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About The Growth Agenda
The Growth Agenda is a global network of leading-edge expertise that helps 

organizations identify and exploit major new growth opportunities.

We enable companies to better understand emerging changes and develop 

growth strategies to create and capture value from innovation. Using proven 

approaches that have delivered tangible, sustainable impact, we provide a 

unique combination of global expertise that leading organizations are engaging 

to help them build distinctive competences and jump ahead of their peers.

With global insights on the big challenges for the next decade, supported by 

leading-edge views on how growth and innovation are changing, The Growth 

Agenda draws together bespoke teams of experts from a wide range of organiza-

tions to help companies identify, scope, and deliver major growth platforms.

Our experts include: prominent academics; experienced individuals who have 

led major strategic change within organizations to deliver growth; and principal 

advisors who have designed, led, and supported major growth programs around 

the world. The network includes professors from key business schools; chief 

technology officers, chief marketing officers, and strategy directors from leading 

companies; senior consultants; and a number of influential government policy 

advisors.
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ously he was MD of the advertising agency that launched Daewoo Cars.
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BBC from being an analogue to digital organization.
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Introduction
Growth Champions provides a distinct, informed perspective on how leading 

companies have been able to create, build and sustain growth to win the 

innovation battle. Drawing on a mixture of insights, research, interviews, 

anecdotes, and examples, it has been written to help business leaders to learn 

from the masters of innovation and understand the key lessons that really 

make a difference as they venture into the future.

Why Growth?

Sustained growth is the ambition of most leaders. It has become not only the 

center of strategy but it is also a critical cultural focus for most organizations. 

If the sought-after goal of being a Growth Champion can be achieved then 

there are multiple positive impacts and implications – all high profile: think 

of companies like Apple and Google, PepsiCo and Nike. Most companies today 

place improved growth at the core of their businesses. Likewise, countries 

have growth at the heart of their economic strategies.

While the mergers and acquisition (M&A) route to growth has, at times, 

been favored by some organizations such as GSK, Pfizer, Boeing, and Alli-

ance-Boots, most academic, consultancy, and government research over the 

years has highlighted that the organic growth option is seen to have a 

higher chance of success. If you consider mergers such as AOL–Time 

Warner, HP–Compaq, and Daimler–Chrysler, which have had to combine 

different cultures and streamline product portfolios, never mind integrate 

contrasting strategic objectives, it is clear that there are recurring ice-

bergs to be navigated in any integration of different businesses from M&A. 

By contrast, growth driven by new market expansion and high-impact inno-

vation has consistently achieved more sustainable success, and is thus 

becoming a core capability for many companies.

Adopting and adapting the proven techniques and approaches created in one 

sector and then transferring them to another has been the mainstay of many 
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organizations’ journeys to enhance their innovation capacity and so drive 

increased revenues and margins. As such, for the past 20 years or so, being a 

better innovator has increasingly been top of the chief executive officer’s wish-

list and who is best at this has been discussed repeatedly by the likes of Busi-

ness Week, IBM, and industry bodies such as the Confederation of British 

Industry (CBI) in the UK. Delivering sustainable growth with greater impact 

than competitors and peers is therefore the Number 1 issue for many compa-

nies, and encouraging increased growth is a top priority for many national and 

regional governments.

Growth Champions

As a group working across the innovation and growth arena, we have spent the 

past 20 years or so collaborating with a number of the world’s leading inno-

vators, researching what approaches are having impact, participating in some 

ground-breaking growth programs, advising varied governments and companies 

on how and where to improve performance to drive sustained growth, as well 

as writing numerous books, papers, and articles on the subject. Now is the ideal 

time to share the essence of what we have learnt about the growth challenge.

Growth Champions is specifically focused on the core topics that many 

organizations are still struggling to master, and so has sought to answer many 

of the pivotal questions that chief executive officers (CEOs), chief innovation 

officers (CIOs) and their like are now consistently asking such as:

•  Who are the real Growth Champions in key industries and why should we 

take note of them?

•	 With all the competition, how do Growth Champions in different sectors 

keep on growing?

•	 What do they do so well that helps them deliver continued revenue and 

margin growth?

•	 What strategic priorities are leading their approaches to organic growth 

and why?
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•	 How and where are they placing more intelligent bets than their peers time 

after time?

•	 How do their organizations encourage and enable their people to deliver 

the goods?

•	 How do they keep their cultures fresh and their people focused on the big 

ideas?

•	 What are the Growth Champions doing in common and what are they doing 

differently?

•	 What is emerging onto the landscape right now that may change the rules 

of the game?

In a world where new competitors can emerge quicker than ever; where the 

‘developing world’ organizations increasingly have more advantages than 

their ‘developed world’ peers; where information has become increasingly 

commoditized and understanding undervalued; where best practice moves 

quicker than people; and where keeping ahead of the rest of the pack has 

become ever more challenging, Growth Champions explores who is winning 

the battle for sustained innovation leadership, why, and how.

This book is focused on the linkage between two primary elements of the 

growth challenge – strategy and culture – and how they work together. While some 

may claim that it is process, new technology, and toolkits that make a difference, 

most experienced people in the field now see each of these as a commodity – 

something which is pretty well available to everyone, easy to imitate, providing 

no competitive advantage, and hence, at the end of the day, makes no difference. 

If everyone has a stage-gate process, uses social networks as part of their product 

development activities, and adopts ‘BCG matrices’ and McKinsey’s horizon 

growth terminology to help them make decisions and prioritize activities, then 

how can any of them make a difference? Sure, if you don’t have these in your 

portfolio then you are at a disadvantage to those that do, but even if you do have 

them, they are not in themselves enough to put clear water between you and your 

peers. We see that what really matters above everything else in order to be a 

leader in the growth arena is how organizations develop and exploit distinctive 
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competences and specifically: how, why, and where to focus resources and capa-

bilities; and how and why to create the right environment, bring together the best 

people, and stimulate the organization and networks to deliver growth.

However, before adding more on what this book is about, it is worthwhile 

taking a moment to first detail what it is not about – and why:

•	 This is not another book seeking to tell you everything you need to know 

about managing innovation – from how to develop an innovation strategy 

and what a good process looks like to how to organize your teams. There 

are hundreds of titles already focused on this and some of these are very 

good. If that is what you are looking for then we highly recommend that 

you get hold of a copy of the latest edition of Managing Innovation by Joe 

Tidd and John Bessant.

•	 This is also not another book explaining how to better understand your 

customers’ needs so that you can deliver more focused products and ser-

vices into the marketplace. If that is your issue then read something like 

What Customers Want by Anthony Ulwick.

•	 Neither is it a book on using creativity across the organization and having 

more and better ideas. There are literally thousands of books big and small 

on these topics, some clearly better than others: Sticky Wisdom by Dave 

Allan and colleagues and any of Edward de Bono’s titles on lateral thinking 

are worth a look if this is what you are interested in.

•	 Nor is it a book focused on a single issue that is having impact on the way 

companies are thinking about innovation: If you want to know about open 

innovation read any of Henry Chesbrough’s books and, if you are interested 

in the field of disruptive innovation, then take a look at those by Clayton 

Christensen.

•	 Equally this is not another book giving you just one company’s view of 

innovation and how it has achieved success in a systemic manner. In this 

area we would recommend The Art of Innovation by Tom Kelley of IDEO 

or Unleashing Innovation by Nancy Tennant Snyder of Whirlpool.

Growth Champions is not seeking to meet any of these objectives. The books 

mentioned above do a very good job of their individual remits, we recommend 
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them frequently, and the respective authors are probably some of the best 

placed to provide greater detail on their specific areas of interest.

Rather, this book is specifically focused on the strategic decisions and cul-

tural dynamics of the companies that consistently win the innovation battle. 

Looking at the Growth Champions in 10 selected areas, it highlights the suc-

cesses, the reasons for the success, and the learning that others seeking to 

emulate this success can therefore gain and build upon.

Navigating this Book

We have designed this book, the background research, and the accompanying 

website to bring together some of the most important developments in the 

innovation and growth spaces. We provide in-depth examples of those that are 

proven to be the exemplars at delivering growth – the companies we see from 

our analysis and experience as the Growth Champions. To best share the 

insights we have structured this book into three separate main sections each 

with a different focus and purpose:

Part I – The Growth Agenda: The Changing Dynamics of Innovation

Over the past few years there have been some interesting developments around 

how companies have changed their approach to delivering high-impact innova-

tion and growth, therefore it is important that everyone interested in this subject 

has a good understanding of these developments. So this first section provides a 

detailed overview of those that we see as being most significant to companies 

today. From CXO level innovation leadership and strategic targets for growth to 

open innovation, broader collaboration and looking beyond the usual horizon for 

your growth platforms, we have provided concise explanations of what each of 

these have been focused on achieving, how they came about, which companies 

have been ahead of the curve in each area, and how they impact the growth 

agenda today. The intention here is to provide a good grounding for newcomers 

to the field as well as a refresher for more experienced practitioners. In addition 

we have specifically explored the implications of accelerating globalization on  

how and where different organizations have changed their game on the broader 
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playing field. Supported by relevant examples this first section therefore provides 

you with a comprehensive understanding of the landscape within which compa-

nies operate as they seek to achieve sustained growth. More than just an introduc-

tion to the topic, it has been designed to share leading-edge views, provoke 

questions, and set up the subsequent exploration of the primary strategy and 

culture-focused issues that make a difference.

Part II – The Growth Champions

In the core central section of this book, we analyze 10 pairs of companies 

that are the proven Growth Champions across distinct sectors and highlight 

what they have been doing specifically in terms of culture and strategy which 

has made them the clear leaders. These companies and the sectors have not 

been chosen from a subjective CEO survey nor have they necessarily been 

promoting themselves as being the best of the best. We have selected these 

companies based on a decade of objective global Innovation Leaders’ analy-

sis, updated every year, of which companies are the most effective innova-

tors. They are the ones that have consistently deployed their available 

resources and are able to access them in the most effective manner to deliver 

a constant stream of high-impact new products, services, and businesses that 

have resulted in increased revenues and profits. They are the ones that have 

tried new things, challenged the status quo, changed the game, pushed the 

boundaries, outpaced their rivals, and time and time again delivered the 

goods. Some of these organizations are well known in the business and con-

sumer worlds, but some not. Few people would fail to recognize the names 

of the likes of Apple, Google, Nestlé, PepsiCo, and Samsung; but many outside 

of their immediate competitors may not be overly familiar with ARM, Inditex, 

Narayana Hrudayalaya, Reckitt Benckiser, and Starwood Hotels.

To provide a rich mix of insights in discussing what makes the 20 companies 

featured in this section special we have drawn on 10 years of analysis, our per-

sonal experience from working with many of these organizations and their peers, 

interviews with the individuals within these organizations responsible for deliv-

ering many of the successes, as well as discussions with their competitors, and 
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debates with some of the world’s leading analysts, consultants, and academics 

– a unique mix.

All of the associated insights are presented so that you can clearly under-

stand the pivotal strategic decisions and cultural actions that have made the 

difference, delivered the goods, helped increase performance and share 

prices, and made these companies stand out from the crowd. In essence what 

has lifted them up from being one of many to be the growth leaders in each 

of their sectors, the most efficient and effective innovators, and hence the 

sustained Growth Champions of today.

We chose to specifically look at these organizations in pairs rather than in 

isolation so that you can gain an understanding of the alternative approaches 

that are delivering the impact. 

•	 By discussing Nestlé and PepsiCo together we have shown the commonali-

ties as well as the high-impact differences between these two organizations 

that have resulted in proactive change in the food sector. How they have 

both led the shift to healthier food but have chosen to achieve this by 

executing different strategies focused on alternative growth areas.

•	 The side-by-side comparison of Audi and Samsung Electronics demon-

strates how, in two different sectors, these organizations have gained lead-

ership through a combination of adopting a distinctive design strategy and 

building associated capability while also taking a different angle from 

peers on the use of technology to enhance performance.

•	 In the fast-moving consumer goods sector we have chosen to highlight  

Reckitt Benckiser and Procter & Gamble. Both have similar top-line growth 

targets, compete in many categories, and are increasingly battling  

in the same markets, but they have significantly different approaches to 

delivering the growth. Procter & Gamble is increasingly more interested in 

acting as a conduit for big ideas coming onto the market that will hopefully 

change the sector; while Reckitt Benckiser has become a highly tuned 

machine for delivering high growth from the rapid introduction of a host of 

incremental innovations.
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•	 By looking at both Starwood Hotels and Inditex in the service sector, we 

profile two companies that have torn up the rulebook – through introducing 

more variety in the overall product mix built on common platforms; and 

by focusing more on rapid change of limited choice through building the 

world’s leading logistics operation.

•	 With Google and Amazon we have two companies that are vying for leader-

ship in the online world using their initially very different business models. 

As Amazon has used its technology focus to move from being a retailer of 

books and CDs to pretty much everything and then to developing web ser-

vices, it has started to come head to head with Google by building multiple 

high-impact applications on the back of its core advertising revenue model. 

This is a sector in the midst of massive change and these two companies 

allow us to highlight some of the pivotal strategic changes taking place.

•	 Novo Nordisk and Narayana Hrudayalaya have outpaced their larger com-

petitors in the healthcare sector by changing the way they work with the 

broader ecosystem. Both have pioneered different approaches to business 

model innovation – Novo Nordisk through building a world-leading inter-

connection of drug delivery and education and Narayana Hrudayalaya by 

completely reinventing surgery for scale. They have delivered the goods 

in this highly competitive arena but with different emphases.

•	 From the even more technology-dependent sectors we have two totally dif-

ferent approaches to growth to discuss. Rolls-Royce has been successful in 

changing the business model for engine supply by developing a service case 

business that now delivers greater contribution than its core high-tech product 

business across the whole market. While in the world of semiconductors ARM 

has become the essential hidden ingredient in every major smartphone as it 

is rapidly making the business of IP-based revenues very much its own.

•	 In an increasingly resource-constrained world, both Shell and BASF have 

continued to lead their respective energy and chemicals sectors through  

significantly changing their sources of material supply to be more future  

proof and lower carbon whilst simultaneously keeping an innovation edge 

over many of their competitors and so maintain constant growth across 

the board.
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•	 From India, we have looked at two companies that have grown to become 

leaders in their domestic market and are now playing major roles interna-

tionally. In the manufacturing sector Tata has made significant shifts in 

both automobile and steel production to provide highly efficient global 

delivery of leading brands as well as low-cost products. And in the telecom 

arena Bharti has used a unique business model to allow the company to 

rapidly scale its activities at home and internationally.

•	 Finally we look at Apple and LEGO and see two companies that, despite 

increasing competition, continue to be at the forefront of how everyday 

activities are being continuously evolved with a little bit of magic. With its 

MacBook, iPod, iPhone, and iPad products setting the pace for usability 

and seamless technology integration, Apple has used disciplined internal 

control to become one of the most valuable public companies in the world; 

while LEGO, still a privately owned firm, has used fan-based collaboration 

to open up innovation in the toys sector and create a whole new dynamic 

for growth that is outpacing its larger competitors.

Collectively these examples provide a unique combination of insights on the 

companies that have been making all the right moves across multiple indus-

tries – and so enable us to discern both the common elements and the varia-

tions that make the difference.

Part III – The Growth Challenge: Lessons for the Future

The third section of Growth Champions builds on everything that has gone before 

to look at what the growth challenges are today and hence lessons for the future. 

Exploring the primary insights from the companies examined and what comes 

next for innovation and growth, this section looks at some of the accelerating 

issues that are starting to challenge organizations to think differently about how 

they achieve and sustain growth going forward. Using a range of examples we 

start to extrapolate from the lessons that have already been learned.
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Alongside bringing together common challenges that organizations around the 

world are now facing as they seek to enhance their growth performance, we have 

taken a view on what arenas in the innovation and growth landscape are likely 

to have high impact as they go mainstream over the next few years. Drawing on 

insights of what could take place, we have focused on the changes that are prob-

able in terms of both scope and scale. This section includes a series of sugges-

tions of where we might be heading and ends with a summary of the main issues 

for companies’ growth strategies and organizational cultures going forward.

Resources and References

Finally, at the end of this book you will find a resource section that points you 

to a host of sources for additional information and insights. This book is inevi-

tably a snapshot of today and things will change. So the profiles and changes 

will be regularly updated on the accompanying www.growthchampions.org 

website, which has been created to be a dynamic source of further insights as 

well as providing summaries of the key lessons from the examples that we have 

discussed in the body of this text. Seeking to act as a focus for informed ongoing 

discussion on what makes Growth Champions tick, which new approaches have 

impact going forward, and a means to highlight emerging issues, the www 

.growthchampions.org website provides you with an additional layer of infor-

mation that, having read this book, we hope you will find a useful source of 

insight, debate, and learning. Researched and written by 20 innovation and 

growth experts from The Growth Agenda network, we hope that you find this a 

useful addition to the topic.

Tim Jones, Dave McCormick, Caroline Dewing – 2012

http://www.growthchampions.org
http://www.growthchampions.org
http://www.growthchampions.org
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Growth is a shared ambition for many companies and governments. For 

the vast majority creating more wealth by improving productivity and 

delivering innovation is a priority. It is a prerequisite for maintaining living 

standards in the developed world and building wider wealth creation and dis-

tribution in emerging economies.

Improving lives by building wealth is not a new idea. The industrial revolu-

tion in the 19th century heralded accelerated economic activity and production 

but as the post-colonial legacy steers nations from growth through regional 

aggrandizement, economic growth through the development of business has 

become a central focus for many. Economic growth comes with its own set of 

challenges, however. The cost to our environment is perhaps the most well 

recognized but as society becomes more global and we spend less time interact-

ing with our local community, concerns around social issues are also beginning 

to emerge. Recently a sizable minority thinks that, in our resource-constrained 

world, we ought to look at the implications of unimpeded, consumption-driven 

growth and consider an alternative approach which will provide wealth without 

compromising on social and environmental well-being.

However it manifests itself, a growth engine that drives the economy, provides 

more choice for consumers, increases wealth, and so affords better health and 

hopefully improved happiness has been a virtuous circle that many have aspired 

to. Pivotal to this has been the success of some major organizations that are the 

economic heart of a country. The East India Trading Company and other state-

granted monopolies paved the way in the 19th century and were the forerunners 

of General Electric, IBM, and Wal-Mart in the 20th. More recently, the likes of 

Google and Infosys have created scale and delivered more products and services, 

have employed more people, and so, through salaries, taxation, and occasional 

bouts of philanthropic activity, have been able to benefit society as a whole.

Today, after a couple of centuries of pretty much non-stop development, we 

are at a point where the balance of corporate power is changing. Asia in particu-

lar is experiencing huge growth and, as millions move out of poverty and into 

the world of increased consumption, both the drivers of and the appetite for 

‘more’ are escalating rapidly. Simultaneously the European and American stal-

warts are struggling to reboot their economies. To date most focus has been on  
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consumption as a means to stimulate growth but the challenge is that, as more 

of us want more ‘stuff,’ it is becoming increasingly difficult to continue to deliver 

it without seriously plundering the finite natural resources. Serious questions are 

now being asked about what growth really is or indeed should be; what benefit 

it brings; whether higher growth in the East will follow the same trajectory as 

in the West or take an alternative, better path; whether GDP is a sustainable 

aspiration; how we can deliver prosperity within the planet’s means; and whether 

it is possible to decouple economic growth and resource consumption.
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CHAPTER 1

Why Growth? 
The Economist’s Perspective

The growth of an economy has generally been seen as a good thing. Throughout 

history, nations have traded with each other and some have grown rich by 

exploiting their own natural resources and those of their neighbors or trading 

partners. The need to protect trade routes meant that from the Greeks and 

Romans right through to the British and the French empires, economies have 

grown hand in hand with military power. However, over the last half-century 

there has been a degree of rebalancing and a shift to create successful economic 

growth independent of ‘empire.’ Although the cases of oil and other mineral 

wealth may play against this, it is evident that when productivity improvements 

impact manufacturing and service-based economies at the same time as trading 

takes place, we experience economic growth.

Gross domestic product (GDP) is a widely adopted measure of national eco-

nomic performance. Increases in GDP above and beyond what would be natural 

given population growth are believed to enable an increase in living standards 

for the population. Hence the interest in data such as GDP per capita both in 

real and relative terms. As wide-scale conflict between nations has been pre-

dominantly replaced by global trade, the post World War II decades have largely 

been focused on regions using growth to drive their economies forward, raise 

living standards, and increase influence. Over 30 years a growth rate of 2.5% 

of GDP per annum leads to a doubling of GDP. Growth of 8% per annum, as 

exhibited by many Asian economies in recent years, achieves this in a decade.

Pivotal technology breakthroughs have always enabled companies and coun-

tries to improve efficiency and so drive growth. The invention of the steam engine 

and processes for producing quality steel are often-quoted changes, but access 

to coal and oil and the ‘invention’ of electricity are also seen as inflection points. 
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So too we can consider that the creation of the train, the telephone, the car, the 

plane, the transistor, and the internet have all, over time, provided new platforms 

for growth.

The 18th-century economist Adam Smith is generally credited for shaping 

our views about how growth creates wealth, power, and stability. In The 

Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, Smith argued that ‘productive capacity’ 

was the engine of growth. Some 40 years later others such as David Ricardo 

with his theory of ‘comparative advantage’ saw that prowess in trade was the 

fundamental differentiator. In the mid-20th century Robert Solow and Trevor 

Swan contributed alternative theories – the neoclassical growth model – 

where the role of technological change is seen as significant as accumulation 

of capital and all countries eventually reach a steady state of growth. However, 

a decade earlier in 1942, Joseph Schumpeter made the connection between 

growth, innovation, and entrepreneurship upon which most companies and 

countries now base their respective economic policies. In his book, Capital-

ism, Socialism, and Democracy, Schumpeter saw an entrepreneur as someone 

who is able to convert a new idea into successful innovation. He popularized 

the idea of ‘creative destruction’ as creating new products, services, and 

business models across markets and so driving growth. It is this that is at 

the heart of successful long-term growth. The entrepreneur disturbs equilib-

rium and so causes economic development. Schumpeter argued that ‘innova-

tion is the critical dimension of change’ and creates ‘temporary monopolies 

that allow abnormal profits,’ which are then competed away by rivals and 

imitators. These create new products and services that meet and drive 

demand and so improve profits and economic growth. Schumpeter also pro-

posed that finance can have a positive impact on growth as a result of its 

effects on productivity and technological change. In recent years, many 

Asian economies have cited government-led investments as being a core cata-

lyst for sustained economic growth. Back in the West, many see that Schum-

peter’s views stand firm and, for example, has had influence in such ambitions 

as the European Union’s core development plan – the Lisbon Strategy.

Until recently it was generally assumed that growth is good for society. Indeed 

there is significant evidence to support this, for example the Cato Institute has 
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undertaken research which shows that, up to a level of around $15,000 per 

capita, happiness increases with higher GDP. If – and sometimes this is a big 

‘if’ – appropriately shared across a community, the benefits of growth have 

direct impact on alleviating poverty and enabling people to access the next rung 

on the economic ladder. On the other hand there are increasing and multiple 

arguments which suggest that growth fosters excessive consumerism, resource 

depletion, and unsustainable ways of living. As a result some consider that ‘well-

being’ is a better ambition than mere growth while others call for alternative 

measures to be implemented, such as gross domestic happiness, as measured in 

Bhutan. Many of these arguments are clear, compelling, and visionary. However, 

today in the greater scheme of things, they are unfortunately largely marginal. 

In a decade or so mainstream attitudes may well have shifted but right now the 

majority is still focused on creating growth as a priority with other issues in 

second place. Decoupling growth from resource use, for example, is a great 

concept but one which many organizations have yet to get their collective heads 

around. For the moment it seems that most companies and countries are still 

abiding by Schumpeter’s view of growth via innovation and change driving 

progress.

The Nature of Growth

Before exploring some examples of successful growth, it is useful to consider 

the nature of growth, how it occurs, and what some of the implications are. 

Taking the macro view, some see that economic growth and prosperity result 

from interaction at different levels ranging from the organization to the 

sector and then the national and international level. Growth within each of 

these can be supported or constrained by a number of factors such as the 

development of technology platforms, environmental fluctuations, political, 

economic or societal change, and regulatory changes that introduce new laws 

and standards at an industry or national level. Growth is driven by a complex 

amalgam of multiple issues – some of which are internal to a company or 

sector and can be more easily managed or stimulated, but there are also 

external influences which have to be accommodated as they unfold.
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In order to try and gain some control of the changes that influence growth, 

the business of ‘management’ has evolved. New approaches, tools, and models 

have been created to help us be more effective in how we deploy available 

resources. These processes are often static ‘command and control’ methods 

that seek to impose order, hierarchies, and rules onto systems that are by their 

very nature complex, interconnected, evolutionary, and constantly shifting. 

One reason for this is that management theory has been largely dominated by 

thinking from the United States and based on large manufacturing businesses, 

where business models, underpinned by economic thinking, gained both rel-

evance and resonance with business leaders. For example Alfred Chandler, 

Igor Ansoff, Peter Drucker, and Michael Porter arguably all used the U.S. 

manufacturer as a common reference point. Even ‘Blue Ocean Strategy,’ one 

of the most popular post-millennium models to have emerged from INSEAD, 

is grounded in product-based economics (see Kim and Mauborgne’s book). 

Times have changed, however, and the problem is that in today’s world this 

approach doesn’t stack up. For a start, many of the high-growth businesses 

that have emerged in the past decade – think Google, Netflix, Facebook – don’t 

play by the same rules as product manufacturers. In addition, the recent 

financial crisis demonstrates that, for many, the analytical models that were 

put in place to manage financial and economic systems simply don’t work.

In truth growth cannot be rigorously controlled. As many now recognize 

there are levers that organizations, either corporate or governmental, can pull 

at different levels but, in an ever more interconnected world, most are nudges 

at best. Whichever metaphor you think of, from nurturing a growing plant to 

navigating an oil tanker, there are things we think we can do to improve effi-

ciency and optimize the process but there also other factors – disease, hur-

ricanes and the like, not to mention the caprices of human nature itself – that 

will inevitably occur from time to time and are outside our control. We will 

do our best to see them coming and have plans to deal with them, but we can’t 

direct the what, where, or when.

However, we are where we are and know what we know. So, acknowledging 

the gaps, what can we learn from past economic thinking to help us see growth 

opportunities more clearly? For a start, we can see patterns that let us recognize 
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and categorize what type of growth is taking place and we can understand some 

of the key characteristics. This can be done at both the national/regional and 

organizational company levels.

National/international economic growth

The economic view of growth is that increases in productivity lead to increased 

levels of economic prosperity. So, it follows that more competitive economies 

tend to be able to produce higher levels of income for their companies and 

citizens, not to mention higher returns on investment and hence increases in 

the national growth potential. The World Economic Forum’s ‘Global Competi-

tiveness Report’ provides an analysis of many of the drivers that enable 

national economies to achieve sustained growth and long-term prosperity. It 

divides countries into three different stages, which are consistent with general 

economic development theory:

•	 Stage 1 ‘factor’ driven economies, where countries compete primarily on 

the use of unskilled labor and natural resources and companies compete 

on the basis of price as they buy and sell basic products or commodities.

•	 Stage 2 ‘efficiency’ driven economies, where growth is based on the develop-

ment of more efficient production processes and increased product quality.

•	 Stage 3 ‘innovation’ driven economies, where companies compete by pro-

ducing and delivering new and different products and services by using 

the most sophisticated processes.

So looking at the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) countries, as of 2011, 

India is largely still in stage 1, while Brazil, China, and Russia are stage 2. 

Most of the developed world is in stage 3 for now, but, just as the performance 

of many European countries is starting to plateau, China’s competiveness is 

way ahead of other developing economies and it is moving fast toward becom-

ing a stage 3 economy. Although just one point of view, many see that this 

type of grouping is helpful in understanding what levers, regulatory or indus-

try led, can be applied to different economies.


