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When to Pay Attention
It's not easy to decide which of our projects should receive more of our attention.
It's morning, the alarm clock rings, eyes open, the residue of sleep washes away. And then it starts. The allocation begins. In a world of infinite possibilities, what will I do next? How will I allocate the scarce resources available to me? How will I allocate time, energy, and capital?

Time and energy are gifts. We get a limited supply of both at birth. Capital is a consequence of what's been done with time and energy. Capital is a possession. Unlike time and energy, it can be owned and accumulated, leveraged, and transferred. It can also be squandered. Reputation is a kind of capital. So are dollars in the bank. Time, energy, and capital are intricately woven together, and they are variable. Levels of energy expended can vary across a unit of time. And capital can be used to leverage time into higher productivity. For organizations, success depends on the decisions related to allocating time, energy, and capital. This holds true for success at a strategic level and at the level of daily operations. Superior leaders and superior organizations are superior allocators.

The challenge of allocation transcends leadership. It is so fundamental that it can be regarded as primal - a fundamental driver of evolutionary success. For just as the leader waking to the alarm begins to allocate, so too did his primitive predecessors. To cross the boundary from inert to living, a single ancestor cell had to allocate its time and energy. At some point, the cell moved. When it moved and where it moved made the difference between cells that survived and cells that didn't. At some point, the surviving cells began to rely on more than the crapshoot of physics and chance. Successful cells began to build capital - recipes for allocation embodied in RNA and DNA.

Time and energy are infinitely abundant, beyond the capacity of human beings to use them up. But for human beings and the organizations they comprise, the supply of time, energy, and capital have biological constraints and are finite.

It is widely accepted that competition for scarce resources is the primary engine of natural selection. Yet it might be more accurate to say that allocation is the fundamental driver of evolution. Because, while a cheetah may be an almost perfectly designed machine for competing for antelopes, it got that way through a long process of superior allocation that eventually manifested itself in flesh and tooth.

It is from the fundamental challenge of allocation that the cornerstones of management responsibility are derived - strategic planning, budgeting, organization design are all at their heart questions of allocation. But allocation is one of those things so basic that it seems automatic, like breathing. There is a difference between breathing and allocation, of course. Breathing is regulated while allocation is not. As a result, allocation is subject to great variability. Allocation can range from highly intentional to completely accidental. And, it can vary greatly in its quality. Some allocation is superior, some is average, and some is poor. In earlier times, poor allocators became lunch.

Despite its importance, allocation has not received much direct attention in the management literature. It is a topic worthy of more attention. If you haven't explored how to do better that which is fundamental, how can you reasonably expect to do well those things that are derived from the fundamentals? It's like trying to improve your golf game without working on your swing. Good luck.

At its core, all of strategy is a fundamentally a question of allocation. And there are really only three degrees of freedom available to the strategist: timing, energy, and capital. A military strategist, for example, must decide how he will deploy his forces (concentrated capital or widely spread capital), where to strike the enemy (ultimately a question of where to bring energy to bear against the energy of the enemy), and when to strike (timing). For a marketing strategist, a distribution strategy deals with questions of time. ("Where" is always a question of time in the end; it describes where to locate energy and capital.) Pricing is a question of capital - how do you trade accumulated resources (tangible or intangible) for other resources (cash).

One way to describe allocation is in terms of attention. When something gets my attention, I look at it. In so doing, I limit my ability to look at (or see) other things. Allocation means doing one thing at the cost of not doing other things. I give the thing attention by expending time and energy on it. I may "invest" some of my capital in it too. There are different levels of attention, and those different levels reflect variations in the allocation of time, energy, and capital.

Attention is the focus of one of the most important management books written in the past three decades. It is a short, succinct guide called Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind (McGraw-Hill), by Al Ries and Jack Trout. Written in 1981, it was one of the first business best-sellers. When Ries and Trout talk about a "position," they are talking about a location in the consumer's mind. The key to success, they argue, is achieving and holding an advantageous position in the consumer's mind. In other words, commanding and holding attention. The central message in Positioning is this: Consumers are bombarded with information regarding alternative products and services. They deal with this overload by screening much of it out and arranging what they retain in a hierarchy. Ries and Trout use the metaphor of a ladder with various competing offerings arranged on the rungs. The broader message is one of allocation - how do consumers allocate their time, energy, and capital related to various products and services? To succeed, you want to command the attention of the consumer in such a way that you're on one of the top three rungs of that ladder.

Because Positioning was written by a couple of advertising practitioners in plain English without footnotes, academics and many of the consultants they educated have always refused to give the book its due. Yet, much of the strategic thinking of esteemed business gurus is clearly derived either directly or indirectly from ideas first popularized in Positioning. Harvard strategist Michael Porter reflects some of the same themes in his work Competitive Strategy (Free Press) when he suggests there are three basic pathways to uniqueness. These "generic" strategies are "overall cost leadership" (note, it's "cost" leadership, not necessarily "price" leadership), "differentiation" (being perceived as unique), and "focus" (on a particular customer segment). The only way to win, Porter argues, is to pursue one of those pathways. In other words, successful organizations let one of the three generic strategies direct their attention and guide their allocation decisions.

In 1997, Michael Treacy and Fred Wiersema wrote another best-seller, a book that echoes the themes in Positioning and picks up Porter's notion of generic strategies. The Discipline of Market Leaders (Perseus) suggests that your choice of one of three generic strategies defines not only how you should attempt to position yourself in the consumer's mind but also how you should operate. An organization whose position is one of "low cost" is obligated to focus on being "operationally excellent," an organization with the "best products" is obligated to be a "product leader," and an organization that seeks to be regarded as providing "the best total solution" must focus on the discipline of "customer intimacy."

Both Jack Trout and Al Ries added depth to their earlier work with follow-up books. In 1997, Al Ries wrote Focus: The Future of Your Company Depends on It (Harper Business), and the following year Jack Trout wrote The Power of Simplicity (McGraw-Hill). All three of the Ries and Trout books will fit into an average briefcase and still leave room for The Discipline of Market Leaders (all four books are available in paperback).You can read them at the beach in a week. And from the standpoint of improving leadership perspective, that might be one of the most useful allocations of attention someone could make in seven days. (Porter's book will require its own briefcase and its own week of reading time.)

If you're packing, there's one more book I'd suggest taking along. It's called The Attention Economy: Understanding the New Currency of Business (Harvard Business School Press). Its authors, Thomas Davenport and John Beck, have written one of the most eclectic business books available. The dust jacket provides an overview: "Trillions of documents circulate in U.S. offices annually. Internet traffic doubles every hundred days. Approximately two hundred messages flood managers' desktops daily. Welcome to the attention economy, in which the new scarcest resource isn't ideas or even talent, but attention itself...problems for businesspeople lie on both sides of the attention equation: on getting and holding the attention of information-flooded employees, consumers, and stockholders, and on parceling out their own attention in the face of overwhelming options. The resolution: learn to manage this critical yet finite resource, or fail."

The trip that follows that introduction is multifaceted. When it comes to the topic of getting attention in an environment overloaded with messages, Davenport and Beck owe tribute to Ries and Trout. This book is a fresh and stimulating romp through sociology, psychology, biology, and technology (with obligatory homage paid to the Internet). It's also frenetic and fractured. It lacks the central unifying themes and a well-defined action model, but then, that may be its real power, because today's environment sure feels frenetic and fractured. It demands something other than a pat, cookie-cutter approach. It requires "seeing things different." And as the result of seeing different, doing different. The real world isn't carefully outlined and distilled for consumption. It's messy and always represents more than we can eat. In the end, the neat models are often just comforting illusions. For those who recognize that most tightly prescribed to-do lists don't withstand contact with reality, this book provides a rich lens through which to see and to things differently.

The essence of leadership can be distilled to a single word - allocation. When the alarm clock sounds, leadership at its core is about the allocation of scarce resources to the best opportunities.

Originally published in Health Forum Journal
Copyright © The Beckham Company


     When to Pay Attention – Sept. 2001 (Prediction)



1

