
 
  

Why Strategists Need History 

Idea In Short

Strategists should study history because it improves judgment under pressure and reveals
hidden risks early. It sharpens pattern recognition, reduces naive confidence, and exposes
how decisions play out over time. The practical recommendation is simple and immediate:
treat history as a core discipline in executive education, board deliberations, and strategy
work, not as an optional interest.

Strategy as Applied History

History gives strategists a laboratory of real decisions made under pressure. These
decisions include wars, crises, corporate restructurings, and social movements that played
out with incomplete information and strong biases. Strategists who study those moments
learn how judgment works in practice, not only in theory, and recognize how easily well-
intentioned leaders misread their context. 1

A key insight from historical work is that context changes how the same move performs. An
aggressive acquisition looks visionary in one cycle and reckless in another, depending on
credit conditions, regulatory mood, and cultural fit. History helps strategists see these long-
term forces shaping outcomes so they can avoid copying past playbooks without adjusting
for systemic differences. 2

History also trains strategists to ask better questions. Historians probe contingencies,
causes, and interpretations, not only visible events. Strategists who adopt that mindset push
beyond "What happened?" toward "What seemed reasonable then, and why did it fail later?"
That shift reduces moralizing and supports more nuanced risk analysis, particularly in
boardrooms where hindsight bias often dominates.

From Prediction to Anticipation

Most executive teams still treat strategy as prediction about a preferred future. Historical
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thinking moves them toward anticipation, where leaders prepare for multiple plausible
futures shaped by structural forces they only partly control. This shift reflects how resilient
leaders work in practice: they use history to understand ranges of outcomes, not to
memorize single lessons. 3

Studying financial, technological, and political history shows how similar shocks produced
different trajectories. For instance, comparable economic slowdowns led some firms to
consolidate power while others vanished, largely due to balance sheet strength, decision
timing, and stakeholder management. Strategists use those cases to map scenario
branches, then design strategies that remain robust across several branches instead of one
projection.

This anticipatory stance changes governance conversations. Boards start asking, "Which
historical precedents match our situation, and where do they differ?" rather than, "Which
past story justifies the path we already prefer?" That subtle difference shifts history from
rhetorical decoration into a practical tool for stress testing strategic options before capital is
committed.

Learning From Crisis Decisions

History becomes most vivid in crises when leaders must act with incomplete data. In those
moments, the record shows who recognized structural forces and who fixated on surface
events. Strategists who study crises learn that delays, half-measures, and poorly chosen
analogies usually cost more than decisive yet informed moves that acknowledge trade-offs
and long-term consequences.

One striking pattern in crisis histories is the danger of underreaction. Leaders often fear
political or reputational risk more than systemic collapse, which leads them to do too little
too late. Historical study reveals many instances where cautious, fragmented responses
deepened damage, whereas bolder interventions, grounded in prior experience, prevented
broader failures even at personal cost.

Strategists can reframe crisis decisions by using guiding questions inspired by historical
analysis. They ask what seems obvious now that was not obvious then, which risks are
worse rather than whether an option is safe, and which comparison truly fits the current
situation. That disciplined questioning style grew directly from studying how earlier leaders
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misjudged crises by clinging to familiar but irrelevant stories.

Avoiding Junk History

Executives often rely on simplified historical analogies in presentations and board
discussions. Phrases like "another Cold War" or "our Munich moment" turn complex
situations into emotionally charged slogans. Historians warn that such junk history is more
dangerous than ignorance because it gives false confidence while hiding crucial differences
in context and scale.

Strategists who treat history seriously learn to audit analogies before using them. They
check whether the economic, political, and organizational structures really match the
chosen comparison. They also examine how that analogy has been misused previously, so
they can avoid copying errors baked into standard narratives that circulate in business
media and policy debates.

To institutionalize this discipline, some leaders create internal "history labs" that pair
researchers with operators. These labs build analytical narratives for major initiatives by
combining archival material, prior corporate episodes, and external case studies. The goal is
not nostalgia; it is to connect small details and prior decisions to broad strategic trajectories
that matter for current bets.

Strategic Empathy and Power

Historical study strengthens strategic empathy, the ability to understand adversaries,
regulators, or stakeholders without endorsing their choices. Historians reconstruct mindsets
and constraints facing actors in different eras, which helps strategists recognize how power
works through narratives, institutions, and expectations rather than only through formal
charts or contracts.

Executives who develop strategic empathy read conflicting sources, not only accounts
aligned with their interests. They learn how groups on the losing side explained events, and
how those explanations shaped later resistance or reform. This helps them anticipate how
today’s decisions will look from other vantage points, which reduces surprised backlash and
supports more sustainable coalition building around major moves.
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Historical work also reveals how freedom to dissent inside organizations protects long-term
resilience. Institutions that suppress minority views usually struggle to adapt when external
conditions shift because they lack internal critics to challenge stale assumptions. Strategists
who see this pattern use history to justify formal mechanisms for red teaming and
constructive opposition, even when short-term harmony feels easier.

Building Institutional Memory

For strategists, studying history is not limited to grand narratives about nations or markets. It
also includes deliberate stewardship of institutional memory inside firms. Many
organizations forget why past decisions were taken, which causes new leaders to repeat
experiments or reopen settled debates without understanding earlier failures or partial
successes.

Business history and strategy scholarship shows that long-term competitiveness often
depends on how firms remember and reinterpret their own past, especially regarding
international expansion, diversification, and governance shifts. Strategists who invest in
documenting and revisiting these episodes gain a clearer view of path dependence, cultural
norms, and latent capabilities that can be repurposed in new contexts.

Practical steps include recording decision rationales, tracking how assumptions changed
over time, and revisiting those records during major reviews. This practice mirrors historical
methods and creates a bridge between scholarly approaches and everyday executive work.
It allows strategists to treat their organization’s past as structured data for current
judgments rather than as an informal rumor mill.

1The Idea Of A Strategist's Education
2Historical Approaches In Strategy, International Business, And Entrepreneurship
3Historical Thinking For Resilient Leaders

Summary

Strategists should treat history as a working discipline that sharpens judgment, filters
dangerous analogies, and expands the range of futures they can anticipate and prepare for.
When leaders embed historical thinking into education, governance, and institutional
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memory, they reduce repeated errors and make bolder, better-informed strategic bets.
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