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[Joseph Ghobrial] How does Accenture approach strategy with 
its clients?

[Michael Denham] At Accenture, we use the expression “from issue 
to outcome.” We try to help our clients by starting with a fact-based 
identification of the key issues they need to address in order to 
ensure a competitive advantage and sustainable growth moving 
forward.

We will do analysis – market research, segmentation, competitive 
and consumer trends analysis, etc. –  to identify these issues. 

Then, once the client identifies the key question that needs to be 
addressed for each of those issues, we will tailor our analysis and 
investigation to make sure those key questions get answered. 

To make sure that work gets translated into a meaningful outcome 
- the successful implementation of the strategy - we then ensure 
that the right steps are agreed to, resourced, and followed through. 

How does the strategy process differ as a consultant versus an 
internal resource?

It does not really. The steps that I just described should be taken 
whether it is an in-house approach to strategy issues or if it is a 
process that involves a third-party, strategy-focused consulting 
firm. The process should be the same. The issue should be 
properly identified, framed, answered, and then translated into an 
implementation plan. 

What did you learn from your time in corporate leadership that 
has impacted your consulting skills and work?

On a personal level, it has made me a better consultant. When 
you have done work in an organization or a client-oriented 
organization, you realize very clearly what the key points are that 
need to be addressed to ensure full and complete implementation 
of a strategy. 

Coming up with “the answer” is something that can be done by 
both in-house consultants and third-party strategy consultants. But 
having spent time in a corporation, one becomes more sensitive 
to and aware of the challenge of implementing a strategy and 
you are able to gain a better understanding of the bottlenecks to 
implementation. This has had a significant impact on how I create 
a strategies and how I help clients realize their goals.

How do you know when a great strategy is nearing the end of its 
life cycle? 

You really need to think about it at the level of the individual 
product market strategies – and there would be dozens of these in 
large corporations. Depending on the product or service involved, 
the natural life cycle could be fifteen years if it’s an airplane, or only 
fifteen months if it is some new kind of service or internet-enabled 
proposition.  

What you look for is: one, the growth on some sort of volume 
measure for the product or service in question; and two, the margin 
that goes along with it. What you tend to find is, as the strategy 
is maturing, the rate of growth starts to flatten and the margins 
start to compress as the markets becomes saturated and new 
competitors enter.

You need to answer this question at the individual product market 
level, rather than at the corporate or business unit level. 
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Can you speak to the difference between overall corporate 
strategy and individual product strategy? 

Think of a big Canadian company, like Bombardier. At the corporate 
level, they have questions surrounding what kind of markets to 
be in geographically or what kind of product segments to be in.  
When you get down to the product market level, it’s all about an 
individual brand, such as a specific type of airplane, so the level of 
detail is different. As a result, the type of strategic lever you pull 
will vary. 

Is corporate strategy designed with those kinds of product line 
decisions in mind? How do they interrelate or differ?

I would think of corporate strategy as a “coat rack” with the 
individual product/service choice representing a “coat” on the 
rack.  So you need to, as a company, 
have a strategy that seeks to be in a 
specific type of business or “style.”

For example, a company in the 
aerospace business needs to make 
decisions about where to play within 
aerospace. Decisions like commercial 
vs. business, or services vs. products 
need to be made at the product market 
level within the context of a corporate 
decision to be in aerospace. 

Can a manager of an organization 
achieve the level of objectivity 
required to find the best path for their organization? How can 
managers achieve objective decision-making?

Biases, as part of human nature, can play themselves out within 
strategic decisions and also within organizational hierarchies if you 
are not careful. The thing that I did when I was working in industry 
and what I try to do as a consultant, is to make sure the group that 
is determining the strategy is diverse, representing a cross-section 

of the company. You want to have a whole series of different 
interests, viewpoints, perspectives, and parts of the organization 
represented, so that you have multiple minds working on strategy 
formulation and, through that, you ensure a balance of objectivity. 

How does a company strike the right balance between competing 
with businesses that they also work with or source from? For 
example, Apple sources parts from Samsung, while at the same 
time competes with them in the consumer electronics market. 

There is no one right answer. Accenture’s view is that you need to 
keep a Chinese wall between these relationships. When you are 
dealing with another company that is a supplier, you need to put 
in place your best practices around working with that supplier. 
If you are competing with that company in some market, then 
you need to aggressively compete against it as you would any 

another company. We find that the 
more you cloud and co-mingle these 
relationships, the harder they are to 
manage. Frankly, it also makes you 
less effective on the whole, as you are 
not really putting in place the “rules 
of the road” that your company needs 
to adhere to.

In your experience, have you found 
such Chinese walls to be sustainable? 

In some cases, yes. In some cases, as 
industries re-emerge or change, it 
becomes difficult. You can look at the 

rail industry for an instructive example. You have Bombardier, 
Alstom and Siemens that are all suppliers to each other, partners 
with each other, and competitors with each other. That industry 
structure has been in place now for a couple of decades. They 
have disputes like any competitors do, but, by and large, the rules 
of the road are respected and they try to have traditional arms-
length supplier relationships with each other and can coexist in the 
market. 
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Having spent time in a corporation, 
I’ve become more aware of the 
bottlenecks and challenges of 
implementing a strategy. This has 
had a significant impact on how 
I create strategies and how I help 
clients realize their goals.
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The print news industry has struggled this past decade. What 
should legacy publications be doing to survive in today’s world?

I think one overarching theme you see across all types of 
publications as they navigate the transition to digital media is the 
importance of content. I think having access to and ownership of 
this proprietary content at the end of 
the day is what is going to be essential 
for any media-based company, 
regardless of the format. 

The conglomerate model seems 
to have gone out of fashion. Do 
you think today’s spinoffs are 
being driven by short-term market 
interests, or does the model’s 
certain costs simply outweigh its 
hypothetical benefits?

There is a lot of research that has been 
done on this question. If you look at 
recent cases, the answers are case 
by case as to whether a firm should remain as a conglomerate 
or separate. The most noteworthy example in Canada is the old 
Canadian Pacific Limited, which ended up disaggregating itself 
into its component businesses and that unleashed huge shareholder 
value because each of those businesses had its own goal to move 
towards. It allowed for business unit mergers – EnCana came out 
of the old CP. It allowed for different ownership structures. So, I 
think it depends on whether there are benefits through ownership 
changes of the different business units that would result from 
splitting up the conglomerate. 

I think some of the recent comments in the press surrounding Tyco, 
which is looking to divide itself into a number of business units, 
have been on both sides of the debate as to whether this would 
unleash shareholder value or be shareholder value neutral. I think 
you need to answer the question on a case-by-case basis as to what 
the ownership options would be for the business units. 

We’ve seen a number of companies, such as Kodak and Netflix, 
struggle to change their business models. What do you believe 
is most important when attempting this kind of business 
transformation? 

There are a couple of books that are critical to answering this: the 
Attacker’s Advantage by Dick Foster from the late 80s and Clayton 
Christensen’s work from about four or five years ago.

I think the key thing is to, as a corporation, be willing to cannibalize 
your own business and be willing to innovate and put in place new 
models that may eat into the growth and margins of the current 
business. The short answer is, if you do not do it, someone else 
will. If you do it yourself, you will position yourself for success in 
the future.

We’re seeing businesses increasingly 
considering stakeholders beyond 
shareholders. How has this changed 
your views of business strategy? How 
do you think these considerations 
should be measured?

Each company has its own weighting 
and positioning when it comes to its 
stakeholders as it relates to issues 
like the environment. What we found 
across all companies is that programs 
and initiatives that are “good” in 
sustainability terms are typically 
“good” in bottom line terms. We tend 

to see companies focus on things they can do to eliminate waste, 
eliminate unnecessary carbon emissions, or modify businesses 
to make them more recycle-intensive. All those things make a 
business more sustainable and also save money and improve the 
bottom line. 

What we find common with all of our clients is that they will 
embrace actions that are good for sustainability when they affect 
the bottom line, and the vast majority of action being taken to 
support sustainability has a good bottom-line effect.

What are your goals as Managing Director of Accenture Canada?

Accenture is focused on helping our corporate and government 
clients with the most important issues they face. My goals are to 
make sure that we have in Canada the people, the capabilities, and 
the ideas that will allows us to constantly be able to help our clients 
in this regard.

At the end of the day, it is a human capital challenge. We have to 
make sure we have the right set of leaders and people and the right 
way of bringing to bear our best for our clients and help them with 
their toughest issues.

You have to be willing to cannibalize 
your own business by innovating 
and putting in place new models 
that may eat into the growth and 
margins of the current business. If 
you don’t do it, someone else will. If 
you do it yourself, you will position 
yourself for success in the future.
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