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TIM Lecture Series

Communicating Strategy:

How Drawing Can Create Better Engagement

Stephen Cummings

Overview

The TIM Lecture Series is hosted by the Technology

Innovation Management (TIM; timprogram.ca) program 

at Carleton University in Ottawa, Canada. The lectures 

provide a forum to promote the transfer of knowledge 

between university research to technology company ex-

ecutives and entrepreneurs as well as research and de-

velopment personnel. Readers are encouraged to share 

related insights or provide feedback on the presenta-

tion or the TIM Lecture Series, including recommenda-

tions of future speakers. 

The fourth TIM lecture of 2015 was held at Carleton 

University on August 13th, and was presented by Steph-

en Cummings, Professor of Strategic Management at 

Victoria University of Wellington in New Zealand. Cum-

mings presented some of his recent research into stra-

tegic management and creativity, emphasizing why 

leading creative organizations (or organizations that 

seek to be creative) should map their strategy graphic-

ally.

Summary

Over three years and seven countries, Cummings and 

his colleagues tested over 1000 subjects' responses to 

the same strategy presented in different modes. The ex-

periment confirmed what some strategy mavericks, 

from Mintzberg to Kaplan and Norton to Kim and Mar-

bourgne, have suggested: that strategy presented visu-

ally can be far more effective than strategy conveyed in 

paragraphs or bullets of text. But, it also revealed some 

surprising reasons for this finding, and it offers some in-

teresting insights into why, despite the effectiveness of 

visual presentation, the vast majority of organizations 

do not represent their strategies graphically. 

The lecture first examined how to develop strategy in 

creative teams. Then, Cummings illustrated how draw-

ing can create better engagement when creating and 

communicating strategies. Finally, he identified com-

mon reasons why companies are not using drawing, 

despite its benefits.

Leadership in creative organizations

With his colleague, Chris Bilton, Reader in the Centre 

for Cultural Policy Studies at the University of Warwick, 

United Kingdom, Cummings found almost no differ-

ence in the mechanisms of creativity between organiza-

tions in what are typically considered "creative 

domains" (e.g., a theatre company) versus non-creative 

domains (Bilton & Cummings, 2010). As he summar-

ized, "creativity does not depend on working in an obvi-

ously creative domain." Any organization can be 

creative; however, what does make a key difference 

between creative organizations and non-creative organ-

izations is leadership. 

Something changes when someone picks up a pen. 

When they start to draw, and rub things out, and 

put arrows between things. There is energy in the 

act of drawing, and it's that energy we want to try to 

promote and capture. People will become more 

engaged with strategy if you draw it with them.

Stephen Cummings

Professor of Strategic Management

Victoria University of Wellington

“

”
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Creative organizations can be characterized by a differ-

ent mode of leadership that is neither top-down nor 

bottom-up. This different approach to fostering creativ-

ity involves "leading from the middle" by recognizing 

and encouraging creativity. Bilton and Cummings 

(2010) identified four main approaches used by leaders 

in creative organizations to do this: 

1. Promoting: creating an environment where creativity 

is allowed to flourish and achievements are recog-

nized. Leaders promote and encourage creative ideas.

2. Linking: sponsoring ideas and creating connections.

3. Sussing: discovering the essential aspects of the busi-

ness. Asking "What sort of company do we want to 

be?" and defining what is meant by winning.

4. Mapping: determining how to get from the present 

situation to the desired future, or outlining  "How 

will we win?".

Building strategy

Based on this research, Cummings and his colleague 

Duncan Angwin, Professor of Strategy at Lancaster Uni-

versity in the United Kingdom, have recently published 

the book Strategy Builder: How to Create and Commu-

nicate More Effective Strategies (Cummings & Angwin, 

2015), which shows how to creatively combine the best 

strategy frameworks to orient and animate strategy dis-

cussion and development around what winning looks 

like and how an organization will win. In researching 

the book, along with its associated app, StrategyBlocks 

Builder (strategicplan.com), Cummings and Angwin found 

that strategy is a rich field for frameworks (e.g., value 

chains, Seven Ss, BCG matrix, generic strategy matrix, 5 

forces of industry, industry lifecycle), many of which 

are well known and frequently used. Indeed, the field 

lends itself to graphical representation, and yet current 

practice is to communicate strategy with text. The book 

– and the second part of Cummings' TIM Lecture – set 

out to encourage strategy builders to increase engage-

ment by creating and communicating strategy by draw-

ing it.

Cummings suggested that the more useful definition of 

strategy in this context comes from the economist 

Robert M. Grant, who simply stated that “strategy is 

about winning”. How winning is defined depends on 

the individual, whether it means making money, mak-

ing the world a better place, improving efficiency, or 

some other goal, but if this is what strategy is aimed at, 

Cummings stated, "the key question is how do we get 

there... how do we win?". People enjoy thinking stra-

tegically – people enjoy figuring out how they are going 

to win and how they are going to get there – they find it 

intellectually stimulating. However, developing and 

communicating strategy using traditional approaches 

has become overly complicated, boring, and disenga-

ging. 

Cummings argues that a key to greater engagement, 

and therefore to more effective strategies, lies in embra-

cing the act of drawing when creating and communicat-

ing strategy. He identified several reasons why drawing 

strategy should be helpful in these efforts: 

1. Drawing  can  be  a  more  accessible  and  engaging 

group activity than writing.

2. It is easier to remember pictures and drawings.

3. Drawing helps us see and show relationships.

4. Drawings are easier to combine, change and re-en-

gineer than text, especially in a group setting. Hence, 

they are good for prototyping ideas, seeing things 

from the user’s perspective and otherwise helpful in 

encouraging "design thinking".

Examples based on SWOT 

To demonstrate how drawing can be more effective, 

Cummings demonstrated a better way to use the SWOT 

(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) 

framework using real-life examples. 

In various surveys, SWOT is consistently ranked as the 

most popular strategy tool used in business, but is also 

usually ranked as the least satisfactory – primarily be-

cause it does not yield actionable activities or object-

ives. Typically, there is too much time spent on 

strengths and weaknesses first, when opportunities and 

threats are likely to be the more urgent considerations. 

By the time the discussion turns to opportunities and 

threats, the list of strengths is already too long to be use-

ful and the group has run out of energy. And, in any 

event, strengths and weaknesses can only be properly 

assessed in light of the opportunities and threats under 

consideration.

Given that SWOT is well-established tool (it is more 

than 50 years old) and its popularity endures, Cum-

mings and Angwin asked why it was not delivering 

greater value. They argue that the problem does not lie 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_M._Grant_(economist)
http://www.strategicplan.com
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in the tool itself, but rather in how it is used: as a text-

generation tool rather than a drawing tool. A more 

graphical perspective shows that SWOT can be a useful 

strategy tool, provided it leverages the benefits of draw-

ing.

In Strategy Builder, Cummings and Angwin show how 

SWOT can be a way of drawing upon and summarizing 

insights from other frameworks and developing strategy 

in a matrix of Os and Ts  versus Ss and Ws instead of just 

a set of four lists. 

The idea is to seek interesting areas where collisions of 

ideas will happen. As shown in Figure 1, the general ap-

proach is to start by identifying the important aspects 

that are external to the organization: opportunities and 

threats. Next, the key internal aspects – strengths and 

weaknesses – are examined in light of the opportunities 

and threats identified earlier. Then, the body of the mat-

rix is completed by collisions or interactions between 

the four aspects of SWOT. From this step, actionable ob-

jectives can be determined that, when achieved, will 

help the organization realize its overall vision of what 

winning looks like.

To demonstrate this approach, Cummings worked 

through several examples, including a case study of a loc-

al company in Ottawa. Prior to the lecture, Cummings 

met with Colin Pritchard, COO of InteractiveStudios

(interactivestudios.ca), to develop their strategy using this 

graphical "collision"  approach to develop a "strategy 

on a page". InteractiveStudios is a startup founded by 

students at Carleton University and based in the Car-

leton-Led Accelerator, which is administered by the 

TIM program (timprogram.ca). The company creates digit-

al directories for shopping malls, hospitals, and other 

large sites suited to interactive methods of wayfinding 

and analysis.

Figure 2 shows a version of the collision matrix drawn 

by Cummings during the TIM Lecture to illustrate the 

application of the strategy on a page idea applied to 

this case, which had been first developed in the earlier 

meeting. 

In recreating the drawing for the audience, Cummings 

noted that there is a difference between drawing (the 

verb), and the value that can be derived in developing 

strategy by doing it, versus drawing (the noun), and the 

value it holds as a means to communicate strategy. 

Here, the act of drawing facilitated the creation of 

strategy for InteractiveStudios, but the output – the 

drawing itself, including its informality and shorthand 

notations – would not be easy to interpret by those who 

Figure 1. A sketch of the "strategy on a page" approach to graphical SWOT analysis by Cummings and Angwin 

(2015). Opportunities and threats are identified first, followed by strengths and weaknesses, which are then col-

lided to identify actionable outcomes. 

http://www.interactivestudios.ca/
http://timprogram.ca
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were not part of the exercise or did not witness it being 

created in real-time. Thus, a final version of the 

strategy can and should be further refined, for example 

by a graphic designer, and may need to be tailored to 

particular audiences (e.g., staff, investors, other stake-

holders), with different styles, emphases, and degrees 

of detail. On this point, Cummings emphasized that:

"The real benefit is not in the drawings them-

selves – although they do add value – but in actually 

drawing it yourself: actually scratching on a piece of pa-

per or on a whiteboard, drawing things, rubbing them 

out, having someone say 'That's wrong - I wouldn't have 

drawn it that way' and then debating it with them... 

that's where the real value is. This way, strategy becomes 

a social exercise - something that we share, something 

that we create together. If people work together to devel-

op strategy – how to win and how to get there – then 

they become more engaged, and they want to see it suc-

ceed."

Key findings

In the final part of the lecture, Cummings examined 

reasons why organizations rarely use drawing to devel-

op and communicate their strategy, despite the bene-

fits discussed above. These ideas were based on the 

research experiment conducted with his colleagues 

Duncan Angwin and Urs Daellenbach (Cummings et 

al., 2014) described earlier. They researched the effect-

iveness of communicating the same strategy in differ-

ent ways across over 1000 subject in 8 different 

countries: bullet points, paragraphs of text, or pictures). 

The key findings of this research are as follows:

1. People recall strategy presented in text only about 

half as well as in pictures, and bullet points offer al-

most no advantage over paragraphs. This difference 

is universal, occurring in all countries and ages. If a 

subject receives the strategy as text and then chooses 

to recall it as a picture, they will recall nearly as much 

as those who received picture and recalled using a 

picture. Those who received a picture and tried to re-

member it using text had recall nearly as poor as 

those who received text and recalled using text. This 

indicates that there are likely kinetic benefits of draw-

ing strategy. Also, the recall benefits of bullet points 

versus paragraphs are slight. 

2. Subjects who receive the strategy as a picture and re-

cord it as a picture are much more likely to see how 

the parts of the strategy fit together, or are integrated. 

Those who receive the strategy as a paragraph can 

see more integration than those who see it as bullet 

points. 

Figure 2. Graphical SWOT analysis of InteractiveStudies, as drawn by Stephen Cummings during his TIM Lecture on 

August 13th, 2015
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ICMCI Academic Fellow at Victoria Business School, 

Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. He 
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ment history in a range of journals including the 

Academy of Management Learning and Education 
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man Relations, Long Range Planning, and Organiza-

tion Studies. He has also written, co-written and 

edited a number of books promoting creative ap-
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How to Create and Communicate More Effective 

Strategies (2015).
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3. Despite much higher levels of recall, people who re-

ceive and recall a strategy as a picture do not have 

any greater degree of confidence to discuss the 

strategy with others than those who receive and re-

call it as bullet points. In fact, those who received 

bullet points have far greater confidence per ele-

ment they can recall. Unfortunately, confidence is 

highest among those who recall the least about the 

strategy!

4. A large percentage of subjects who received the 

strategy as a picture chose to recorded it as text. A 

very small percentage switched text into a picture. 

This suggests that people are far more comfortable 

thinking in text than pictures. 

The first two findings sit in contrast to paragraphs of 

text being the dominant form of communicating 

strategy today (and the larger perceived advantage of 

bullets over paragraphs). The last two findings provide 

some important caveats to drawing strategy which are 

picked up in the key conclusions of the lecture, listed 

below.

Conclusions

Finally, at the end of the lecture, the audience was 

asked to co-create a list of key takeaways, or lessons 

learned, from the presentation. These were:

1. If you want your team to be creative and engaged 

you need a different mode of leadership than the tra-

ditional top-down approach. You need to get to "the 

middle" and promote and link the ideas of others, 

suss out what winning looks like. and map out how 

people can work together toward that goal. 

2. Drawing is a powerful way to develop and commu-

nicate mapping a strategy that focusses people on 

"what winning looks like" and "how do we win". 

Strategy already has a range of useful frameworks 

and tools – we just need to utilize these in a more 

hands-on and graphical way.

3. Many people are still more comfortable and confid-

ent communicating in text. Hence, drawing is not a 

universal panacea and it should not replace text: the 

context is important and refinements (including 

multi-modal approaches that incorporate bullet 

point summaries) may be useful, to greater and less-

er degrees, to suit different audiences.

Keywords: strategy, strategic management, communicating, drawing, 

illustrations, visual communication, frameworks, SWOT
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