
DID 2020 GO ACCORDING TO PLAN? 

HOW TO PLAN IN AN 
UNPREDICTABLE WORLD

Why active strategy is the only strategy  
for your business to thrive in the real world.



IF 2020 HAS SHOWN ANYTHING, 
it’s that business agility is vital to a company’s growth and survival.  

Predicted routes to success have been scrapped to 
survive this generation’s biggest curveball to date. 
Instead, responding to customers’ demands which 
are changing at hyper speed is much more important 
than following a pre-existing 12-month strategy. 

It might feel scary to sail down a new route when your 
previous path has already been analysed, approved 
and signed off by the best minds in your business. 
But, since that strategy was set in stone, the goalposts 
have moved, the environment has changed and most 
importantly, the wants and needs of your customers 
are vastly different now than they were 12 months ago.  
This is the problem with sticking rigidly to a plan in a 
world that’s badly behaved. 

Imagine if you could hit targets more often.  
Imagine not running along on the same hamster 
wheel, with the dangling treat desperately out  
of reach. Imagine your strategic direction is not  
endlessly chasing an ambiguous, far-reaching goal, 
but something far more tangible.

Active strategy puts meaningful, achievable goals 
in clear view. It bravely tackles the obstacles in your 
way, endlessly asking ‘what if?’ and being aware 
of the external factors at play. The only thing about 
your customers that can be predicted is the fact that 
they’re unpredictable. When changes happen you 
won’t be surprised; you’ll be able to put your insights 
into action to take advantage of what’s in front of you. 
Seizing opportunities as they strike.

There’s nothing wrong with having a plan. But by 
working with a ‘planned’ or deliberate long-term 
strategy, you could be missing out on more immediate 
opportunities to progress. To hit targets or to share your 
triumphs with your board.

In this report we’ll introduce the concept of ‘active 
strategy’ and why its implementation is critical for 
marketing and transformation success. At Distinction 
it’s our way of working and helping our clients achieve 
unreasonable progress.

With the right mindset, it can do the same for you too. 

12 months ago, Aldi and Brewdog didn’t  
know they’d be launching a beer together.  
In October 2020, Ald IPA hit the shelves.1

Aldi’s ‘anti-establishment IPA’, bearing a striking resemblance 
to Brewdog’s cans, went to market in August 2020. A public 

social media exchange between the two companies followed. 
In response, Brewdog joked it would make a copycat Aldi 

branded beer. A few short months later, they took action and 
a new drinks collaboration was born. 

By recognising an opportunity and having their ears to the 
ground, fast progress (and a delicious beer) was made. 

Following the initial social media post, customer enquiries 
went through the roof for both retailers. This quick strategy 

change and product pivot proved a no brainer.

It worked because Aldi and Brewdog weren’t rigidly  
stuck to their strategy. They took action to actively  

drive progress and brand awareness.

1 https://www.linkedin.com/posts/james-watt-21a5a912b_1-aldi-uk- 
made-a-fake-punk-ipa-2-brewdog-ugcPost-6722421706784296960-Ywq0/ 2distinction.co.uk
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CUSTOMER-FOCUSED  
FOR A CRUCIAL DIFFERENCE  
A planned strategy is an idea we’re all familiar with. 
Used time and time again, key targets are set out  
over a period of 12 months – or sometimes longer. 
Often these strategies can extend to three, five 
or even ten years. Long-term and short on focus, 
a common goal is set and every action is agreed 
around the same central plan. 

Active strategy takes some elements of this.  
It’s not reinventing the wheel, but it’s making it  
run far smoother. 

Rather than 12 months, an active strategy is set around 
much shorter cycles. Putting customer demands first, 
annual reviews are replaced with weekly, monthly,  
or 90-day reviews to understand and realign paths to 
suit the end user. Though it gets you to your end goal 
much faster, active strategy offers the chance to adjust 
more regularly. To reassess and redefine where  
you’re going. Because what is right today might not  
be right tomorrow.

Like a planned strategy, you might still head down 
the same trajectory, if that’s the best course of action. 
But if circumstances change, active strategy lets you 
change with them. It doesn’t ignore red flags and it’s 
agile enough to change direction when it’s needed.  
As your industry, marketplace, economy and the 
people within it evolve, so does your path.  

Planned strategy relies on trying to make ‘perfect’ 
decisions along an expected route. Active strategy 
knows that the world isn’t that predictable. It isn’t 
scared to fail when facing the unknown, growing 
stronger along the way. 

Active strategy can’t be put into a box. With the right 
mindset, every organisation can adopt this way of 
working, no matter their size or sector. This mindset  
is the major point of difference. 

A financial services company, healthcare provider or 
educational organisation can all use active strategy. 
Without that mindset, other businesses in the same 
sectors could find it harder. The defining factor is the 
way a business operates or thinks, or how willing it is 
to embrace change.

Perhaps more appropriately – how willing its people 
are to embrace change.

An active strategy mindset is one that’s able to adapt, 
is open to pivoting and welcomes risk. It’s willing to fail 
more often but learn far quicker, making strides faster. 

2 https://about.instagram.com/about-us
3 https://99firms.com/blog/foursquare-statistics/#gref

Instagram originally launched as mobile check-in app, Burbn. At a time  
when competitor apps such as Foursquare were too similar, it took a risk  
when changing completely to offer a photo sharing service. This risk paid off. 

Without regular reviews and performance checks, founders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger wouldn’t 
have noticed the saturated market. They also wouldn’t have spotted how much its Burbn customers 
loved the photo sharing element of the original idea. The market changed and so did they. In 2020, 
Instagram2 has an estimated 1 billion users. In 2018, Foursquare3 had just 50 million.
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WHY ACTIVE STRATEGY  
WORKS   
Active strategy lets you embrace opportunities quickly. 
Move faster in your industry, learn quicker, rapidly 
test ideas and implement what works. As previously 
mentioned, you might fail more often, but you won’t fail 
as hard, giving frequent opportunity to evaluate and 
move on with new actions more likely to hit targets. 

Active strategy is agile. Taking Parkinson’s Law4 by the 
horns, short-term targets are set so more is achieved 
over the long-term. Using active strategy you’ll work 
better with your suppliers, stakeholders and partners 
thanks to the forward-moving energy it exudes.  
You’ll deliver results when they’re needed and meet 
KPIs in real time. 

Regular reviews give you better visibility on how your 
company is performing. This visibility allows you to take 
action to progress and share success with your board. 

Adopting an active strategy approach means you 
can rethink business models quickly and seemingly 
impossible tasks become achievable. A major project 
such as omnichannel marketing is less daunting when 
working in short sprints to bring incremental change. 

Though Covid-19 has caused many businesses to  
take action in ways they wouldn’t have previously,  
this strategy works beyond the global pandemic.  
If you’re ready to change, to hit more goals faster and 
offer what your customer truly needs, you’re ready to 
think differently about how your business operates.  

4 https://www.economist.com/news/1955/11/19/parkinsons-law

Lloyds Bank ran a study5 during the first two weeks 
of August 2020, surveying UK tech SMEs’ response to 
Coronavirus. 42% weren’t able to sell to their usual 
customer base since March 2020. 48% of these had 
to pivot to ensure they fit the current climate. 

100% of these firms did not factor an ongoing global pandemic 
into their plans. But almost half of them adapted to it. They used  
active strategy thinking to move out of a rut and seek new 
opportunities. 59% of those who did pivot said that these 
changes would be implemented for the long-term. These small, 
unforeseen decisions have shaped the future of the company. 

Without the pandemic and importantly, this fast reaction to it, 
these breakthroughs wouldn’t have happened. 

What about the 52% who chose not to, or weren’t in the position 
to pivot quickly? We get an idea when looking at more recent 
wider business data. The ONS’ Business Impact of Coronavirus 
survey from 29th October6 shows almost half of currently 
trading businesses reported turnover at less than expected  
for this time of year.

5 https://www.uktech.news/guest-posts/funding/bank-finance/covid-19-and-uk-tech-
smes-overcoming-cashflow-issues-20200817
6 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/
conditionsanddiseases/bulletins/coronavirustheukeconomyandsocietyfasterindicators/
latest
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REDEFINING CORPORATE MARKETING STRATEGY  
AS ACTIVE STRATEGY  
Active strategy moves with the world you can see in 
front of you. Doing the right thing at the right time. 
Not waiting to act on something that might happen, 
active strategy is proactive and very quickly reactive 
to its external environment. And there are big benefits 
in redefining your corporate strategy to fit. 

Planned strategies are set on the pursuit of perfection, 
but this only stops real progress. Game-changing 
disruptors such as Monzo didn’t get stuck on the 
original plan. When the market changed it took a 
risk that paid off, switching from a prepaid card to 
community-focused bank with 3.9 million customers7.  

Most companies are focused on one linear 
path, but they miss the opportunities for 
innovation that lie in the detours. 

 
Following this set path means you will wait longer and 
spend more time and money searching for results. 
Active strategy is about taking action and constantly 
re-evaluating where you’re going. 

INTERNAL EFFECTS  
The impact of active strategy goes beyond immediate 
corporate targets, transforming a company from the 
outside in. 

Smaller, regular goals lead to a constant culture of 
feedback, which is a nurturing environment for staff 
progression. A survey by HR Director8 revealed how 
many companies currently struggle with this. 33% of 
staff rated their standard of feedback given as 5 out 
of 10 or less. Only 9% were fully satisfied with their 
professional feedback. Just 9% would NOT like to 
work for a company with a strong feedback culture, 
showing the difference this can make in gaining and 
retaining talent.

But what else? Motivation is sky high when teams are 
regularly pleasing stakeholders, reaching goals and 
getting things done. Ideas are more innovative and 
staff are more open to change.

When change happens internally too, active strategy 
helps to align teams and goals. New management 
can quickly implement shorter, quicker projects. 
Their insight and knowledge can be put into action 
immediately, rather than sticking to an unclear 
strategy with no near-term goals.

This leads to creative problem solving like never 
before. If a plan of action is moveable and transient, 
then staff at all levels feel empowered to offer their 
ideas. Any moment could lead to an opportunity 
spotted in the market that would otherwise be missed. 
With an active strategy, that great idea could be 
introduced in the next short cycle, rather than left as 
‘something to discuss’ 12 months down the line. 

7 https://monzo.com/annual-report/2020/ 8 https://www.thehrdirector.com/business-news/performance-management/employees-rate-the-feedback-they-receive-as-mediocre/

So forget about getting it  
right the first time, and think about 
trying more ideas in the first place. 

This doesn’t mean you’ll be operating 
on half-finished frameworks and 
projects either. It means that your 

output can be constantly improved 
until that magic moment hits.

Henry France,  
Head of Strategy at Distinction IF YOUR TEAM ISN’T AFRAID TO FAIL, 

YOU’LL GO TO PLACES MUCH FASTER 
THAN YOUR COMPETITORS WILL. 
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ACTIVE STRATEGY IN ACTION:  
CASE STUDY – MONEYSUPERMARKET.COM  
The industry-leading price comparison brand tasked 
Distinction with launching its new digital service  
‘Smart Search’.

Smart Search was the company’s very own ‘soft’ loan 
search service. Using data from Experian it didn’t 
impact a customer’s credit score, unlike other solutions 
on the market. It had never been done before and had 
to be built completely from scratch, in an incredibly 
short timeframe.

WHY ACTIVE STRATEGY WORKED:  
Time pressure forces action, minimising prevarication 
and delivering results. The micro deadlines of weekly 
progress demos focused minds to such an extent that 
soon the time pressure began to work in our favour.  
We had to act, not strategise. 

Suddenly, the journey was complete. Seeing the 
journey for the first time – and just as a customer 
would – was wonderful. It was smooth. It was 
satisfying. But more than anything, it worked.

In that moment, the value of looking beyond its 
own internal teams for external expertise became 
abundantly clear to the MSM team. Together,  
we realised that with the right expertise in place,  
even seemingly impossible deadlines could be met. 
We did this by breaking new ground. 

ACTIVE STRATEGY IN ACTION:  
CASE STUDY – RECORDED BOOKS INC  
The world’s largest audiobook publisher required a website that 
could meet the real-world needs of its global audience. Stakeholders 
stretched from the US to Australia. Ultimately, a website with customer 
experience at its heart was needed.

WHY ACTIVE STRATEGY WORKED:  
We worked with Recorded Books at a time of rapid transformation 
– from the decline of physical books and CDs, to the rise of MP3s 
and streaming. We knew that adopting an active strategy approach 
would deliver quick results in a transforming marketplace.

And so we worked with its US-based team in agile sprints,  
reviewing progress every two weeks. With this technique, we could 
make sure the project was on track and assess any problems or 
opportunities immediately, taking the appropriate action to make 
constant progress.

Active strategy paid dividends for Recorded Books.  
As well as a huge increase in sales, we delivered:

10% increase in page views

99% increase in session duration

63% more pages viewed per session

Meeting an impossible 
deadline by breaking 

new ground.
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ACTIVE STRATEGY CHECKLIST 
We’ve explained what active strategy is. Here we’ll assess whether it’s right for you to put these 
learnings into action. 

Signs active strategy could benefit you:

 Your customer base is decreasing

 Staff turnover is high

 New senior staff set targets that aren’t achievable 
by the team

 The goals set in your planned strategy seem far 
away and out of sight 

 Momentum is slow 

 No tangible outputs or outcomes to report on 

 You’re surprised by the future and your competitors 
are acting first

 You have unhappy stakeholders 

How to prepare your business for working to an  
active strategy: 

 Put the right person in the right role:  
Whoever is leading this organisational change  
or project needs to fit the active strategy profile.  
Be adaptable, accept failure, embrace change.

 Prepare stakeholders for smaller, more regular 
targets: Reassure them that big results are coming. 

 Understand where you fit in the market:  
What’s your positioning? What’s your perception? 
Without this insight, how are you going to  
make improvements?

 Remove any ‘red tape’: It’s just not going to work. 

WHAT IF? 
Consider this: if Netflix didn’t use an active strategy 
approach, would its teams still be trying to push an 
outdated product? Instead it continued to adapt, 
leading the way for the current streaming landscape.

So, like Netflix did, it’s time to ask yourself – is your 
strategy working for you?

There’s no bad time to embrace active strategy and 
there’s no ideal time either. But when you do wake up 
to active strategy, the difference can be remarkable.

We work like this because action is everything.  
Action drives real-world results where planned 
strategies focus on a long-term dream.

These ‘unprecedented’ times have shown every 
business how fickle the world can be. Sticking to a 
plan in this environment is impossible. Those who act 
fast to each change are the ones who are thriving. 

If Netflix didn’t stop and assess 
its market and change its course 
of action, Hulu, Now TV and even 

Disney+ might not even exist.  
Boxset marathons would be very 

different if you had to keep getting 
up to change the DVD.

Henry France,  
Head of Strategy at Distinction

12distinction.co.uk

https://distinction.co.uk


CAUTION WAITS.  
ACTION TAKES. 
At Distinction we’re experts in active strategy.  
Talk to us today to make progress tomorrow.

Contact Dennis Hollingworth on 0115 704 3011  
or at dennis.hollingworth@distinction.co.uk
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