as well as for mapping the options for some specific 
strategic issue over a more tactical time span.

“Scenarios are good tools for discussing issues. People 
will then be expressing their views about a shared 
picture of the future.”

A third group was those companies whose use of 
scenarios bordered on sensitivity analysis. They created 
a set, usually three, scenarios for revenue growth 
and ran various planning processes for each. For 
many, even the worst scenario had been proved too 
optimistic in 2008-2009, but they still felt the exercise 
had been helpful. The detail level of these scenarios 
was not elaborated in the interviews, but we got 
the impression that many of these did not include 
any causal relationships about the possible causes of 
revenue volatility, which makes the scenarios much less 
useful as aids to monitoring the operating environment. 
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“The key thing of our risk 
management is to keep our budgets 
realistic. We have traditionally been 
really good in making exact budgets 
for the upcoming years. However, 
today uncertainty is much higher and 
we continuously realize that we do not 
reach our budgets any longer.”

An early warning system is much more difficult to 
build if the things it at least should be looking out 
for have not been elaborated. This kind of scenario 
work is very useful in the sense that it increases agility 
by helping the organization to prepare mentally for 
different conditions, but it stops short of creating a 
full framework for discussion and analysis, which is 
necessary for the full benefits to materialize. 

3.7 Risk management and strategic planning
Risk management is a staple of strategic planning 
in most of the interviewed Finnish companies. Risk 
evaluation is included at some point of the strategy 
planning process. This was quite expected finding in the 
interviews, given that all strategies include an element 
of risk. The key risks monitored and analyzed include 
e.g. the following: 
•	 Risks	related	to	raw	material	purchases:	their	
 availability and price level
•	 Risks	related	to	foreign	currencies
•	 Risks	related	to	a	certain	country:	e.g.	political	and	
 socioeconomic factors
•	 Risks	related	to	getting	additional	financing	
 (especially relevant in the downturn economy)
•	 Risks	related	to	contracts	made:	e.g.	their	period	of	
 validity and other conditions

The most common approach for risk management 
seems to be the traditional “likelihood-impact” analysis, 
in which risks are first identified and then ranked 
according to their likelihood and potential impact on 
business.	Commonly	risk	management	includes	also	
planned actions to mitigate the potential effects of 
identified risks. Some companies use “traffic light” 
approach to highlight the importance of each risk with a 
certain colour. In addition, one good approach is also to 
first do cash flow analysis and then analyse the potential 
risks related to the current and potential investments 
of the firm (e.g. “what can we do with this amount of 
money?”). In a more sophisticated risk management 
approach each risk is also quantified (e.g. “what is 
the potential impact of the event to our revenues / 
profitability?”).

The organisation of the risk management work varied 
from company to company. In some companies, 
risk management was one part of the strategy unit 
/ department while in some other companies it was 
organisationally separated from the strategy planning 
work. In addition, while in some companies there were 
a risk management team of several employees, there 
were also companies with one employer only (e.g. with 
a title “risk manager”). One potential way to organize 
risk management work is to appoint a certain person 
for each of the identified risks so that all of them have 
dedicated responsibility.

To sum up, the interviewed companies generally 
recognised the importance of making risk analysis 
as part of the strategy planning work. The market 
conditions of the interviewed companies are in many 
cases becoming increasingly volatile, highlighting the 
meaning of proper understanding of the potential 
uncertainties in the business. 

“The key thing of our risk management is to keep our 
budgets realistic. We have traditionally been really 
good in making exact budgets for the upcoming years. 
However, today uncertainty is much higher and we 
continuously realize that we do not reach our budgets 
any longer.” 
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4 The rise of the downturn from a 
strategic planning point of view

The most important part of our study concentrated on 
finding out how and when companies became aware of 
the sequence of events leading to the current downturn, 
and downturn’s effects on strategy processes. The 
interviews focused around the following themes:

•	 How	were	the	companies	able	to	identify	the	start	
 of the downturn?
•	 What	were	the	actions	taken?
•	 What	was	the	time	table	and	key	events	of	the	
 downturn?

4.1 Early indicators of the upcoming downturn
The years from 2002 until 2008 were a period of steady 
growth in the Finnish and world economy. Especially 
the year 2007 represented a season of accelerated 
growth in most of the interviewed companies. In fact, 
many companies were announcing the best financial 
outcomes in their history, generally creating an 
optimistic outlook and mindset. Many manufacturing 
companies had problems of fulfilling the orders received 
with the existing production capacity and the biggest 

concern was to find outsourcing partners to increase 
production. However, the interviewed executives also 
used their common sense and started to realize that this 
kind of growth – having lasted for years - might not last 
forever. 

In 2007 and early 2008, the interviewed executives 
observed several indicators of potential start of an 
economic downturn. These included the following: 
•	 Rise in commodity prices. This was apparent in 
 manufacturing industry (e.g. metals, energy) but also 
 in consumer business (e.g. grain, sugar, leather, 
 timber and packaging materials). Many executives 
 stated that these signals gave them an alert of 
 potential problems in the near future. However, most 
 were actively tracking only those commodities that 
 they purchase for their own operations. A wider 
 scope of observation could have uncovered that 
 something out of the ordinary was going on, even if 
 the prices of company’s direct inputs were 
 unaffected.
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•	 Problems in foreign markets. Those companies
 that operate in several countries observed the first 
 signals often in the export sales or foreign markets 
 where  they had a presence. For instance, food 
 manufacturers noticed that consumers moved 
 from high end products to cheaper ones in the 
 Baltic countries, indicating that saving had started. 
 In a sense, the highly leveraged Baltic countries, 
 which were hit sooner and harder by the financial 
 crisis, were the “canaries in the coalmine”, whose 
 troubles predicted the near-term impact to bigger 
 economies.
•	 Signals from the financial markets. Many 
 executives were continuously in touch with the 
 international financial institutions and investors. The 
 discussions with representatives of these institutions 
 provided early insight on the emerging crisis in the 
 financial sector. In addition, some companies stated 
 that they were no longer able to get financing in 
 their export markets, giving them alert of some 
	 negative	change.	Companies	in	or	near	the	financial	
 industry caught these market signals (increasing risk 
 spreads, higher volatilities) earlier than others. 

"We had noted the debt imbalances in both private and 
public sectors in the US, and anyway a financial crisis 
hits sooner or later anyway. We also recognized the 
transmission mechanisms. But there were still elements 
in the crisis that came as a surprise. Following these 
financial markets is our business, so maybe we paid 
attention to things that many others do not follow."

•	 Concerns of the top management. Many 
 directors of strategic planning of the companies 
 stated that the concern of potential problems 
	 emerged	internally:	the	CEOs	or	board	members	of	
 these firms were in touch with other companies and 
 brought external market insight to the company.
•	 Speculation in the business press. For some 
 firms, the first indications of the downturn were 
 observed simply from the business press that in 2008 
 started to raise speculation about the potential 
 problems in the financial sector. 

These early indications of the economic downturn were 
significant since they made many of the executives react 
and study the observed phenomena more carefully and 
start planning corrective actions. Several executives 
stated that they could feel the rise of the downturn “in 
their guts”. Nearly all of them had been in the business 
life for several decades and they had also experienced 
the previous depression of the Finnish economy in 
1991-1995 or the Internet bubble and its aftermath 
in 1999-2001. Therefore, the common sense of the 
executives told them to question the existing beliefs of 
the overheated economy before negative signals started 
to appear in the media. 

“I have seen two recessions already. This time I could 
feel it in my bones. This time the signs were very typical: 
financing, housing and such.” 

For some, however, the change was very rapid and the 
mindset had to be changed almost overnight. 

”In the summer of 2008 we still made our records in 
production and shipments, everything went perfectly 
well. But right after the summer vacations were over in 
August, it was different: order cancellations started. It 
spread from one customer industry to another...”

Whether the emerging of the downturn was obvious 
or hidden, for many executives it was difficult to get 
the rest of the organization to accept the idea of 
new market realities. As explained by one director of 
strategy	development;	while	the	department	of	strategy	
development was fully aware of problems, it took 
some time before the top management was able to 
understand the facts: 

“I have seen two recessions already. 
This time I could feel it in my bones. 
This time the signs were very typical: 
financing, housing and such.” 
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“The problem is that if you do not have anything 
in the newspapers it is difficult to get the message 
through. You easily get a negative reputation of 
a troublemaker… Taking emerging trends to the 
operational business is difficult, at least in big 
companies.” 

“October 2008 was a thorough shock for us. [...] 
Among the things it taught us is how slow and rigid a 
company of this size is.”

"November 2008 we hit a wall, then everything started 
happening at once. Signs and signals were there earlier, 
but still the blow was hard."

4.2 Instant actions taken by the companies
As the downturn was reality in the daily business the 
reactions of the management included the following 
elements (Note: in this list we highlight certain reactions 
that were mentioned more than one time in the 
interviews and that differed from the more traditional 
cost cutting measures of companies): 

•	 Increased market information gathering: After 
 seeing the early indications, many of the interviewed 
 companies began to study the selected negative 
 signals to fully understand what the impacts of them 
 were. New market information sources were 
 identified and more resources put on information 
 gathering.
•	 More regular market information analysis: 
 for some firms, the emerging of the downturn meant 
 also a  launch of more regular information-sharing 
 and taking the market data more thoroughly in the 
 decision-making (e.g. periodical sessions about the 
 overall economic conditions in management 
 meetings).
•	 Increased scenario planning. The companies   
 started to make “plan B’s” to respond to the 
 challenges of the changing market environment. 
 “What if” –  thinking was commonly in use. Also 
 new kind of thinking was added to scenario planning 
 work:

“Traditionally our scenarios touched our industry only: 
political and regulatory issues and such. Recently we 
have added ‘the overall development of the economy’ 
as one of the dimensions in our scenarios.” 

•	 Increased risk analysis. As explained by some
 executives, risk management was brought into 
 management focus to better understand the 
 outcomes of potentially wrong strategic choices
 - both already made and upcoming. (Note: this was
  especially evident in the banking sector)
•	 Reappraisal of sales focus, analysis of sales
 pipeline. Many of the interviewed companies 
 started to analyze the sales pipeline more carefully in 
 order to better understand the potential for new 
 deals. Some companies found new target industries 
 and new services that were much more potential in 
 the downturn economy. 
•	 Cancellation of acquisitions. For certain   
 companies it was evident that the momentum for an 
 acquisition of some other companies was lost since 
 the prices of the potentially acquired companies 
 were no longer in line with the actual market value 
 of the  business in the new conditions.

In addition to these moves, the interviewed companies 
took many other steps after realizing the emerging of 
the downturn. These included cost cutting measures 
such as lay-offs, diminished recruiting and purchasing, 
closings of business lines, increased outsourcing 
of business and decreased investments in product 
development, among others. Manu executives stated 
that they looked at the profit and loss account as a 
whole and figured out how to tune every row in it. For 
many companies these actions provided implementation 
problems but also some positive sides could be 
identified.
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“For us the downturn was to some extent a good 
thing since we were able to invent new things how 
to develop our business. Some of the inventions may 
become new sustaining practices for the future.”

In the banking sector, it was noted that the downturn 
had made quite a positive impact, which can be 
considered somewhat surprising. What began as a 
banking crisis has at least so far mostly benefited Finnish 
banks.

“It is somehow crazy but our bank has benefited from 
the downturn. We have invested our capital in other 
banks and revenues are good. Nothing has really 
happened to banks yet and hardly will happen in the 
future” 

Further, one of the interviewed companies stated that 
the company was no longer able to sell its products 
with its existing price level but instead needed to start 
immediately offering the products with reduced price to 
maintain the existing market share. 

One reaction to the downturn economy by the 
Finnish companies was also to appeal for help to the 
government for increased support and loan guarantees, 
in sectors where these had been made available. For 
some of the interviewed this was among the key steps 
to be taken, however, majority of the companies relied 
on their own company-internal actions.

4.3 Industries and their different business cycles 
in the downturn economy
At the time of the interviews, different industries 
were in different phases of the business cycle in the 
downturn economy. While e.g. Finnish component 
manufacturing companies and technology firms were 
rapidly hit by declining exporting in early and mid 2008, 
some service businesses and  banking faced problems 
much later, in  early 2009, or are still preparing for direct 
consequences. In addition, some interviewed executives 
(especially from consumer business companies) stated 
that while there have been some impacts they still 
are able to continue doing relatively good business 
in mid-2009. In the consumer businesses the need of 
customers may be more constant and steady, making 
the declines more predictable and much slower. 

“It is somehow crazy but our bank has 
benefited from the downturn. We have 
invested our capital in other banks and 
revenues are good. Nothing has really 
happened to banks yet and hardly will 
happen in the future” 
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“People need to eat every day. That’s why our business 
was not hit first by this downturn… In our business the 
changes are not so radical after all. And that is also 
why we do not anticipate these economic changes that 
much but react instead.”

In general, it can be concluded that the more the 
products of the company are investment goods and 
not daily consumer goods the more radical and rapid 
impacts the negative changes in the economy may cause.

4.4 “Adaptation does not equal strategy”
A big question is whether downturn should have any 
impact on the strategy planning of a company. Some 
interviewed persons saw strategy as something bigger 
and long-standing than any of the cyclical changes in 
business. In these companies the vision of what the 
company should be in the future has been fixed for 
several years (or even decades) to come. Any decline in 
economy might potentially speed-up or postpone some 
actions. But their impact to the overall business strategy 
seems minimal. In these companies, strategy was 
therefore considered to some extend equal with future 
business vision. The actions taken in the downturn 
economy were more or less seen as operational or 
tactical ones – not strategic. An example of this could 
be a manufacturing company that has set its vision to 
becoming a global firm and operating strongly in the 
Asian markets in the future. Independent of economic 
conditions this strategic direction was pursued during 
the last few years. 

“We see very clearly that we need to cut costs and 
adapt to the downturn economy in the short term. But 
that is not our strategy, that’s just adaptation. At the 
same time we need to ensure that those things that are 
strategically important proceed as well.”

“We see very clearly that we 
need to cut costs and adapt to 
the downturn economy in the 
short term. But that is not our 
strategy, that’s just adaptation. 
At the same time we need to 
ensure that those things that 
are strategically important 
proceed as well.”
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Figure 6: Timeline of events and actions

4.5 Summary: the key events of the downturn on 
a timeline
Figure 6 summarizes the discussion about the rise of 
the downturn and presents a timeline of some external 
key impacts and company-internal reactions in the 
interviewed Finnish companies. While many of the 
interviewed companies did experience the events in 
different way, the figure provides some generalization 
and indication of the overall mindsets in the Finnish 
market.

As said earlier, the interviewed companies observed 
several early indicators of the downturn in their 
businesses already in 2007 and early 2008. While most 
of the executives saw something negative coming then, 
no executive could claim that he/she would have fully 
understood the meaning of it all before it was evident 
in the daily business. In fact, it has been until late 
2009 that the true extent and impact of the downturn 
economy has fully been understood in the interviewed 
companies.

For large firms, it may take quite a lot of time to truly 
understand the change in the market and formulate a 
new baseline for future planning. 

” Our organization was very slow in understanding that 
the downturn will mean more to us and also impact 
us more. The top management of our company made 
questions about all this already in summer 2008 but 
our strategy department was not able to answer before 
the autumn 2008. And by then we were already in the 
middle of the full decline…” 
  
In other words, the interviews revealed that companies 
often fail to understand the magnitude of the changes 
in the market when the change starts but later adapt to 
the new conditions and revise the long-term strategies 
accordingly.



5 Lessons learned from facing the 
downturn 

Even though the current recession does not seem to 
be the disastrous meltdown that was initially feared, 
it offers an excellent opportunity to study strategy 
processes. Its onset was so sudden, so unexpected to 
most Finnish companies, and the predictions in the 
winter of 2008-2009 so gloomy, that it can be regarded 
as almost a textbook case of an external shock. 
Although none of the interviewed companies had at 
this point made fundamental changes in their business 
models, the recession had in many cases demonstrated 
what the limits of their knowledge, action and foresight 
capabilities are.

Interview themes around lessons learned centred on 
three issues: 
•	 With	hindsight,	what	do	these	executives	wish	they	
 had done differently? 
•	 Going	forward,	which	things	would	they	like	to	
 develop and / or change in their
 - Strategy process and
 - Monitoring and making use of information about 
  the external operating environment

Additionally, we asked the interviewees’ opinions about 
what kind of operating environment we will be entering 
when coming out of the downturn. 

5.1 “With hindsight, what would we’ve done 
differently? Nothing.”
All things considered, the regrets of executives were 
surprisingly few. None of the companies had made very 
large, risky gambles at the top of the business cycle 
that would have put their survival in jeopardy. Many did 
point to minor acquisitions or larger investments that 
they now know were badly timed, but in fact the two 
companies in the sample that had made the biggest 
acquisitions in 2006-2007 were very sanguine about 
them. Both these acquisitions were done in Russia, and 

both executives said that they were consistent with, if 
not essential to, the execution of their larger growth 
strategy and geographical expansion. Both executives 
also pointed out that in Russia this kind of opportunities 
do not appear regularly, especially in conjunction with 
a favourable political climate. Waiting for the next 
opportunity was not an option, so the acquisitions 
were made with full knowledge of the risks, including 
overpayment. 

“I must admit, we were just plain lucky”

Some executives also pointed to investments or 
acquisitions that they might have done but for some 
reason did not proceed with. It is a tribute to their 
honesty that all these respondents admitted that they 
didn’t	know	what	was	coming;	they	just	withdrew	from	
various reasons not related to foresight. Still, perhaps 
one lesson learned by companies was that in the 
downturn hesitation might not be the right way to go:

“During this downturn we have learnt that we as a 
strong market player should focus much more on 
gaining market share from competitors. The entire 
industry is in trouble so we could have had very good 
changes to strike.”

The suddenness of the downturn did create problems 
for those companies who went into the recession with a 
strong growth orientation, and experienced a large cost 
overhang because of fixed costs added in preparation 
for growth. But also among others a very common 
theme was a wish that they should have moved earlier 
and faster with crisis management initiatives, such as 
cost base adjustments, cash flow protection and the 
like. The lag involved in changing the mood of a large 
company was conceded, but a faster reaction speed 
was a common future goal. 
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“I must admit, we were 
just plain lucky”
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Our sample included three companies that are either in, 
or closely tied to the construction industry. Executives in 
all three reported that they had been able to anticipate 
the downturn relatively well and to take rapid action 
when became necessary. This leads us to wonder 
about the role of industry volatility in strategic decision-
making:	Could	managers	and	companies	in	strongly	
cyclical industries have “in their DNA” competencies 
needed for observing, accepting and successfully 
reacting to rapid changes? Our sample is too small for 
stronger proof, but the possibility is intriguing.
 
Those who were most satisfied with their agility were 
those	who	had	made	a	credible	Plan	B	for	significant	
negative revenue growth when the first signs of 
crisis appeared in the U.S. or even before that. They 
had a crisis plan which had helped in preparing the 
organization and executives for a different business 
environment, and when the business cycle did start to 
turn	the	organizational	mindset	was	easier	to	change;	all	
in all, their plan B’s worked well for them. 

“We had a very negative demand scenario and the 
necessary measures worked out already a couple of 
years before the recession, and our people are very 
good at taking in this kind of rapid action.”

“In the future, we should have a Plan B always ready in 
the desk drawer”

5.2 Downturn-induced change needs in the 
strategy process
None of the companies in the sample intended to make 
major overhauls of their strategy process because of the 
recession. Some had process still under development 
because the organization was new, and would use the 
experience in forming the new process, but otherwise 
the existing processes have a lot of staying power. 
Organizations are used to the existing processes, and 
the (potential) benefits of total replacement seem to be 
outweighed by the (certain) costs. 

A desire for increased flexibility was nevertheless 
evident. Executives intended to review strategy more 
often in the future, instead of just focusing on the 
implementation between annual strategy cycles. In 
the bigger companies of our sample, divisional-level 
strategy executives displayed more intentions to do 
more strategy work in the schedule dictated by their 
own business environment rather than the corporate 
strategy	process.	Certain	basic	templates	and	common	
milestones were considered necessary in a divisional 
organization, but both division-level and corporate-level 
strategy people stressed that the role of a corporate 
strategy office is to let divisions do their strategy for 
themselves while maintaining a necessary level of 
commonality. 

Those who have accommodated the possibility of 
“strategic projects” or other situational updates in 
their processes had no desire to rein the process in 
more tightly in the future. We see this process, in 
which strategy work breaks away from the rigid annual 

“We had a very negative demand 
scenario and the necessary 
measures worked out already 
a couple of years before the 
recession, and our people are very 
good at taking in this kind of 
rapid action.”



Among those companies who earlier used to monitor 
only relatively tactical internal data, such as market 
shares, the recession had clearly brought out a need 
to	also	follow		macroeconomic	data	(GDP,	consumer	
confidence, etc.) more closely than before. In a small 
paradox, those companies who already regularly 
monitored such data had experienced its limitations, as 
most Finnish economists first judged the subprime crisis 
a localized American problem and only later rushed to 
outdo each other in pessimistic forecasts. 

“We’re already drowning in data.”

The interviewed executives were not suffering from 
a lack of data. In many cases their monthly report 
package runs into 30 to 40 pages of spreadsheets. 
The needed improvements to operating environment 
monitoring were all related to either improving 
availability of the existing data through reporting and 
business intelligence systems, or to better analysis, 
internalization of information and updating of mental 
models. In short, most of them wanted to improve 
sensemaking in their organization. In fact, streamlining 
the business intelligence reporting into fewer but more 
meaningful indicators was on the future agenda far 
more often than increasing the amount or frequency of 
reporting.
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process, as one of the most interesting emerging 
trends	in	the	field.	Companies	considering	this	should	
keep in mind that the “strategy projects” or “strategic 
themes” approaches require practice. They are hard 
to adopt quickly as a response to a crisis because of 
organizational inertia.

5.3 Monitoring the environment in the future
In this area, it is useful to separate “uncertainty” from 
“equivoqality”. The former can be alleviated with more 
information, but equivocality is a result of multiple ways 
in which the same data can be interpreted and can only 
be addressed by a conscious effort to build a shared 
interpretative framework, such as scenarios. According 
to our results, equivocality is a much more common 
problem than uncertainty. In some companies in our 
sample, the collective mindset about the economy 
changed early on through mostly informal discussions, 
but for many only front-page headlines in Finnish 
newspapers brought the message home.  But those 
who were most satisfied with their reaction time had 
usually prepared the ground for faster sensemaking and 
accommodation of new situational information. 

"[Two years ago] we should have looked more at the 
scenario drivers. Not the numbers, but the drivers. We 
can always crunch the numbers, but we should have 
discussed more why something happens, what do we 
do if it does, why does it happen?" 
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6 The future of strategic planning 
in Finnish companies 

6.1 Living in completely new market conditions… 
or is it so?
The rise of a shock such as the current downturn raises 
an interesting question: are we facing a completely new 
world or is this all just business as usual and in a few 
years we will come back to the track of steady growth 
again? No single answer to this was found from the 
interviews of the executives. Many executives (especially 
from the manufacturing industry) stated that those 
jobs lost in the current downturn would not reappear 
in	Finland;	instead,	they	would	be	relocated	to	Asia	
or other low-cost countries. Being competitive in the 
global market of some industries requires cost sensitivity 
and high efficiency, leaving little room for production 
with higher cost level in the Northern European 
countries such as Finland. However, for some companies 
it was evident that growth would soon continue also in 
the local Finnish market and that these companies were 
just experiencing a temporary decline in demand. This 
view was more evident in the companies of business-to-
consumer field.

We also identified some general market development 
trends among the interviewed Finnish firms: 

•	 Internationalization and globalization is 
 increasingly present in the business. Finnish 
 economy has traditionally been very export-oriented. 
 However, not so many companies have been 
 operating in truly global scale with global 
 competencies. It was seen by the executives that 
 more and more companies are faced with fierce 
 international competition and new global strategies 
 need to be developed for these challenges. (But 
 it is also possible that the downturn brings about a 
 change towards increased protectionism and 
 barriers to global trade. If true, this would be a major 
 discontinuity to firms that for years have accustomed 
 to the very opposite.)

•	 The pace of changes accelerates. Many 
 executives stated that business cycles and windows 
 of opportunities are getting shorter, emphasizing 
 more accurate time-to-market decisions and agility in 
 strategy planning work. 
•	 Environmental concerns reshape businesses. 
 It was seen that not only consumers but also 
 business executives are more concerned with the 
 use of energy and raw materials as well as protection 
 of the environment. For the business this means 
 additional costs (e.g. rising raw material prices) but 
 also significant business opportunities and possibility  
 to differentiate from the competitors. Overall, some 
 business-to-consumer firms stated that the consumer 
 of today is cosmopolitan and demands more of the 
 products he/she uses, making the fulfilling of the 
 needs much more challenging.
•	 New technologies such as the internet enable
 the companies to create new kinds of business 
 models. Some companies considered multi-channel 
 sales and marketing for consumers to replace some 
 traditional brick-and-mortar businesses.
•	 Innovations and brands become more 
 important for companies. It was seen by 
 some executives that in order to differentiate from 
 international competition, the Finnish companies 
 need to continuously innovate new successful 
 products and develop strong brands to protect their 
 market position.
•	 Consolidation and reorganization of 
 ownerships increases in some industries. As 
 said, the pace of changes seems to be getting more 
 rapid and also mergers and acquisitions provide new 
 opportunities – especially in the downturn when the 
 values of the acquired companies might be lower.

All these changes in the market make strategic planning 
more demanding in the future. How then to maintain 
the ability to do good strategy planning work? 
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“We change our strategy planning 
process every year. It helps to keep our 
people's thinking fresh."

Maybe the answer lies in “slicing” the strategy 
process to different parts based on the time horizon 
in question. For any company it is highly important to 
understand the key drivers of the market and form an 
understanding of the long-term development of the 
industry and the role of the company in it. At the same 
time, a company should emphasis short term iterative 
strategy planning, flexibility and agility to strive in the 
turbulent	rapid	changes	of	the	market.	Combining	and	
balancing long-term and short-term focuses is a difficult 
equation to be solved and neither of the two might be 
enough for good performance. However, the strategic 
planning of the future might require companies to 
develop advanced skills for both.

6.2 Thoughts for the future development of 
strategic planning
Regarding the strategy process of Finnish firms, several 
development initiatives were identified in the interviews. 
Many executives stated that the strategy process 
is – and should be - never ready, instead, it should be 
revised and developed constantly. 

“We change our strategy planning process every year. 
It helps to keep our people’s thinking fresh.”
 
The initiatives to revise the strategy planning process 
included the following:

•	 Market information analysis development. 
 For large firms maybe the biggest concern might 
 not be getting enough market information but 
 instead consolidating the information and making 
 sense of it all. Many interviewed executives noted 
 that there are several good sources of market data 
 and the data gathering processes and practices are in 
 good shape. However, when it comes to 
 consolidating and warehousing the data in one 
 single place, the processes and practices were not 
 always as clear. In large companies different people 
 are able to access different data and they also make 
 different observations and perception of the future 
 market development. That is why no general and 
 well understood view to the market data might be 

 available on the company level. When there is plenty 
 of data, there might not be enough time and 
 energy to get familiar with it all and at the same time 
 companies miss important weak signals that might 
 help them in their strategy planning work. 

”We have enormous amount of data. Instead of getting 
more of it we should better understand the causes and 
effects in that data. We should learn how to pick the 
right weak signals from all that data.” 

 The problem could be solved with better practices 
 and division of responsibilities, but also to certain 
 extent with IT tools. In addition, periodical interviews 
 of the key customers or other market players 
 might be a good solution and help the executives 
 in structuring the big amount of information in a 
 completely new way.
•	 Gaining increased flexibility in strategy 
 planning. According the interviews, there is quite a 
 big number of companies that are currently 
 considering developing more flexible methods for 
 their strategy planning. The emerging of the 
 downturn taught the executives that annual strategy 
 development process alone might no longer be 
 enough. Instead, several companies wished to 
 reduce formality in their strategy development 
 and increase continuous iterative work, in which key 
 impulses of the market would be analyzed whenever 
 considered purposeful. 

“I think we will have to maintain our formal strategy 
planning process in the future because we are such a 
large conglomerate. However, at the same time we 
are becoming more iterative in our strategy planning 
work.”
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•	 Better linking of market data and decision-
 making. For some of the interviewed executives the 
 concern was to get the top management committed 
 to reading and understanding the market analyses. 
 The market information – whether well analyzed 
 and summarized or scattered raw data – is useless 
 if it is not taken into account in decision-making. 
 Many interviewed executives were concerned of 
 how the company is actually able and dedicated 
 to get familiar with the reports produced by business  
 intelligence or business development department 
 and how the decisions are made based on the 
 information – not just gut feeling. 
•	 Communication of the strategy to the 
 personnel. Some of the interviewees stated 
 that in difficult times it is especially important to 
 communicate the strategy internally in the 
 organization. If the strategic message is not clear, 
 it is natural for employees to start making their own 
 conclusions and spread rumours. When a crisis such 
 as economic downturn emerges, the company 
 should proactively and repeatedly communicate 
 the strategic actions that are taken in order to avoid 
 confusion and loss in productivity of the personnel.

•	 Increased use of specialists in the strategy 
 planning work. In several interviews, executives 
 stated that instead of general standardized strategy 
 planning sessions, more focus will be put on certain 
 specialized topics and teams arranged around them 
 in the future. Several companies stated that they will 
 aim at finding the best expertise available – whether 
 company internal or external – for the strategic 
 topics at hand and focus on deep understanding of 
 the underlying causes and effects. Thus, it seems 
 that companies increasingly aim at focusing on 
 expertise, not position in the organization, when 
 making choices about the people involved in the 
 strategy planning process. 

In sum, it is likely that the use of information will be 
in a key role also in the future strategy planning of 
the interviewed companies. The current challenge 
seems to be to analyze the data efficiently and rapidly 
and to make the entire organization committed to 
understanding and acting upon the information.
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7 Conclusions 

The key conclusions of this study can be summarized as 
follows:
•	 No single method for strategic planning. This 
 study revealed that there is no single universally valid 
 way – either process or practice – of doing strategy 
 planning in Finnish companies. Instead, the strategy 
 processes seem to result more from circumstantial 
 factors like corporate culture, company history, its 
 management, etc. 
•	 Change needs time. This study also revealed that 
 several large companies seem to be locked to a 
 certain “strategic rigidity”: it takes a long time from a 
 realization of a change to the actual strategic 
 actions in the organization. Maybe getting the entire 
 organization to form a single and realistic view to the 
 surrounding business environment is more 
 challenging that one could think. 
•	 Industry drivers are important.	Companies	
 should be able to identify and follow those key 
 business drivers of their industry – be it raw oil price, 
 other raw material prices, GDB figures or something 
 else – that provide indication of the future of 
 the business. When these indicators are clear to 
 the management, basic analysis of the economy 
 could better be done by using just common sense.

•	 Flexibility should also include downsizing. 
 The concept of “flexibility” should be rethought 
 in many companies. Traditionally companies use the 
 word “flexibility” when they consider future growth, 
 additional production capacity, increased purchases 
 of raw materials and the like. In the economic 
 downturn environment, flexibility might also mean 
 downsizing of operations. In addition, companies 
 should build their operations so that they could 
 be easily divested if there is a rapid negative impulse 
 coming from the market. Overall, companies should 
	 continuously	make	Plan	B’s	to	ensure	that	if	things	
 do not go as planned, there is a planned way out of 
 the operations. The concept of flexibility should 
 include mental flexibility, too, and that is what the 
 alternative scenarios and plans promote. They create 
 new cognitive models and frameworks.
•	 Having operations in several markets pays off.
  Finally, we also observed that those companies that 
 have business in several countries or several business 
 lines seem to have made more rapid and accurate 
 analyses of the emerging of the downturn. This can 
 be due to two reasons: 1) these companies have 
 “many ears” with which they are able to listen to 
 the weak signals of different markets, geographies or 
 industries, and/or 2) these companies have had 
 income from several businesses, each 
 complementing the others and making the overall 
 business more stable. 
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7.1 Identified company types and their reactions 
in the downturn
In addition to the conclusions presented above, we 
also identified different types of companies among 
the interviewed firms in terms of their reactions 
in the economic downturn. All the companies 
involved could be categorized to three main types: 
1) companies that were already in trouble before the 
downturn, 2) companies that had a clear strategy but 
the implementation of it was somehow altered or 
postponed in downturn, and 3) companies that did not 
have a very clear strategy and may still be defining it 
despite of the downturn.

The companies of this study can be analyzed by looking 
at their strategic planning and the operating model that 
follows from the strategy (see Figure 7). The strategic 
direction of a company commonly includes different 
complementing levels and they are also discussed 
in different levels in the organization. At the top 
management, the key concern commonly is to define 
the vision and overall strategy of the company as well 
as the targets for the business (Note: as written by 
Kaplan and Norton, the vision of the company should 
entail four key elements: financial, customer, internal 
and people). In addition, top management very often 
looks at the business model (questions such as “who”, 
“what”, “how”). In contrast, the individual business 
lines are often more concerned with issues such as 
operating model (products/services, organization and 
competencies) and functional strategies and planning 
(processes, IT, etc.).

The three groups of companies as introduced above can 
be characterized as follows:
1. Companies with strong vision and strategy. 
These companies are in those industries that have 
clarified  their business vision and strategy as well as the  
future business model before the downturn had even 
started. 

“If you followed the news, you probably noticed that 
we were among the first companies to lay off people. 
We started our cost cutting program even though the 
downturn was not even there. Our entire strategy is 
based on the understanding that this business will not 
survive in the Western Europe in the long run but it will 
move to Eastern European countries or Asia.”

In other words, these companies commonly operate 
in industries that have faced difficulties during the 
new millennium. Examples are metals contract 
manufacturing and forest industry, in which there is a 
continuous structural change happening and Finnish 
companies need to strive to maintain their long term 
profitability. For these companies, the emerging of the 
downturn has not much changed the ultimate business 
vision of the company. Instead, the downturn may 
have increased / decreased the pace of the changes in 
the industry and companies might have adjusted their 
business on an operating model and/or functional level 
only.

Figure 7: Operating model and its four layers
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2. Companies with postponed / changed strategy 
implementation. Regarding the framework above, 
it could be said that these companies have perhaps 
had the strategic direction thought all the way from 
the business vision to functional strategies before the 
downturn, but in the new conditions the business 
model and operating model layer might have been 
changed. These companies commonly had crafted a 
solid business vision and strategy for the upcoming few 
years. However, due to the economic downturn, some 
parts of their strategies have had to be postponed or 
changed because of the change in the market. For 
instance, some companies have not been able to do 
acquisitions in the planned time table because of the 
lack of financing: 

“We were just closing several acquisitions of other 
companies. Suddenly we were no longer able to get 
more financing. And we were not able to complete 
these actions and had to explain it to the other parties. 
There were some quite embarrassing moments and 
situations at that time.”

Or the companies have had to change their positioning 
in the market (e.g. withdrawal from high-end products 
and move to low-price products) because of the 
changed demand in the downturn. There are numerous 
examples of these kinds of strategy implementation 
changes in the interviews.

3. Companies without clear strategic direction. 
According to the interviews, there exists also a group of 
companies that do / did not have a clear business vision 
or strategic direction and were – to certain extend – 
adrift. These companies have had difficulties in defining 
the business vision and strategy for the upcoming 
years. Because of that, it may also be very challenging 
to take the strategy to the business model or operating 
model level and decide on concrete selections of the 
focus of the business. The economic downturn might 
have complicated the situation further since decreasing 
returns might have forced the company to take hasty 
moves without linking them tightly to the overall 
business vision and strategy.

“Right now we should decide one big strategic 
direction and goal for the upcoming years. Shall we 
acquire companies outside the Baltic Sea region? Or 
should we stay in this current market with completely 
new products?”

It is not by any means wrong to take fundamental 
questions to the strategy planning work and think 
through the entire business model and growth strategy 
of the firm. However, a clear business vision is always 
recommended as it sets the guidance for the strategic 
actions that are needed in order to achieve the vision.

“Right now we should decide one 
big strategic direction and goal 
for the upcoming years. Shall we 
acquire companies outside the 
Baltic Sea region? Or should we 
stay in this current market with 
completely new products?”
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7.2 Durability of investments in relation with 
visibility to future turnover
In	his	book	Strategy	Paradox,	Michael	E.	Raynor	states	
that companies generally make strategic commitments 
to unique assets or to particular capabilities to satisfy 
customer needs in ways competitors cannot copy. The 
downsize of these commitments is that if companies 
commit to those things that happen to be wrong ones, 
it can take a long time to undo them and make new 
ones.

One of the key finding of this study is that independent 
of the industry in question, all companies should 
consider their own business from two key perspectives: 
1) commitment to the durable and committing 
investments made during the company development 
and 2) visibility to the future turnover of the firm in 
the given business or industry (this is also linked to the 
degree of stability of the entire industry and the risk of 
disruptive changes in it). This is important since these 
two key perspectives indicate the company’s strategic 
flexibility and also ability to face major shocks in the 
business or industry. Figure 8 below presents a fourfold 
table of all the four alternatives that these two variants 
generate for companies.

The four alternatives presented in the table can be 
described as follows:
•	 Companies with long-term investments in 
 a stable industry. The upper-right-hand corner 
 represents a company that operates in a quite stable 
 industry without major disruptions, making the 
 visibility to the future revenues of the company 
 quite clear for years to come. In these conditions, 
 the company also has been able commit itself to 
 investments that are durable for future decades. 
 An example could be a company from the energy 
 sector, which can to certain degree count on future 
 sales in energy and fuels but also needs to make 
 heavily committing and durable investments, such as 
 power plants. From the strategy planning point 
 of view this means that the focus should be put on 
 creating the vision for the upcoming decades (not 
 just years!) and developing a sustainable strategy to 
 achieve the long-term vision. 
•	 Companies stuck with investments in a volatile 
 industry. The upper-left-hand corner represents a 
 company with quite a risky position. In these 
 conditions, the company needs to make durable 
 investments for the future decades, however, the 
 visibility to the future revenues may be limited. An 
 example of a company in this position would perhaps 

Figure 8: The relation of investments made and the visibility to the future turnover
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 be contract manufacturing in the metals industry. 
 These companies need to invest in machines and 
 equipment and they cannot easily get rid of the 
 invested capital. Yet the downturn has shown that 
 the demand for their products can change 
 drastically in a very short period of time. In the  
 strategy development of these companies, it is 
 important that the focus is in identifying the weak 
 signals of the market early enough and doing  
 constant ‘cause and effect’ about the potential 
 outcomes of market development. Additionally,  
 good value could be gained from an analysis of the 
 entire value chain all the way to the end-customers 
 so that the visibility is not only on the customer – but 
 the customer’s customers.

“The needed level of scenario planning depends on the 
industry. If our manufacturing firm for instance starts 
investing, we instantly talk about hundreds of millions 
of Euros. That’s why any manufacturing firm should 
make more analysis of potentially negative future 
outcomes.”

•	 Companies with fewer long-term investments
  in a volatile industry. In this corner are the 
 companies that operate in a volatile industry without 
 long visibility to the future revenues. In addition, 
 these companies do not have major durable 
 investments that would commit them in the years 
 to come. Software companies could be considered 
 an example of these types of firms. Establishing and 
 running software business generally requires only 
 skilled persons, business premises and powerful 
 computers. However, because of the lack of durable 
 investments new entrants can rapidly take a share 
 of the industry with new technologies, products or 
 business concepts, making the entire business 
 volatile for all companies and predicting revenues 
 challenging. In their strategy work these companies 
 should emphasis scenario planning of the outcomes 
 of the disruptive changes of the market. In addition, 
 they should not commit themselves too heavily to 
 any strategic action they take but instead remain 
 flexible for alternative strategic options.

•	 Flexible and agile companies in a stable 
 industry. In the lower-right-hand corner are 
 companies that do not have many durable 
 investments to commit their operations and 
 therefore their operations are agile and flexible. 
 However, they are able to predict the revenues for 
	 the	upcoming	years.	Consulting	companies	could	
 be considered as an example here. Similarly to the 
 above-mentioned software companies, they 
 generally have investments on people, premises 
 and computers – investments that do not commit 
 the firms for decades if the company wishes to 
 reduce its commitment to them. However, consulting 
 companies often are able to change their advisory 
 services offering according to the economic 
 conditions and therefore can to certain degree count 
 on future revenues also in difficult times. From the 
 strategy development point of view all this means 
 that the company is able to look far in the future 
 and at the same time focus should be in creating 
 complementary service offerings to respond rapidly 
 to different market conditions. 

To sum up, any company should be well aware of its 
position with regards to 1) investments made and 2) 
visibility to the future turnover. Further, companies 
should adjust their strategic planning accordingly.

“The needed level of scenario planning 
depends on the industry. If our 
manufacturing firm for instance starts 
investing, we instantly talk about 
hundreds of millions of Euros. That’s 
why any manufacturing firm should 
make more analysis of potentially 
negative future outcomes.”
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7.3 From the current downturn to a new period 
of growth 
According to the interviews, many of the Finnish 
companies have faced problems in the last 1 to 2 years 
due to the international credit crisis and downturn. 
Irrelevant of the industry, the effects of the downturn 
have been visible in the turnover of the companies, 
forcing many of them taking cost cutting measures, 
managing liquidity and considering survival with a short-
term focus.

But all downturns end eventually, and this one is no 
exception. As stated by many interviewed executives, 
a common belief is that this downturn is “a downturn 
among others” but nothing extraordinary. There might 
be some structural changes in industries but if the 
business of the company is solid and products in good 
shape, growth period is about to start sooner than most 
think.

The interviewed Finnish companies should therefore 
gradually start shifting their focus from survival in 
downturn to finding new growth opportunities. This 
includes for instance the following:

•	 Leadership and proactive approach. The top
 management of the company should lead the 
 change to the new growth. The organization might 
 be looking for leadership and signals for realistic
 optimism. Now might be a good time for offensive 
 actions that not only provide new business 
 opportunities but also give a positive signal: the 
 company has not given up.
•	 Financials management. In the financial side, 
 companies should actively look at new investment 
 opportunities and find right level of funding for 
 them, if available. At best, the financing of the
 company acts as a catalyst for smart growth. 

“This all is much about the ability to maintain   
profitability and through that the ability to invest. It 
is probable that there is a window of opportunity 
for big steps further in this industry. So in order to be 
able to benefit from the current situation, you need 
to be in good shape financially.”

•	 Human resources management. By now several
 companies have gone through a workforce reduction 
 and additional hiring is put on hold. However, the 
 talent issues are always relevant. Even in a cost-
 cutting environment, the focus should be in finding 
 the right people in place and making smart 
 investments in their training and development.

“This all is much about the ability to 
maintain profitability and through that 
the ability to invest. It is probable that 
there is a window of opportunity for big 
steps further in this industry. So in order 
to be able to benefit from the current 
situation, you need to be in good shape 
financially.”
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8 Final remarks 

This study focused on clarifying how strategy is formulated in Finnish 
companies and what were the outcomes and lessons learned of the 
current economic downturn with regards to strategy planning. The 
report was built based on 22 interviews among the management of 
Finnish firms.

The discussion above has provided insight into the strategy 
development processes and practices of the firms. In addition, the 
report has illustrated the beginning of the downturn in these firms as 
well as the effects of the shock to the strategy planning. We hope that 
the analysis and thoughts presented in this report help the readers to 
take a step forward in their aims to develop strategy planning further.

Our team would like to thank all the executives that dedicated their 
valuable time to helping us forward in this project. 
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