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Whenever you see a successful business, 
someone once made a courageous decision.

Peter Drucker ‘‘
The Process Explained

Play to Win
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Play to Win – The Process Explained

Playing to Win is a process to create a strategy 

for your company. Strategy is a set of choices that 

enable an organisation to win with its customers 

and against its competition. In conventional 

strategy-making processes, the emphasis is on 

planning and attempting to create a detailed 

articulation of the company’s future.

In Playing to Win, we make five key choices 

that set the stage for effective action across 

the organisation (see below). The Play to Win 

framework is based on three key ideas.

Note We do not claim originality for the Play 

to Win process. These materials are authorised 

for use under licence from the Harvard Business 

School, the authors are A.G. Lafley and 

R.L. Martin.

Playing to Win 
– 3 Key Principles

#1 Strategy is about making 
choices.

To compete effectively, an organisation must make 

choices about what it will and won’t do, who it will 

and won’t serve, where it will and won’t devote 

resources. Otherwise, a company attempts to be all 

things to all people and, as a result, typically winds 

up being mediocre.

Making choices can feel daunting, of course. We all 

like to keep our options open. But without making 

choices, we can’t win. We can’t provide enough value 

to customers, give meaning to employees, or generate 

the ongoing profits that sustain an organisation over 

the long term. In the Playing to Win framework, 

strategy is what uniquely positions the firm in its 

industry so as to create sustainable advantage and 

value superior to the competition’s.

#2 Strategy is about increasing 
the odds of success, but not 
guaranteeing it.

In strategy, there are no absolute answers. We’re 

dealing with the future, after all, and there is no 

way to eliminate uncertainties around customer 

response and competitor reaction. The goal of the 

Playing to Win process is to help us generate and 

think through strategic possibilities, increasing our 

confidence in the choices we ultimately make.

#3 Strategy making combines 
rigor and creativity.

Crafting a strategy requires both the creativity 

to generate new possibilities and the rigor to test 

hypotheses about those possibilities.
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The Playing to Win Process

This approach differs 
fundamentally from most 
strategy processes. ‘‘

This approach differs fundamentally from most strategy processes. 

Typically, an organisation begins by trying to understand what is true about 

the world —its industry, its customers, its competitors, and its own capabilities. 

The organisation conducts an inch-deep and mile-wide analysis of everything 

that might be relevant to making strategy choices — a time-consuming and 

expensive analysis.

In Playing to Win, we reverse the order. We begin by articulating our 

core strategic choice, and only then turn to analysis and testing. Through this 

process, called reverse engineering, we can go a mile deep on the analysis that 

matters most.

After reverse engineering and testing, we review the test results and choose the 

option that, according to those results, looks like the best bet. In other words, 

with Playing to Win, an organisation generates multiple hypotheses, tests them, 

and then chooses the strategy it deems most likely to succeed.
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The Five Strategy Questions

What is our 
winning aspiration?

Where will we play?

How will we win?

What capabilities 
must we have?

What management 
systems do we need?

A strategy is the answer to five interconnected and reinforcing questions. 

These questions make up a strategy cascade, the foundation of the Play to Win 

approach.
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1. What Is Our Winning Aspiration?

In order to be sustainable, an 
organisation must seek to win 
in a particular place and in a 
particular way, translating an 
abstract, happy future into a 
defined winning aspiration.

‘‘

Most companies have aspirations about their future state, usually crafted as a 

mission statement or a vision. But these statements are often abstract and lack 

context; they paint a pleasant picture of a possible future that often makes no 

reference to competition, to customers, or to winning in some meaningful way. 

In order to be sustainable, an organisation must seek to win in a particular place 

and in a particular way, translating an abstract, happy future into a defined 

winning aspiration.

Winning is an important aspect of the aspiration. It sets a frame for succeeding 

with customers and against competition. The alternative is to simply play to play 

— to compete in a marketplace, to seek to stay in business, to serve customers well. 

These are aspirations, but hardly ones that can enable an organisation to thrive, 

to outperform, and to inspire its employees.

A Playing to Win aspiration should set a higher bar. It should articulate winning 

in a specific way (e.g., leading market share, highest customer satisfaction) rather 

than in general (e.g., to be the pre-eminent brand). Winning is the only real path 

to sustainability. If you don’t try to win, your chances of accidentally doing so 

are very low.

Playing To Win

•  Starts with people rather than money: What does it mean to win with 

your customers?

•  Has a competitive dimension: Who are you winning against?

Playing To Play

•  Doesn’t have a winning element, but focuses on simply serving a customer 

segment

•  Is focused on an internal metric, such as “We’ll sell 25% more than we did 

last year”
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2. Where Will We Play?

Choose the customers who 
most matter to you, and 
seek to delight them. ‘‘

An organisation can be narrow or broad in its where-to-play choices:

•  Customers: It can compete in different demographic segments  

(e.g., Fortune 100 companies, 18- to 24-year-old men, suburban families).

•  Channels: It can participate in B2B direct sales, online marketplaces, 

mass-merchandise retail, or other channels.

•  Product or service type: It can compete across any number of services, 

product lines, or categories.

•  Geography: It can compete locally, nationally, internationally, by region,  

or by country.

•  Stage of production: It can participate in just one stage of production  

or be vertically integrated.

Choosing where to play is also, of course, about choosing where not to play. 

Companies may find it appealing to try to serve as many customers as possible 

— to craft a go-to-market “strategy” to sell to everyone. But these strategies rarely 

work, because by trying to appeal to everyone, they don’t meet anyone’s needs well. 

Choose the customers who most matter to you, and seek to delight them. And find 

meaningful segments of customers with similar needs that you can meet in a 

compelling way.

The other mistake companies make is to accept their current playing field 

as inevitable. It isn’t. Your current geographies, products, and customers may 

represent the path of least resistance, but they aren’t the only choice you have.
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3. How Will We Win?

When it comes to how to 
win, an organisation must 
figure out what will enable 
it to create value distinct 
from its competition.

‘‘
If where to play is about determining the playing field, how to win is about defining 

the way in which you will win on that field. It is not how to win generally, but how 

to win given a specific where-to-play choice. The where-to-play and how- to-win 

choices flow from and reinforce each other.

When it comes to how to win, an organisation must figure out what will enable it 

to create value distinct from its competition. Choosing how to win is about finding 

and building on sources of competitive advantage. There are only two kinds of 

competitive advantage: to operate with sustainably lower costs or to differentiate 

by offering a significantly better product or service.

In a low-cost strategy, as the name suggests, profit is driven by a lower-cost 

structure than that of competitors. In a differentiation strategy, profit is driven by 

a price premium, earned because the company’s products or services are perceived 

to be more valuable to customers than competitive offerings even though the 

company produces them at comparable cost.

Cost leaders and differentiators behave very differently. At cost leaders 

(e.g., Walmart and Southwest Airlines), managers work to understand cost 

drivers, to remove costs from the system, and to standardize their offerings. 

At differentiators (e.g., Whole Foods and Procter & Gamble), managers work 

to deepen their understanding of customers, to build their brand(s) with 

customers in mind, to delight current customers, and to attract new ones.
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4. What Capabilities Must We Have?

These strategic capabilities 
are the map of activities 
that, when performed at 
the highest level, enable 
the organisation to bring 
its where‑to‑play and how‑
to‑win choices to life.

‘‘
Organisations do many things. But a subset of activities makes the difference 

between winning and losing. These strategic capabilities are the map of activities 

that, when performed at the highest level, enable the organisation to bring its 

where-to-play and how-to-win choices to life.

Capabilities are not necessarily the activities at which you are currently really, 

really good. They are the activities at which you would need to excel in order to 

play where you want to play and win how you want to win.

Powerful and sustainable competitive advantage is unlikely to arise from any one 

capability (e.g., having an outstanding sales force or the best technology), but rather 

from a well-fit and reinforcing set of capabilities.
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5. What Management Systems Do We Need?

Without supporting 
structures, the strategy will 
simply be a wish list that 
may or may not amount to 
anything.

‘‘
The last of the five essential questions is about management systems that build, 

support, and measure a strategy. Organisations often neglect this last question, but 

it is crucial. Without supporting structures, the strategy will simply be a wish list 

that may or may not amount to anything.

Systems are rules, norms, processes, and measures that tell you how well the 

strategy is working. They include budgeting processes, strategy reviews, and 

performance metrics. Some specific examples include customer relationship 

management (CRM) systems, innovation reviews, performance and incentive 

management processes, and customer referral systems.

Together, the answers to these five questions define your company’s  

Playing to Win strategy.
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