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Kaihan Krippendorff is committed to helping organizations and individuals thrive 
in today’s era of fast-paced disruptive technological change. Kaihan is known 
for his ability to turn difficult concepts into easy-to-understand ideas that drive 
meaningful outcomes and actions. He is an internationally recognized thought-
leader, battle-tested consultant, and sought-after keynote speaker (in-person and 
virtual) on the topics of strategy, growth, and transformation.

He began his career with McKinsey & Company before founding the growth 
strategy and innovation consulting firm Outthinker. His growth strategies and 
innovations have generated over $2.5B in revenue for many of the world’s most 
recognizable companies including BNY Mellon, Citibank, L’Oréal, Microsoft, and 
Viacom. A best-selling author of five books, most recently the Edison Award 
nominated,  Driving Innovation From Within: A Guide for Internal Entrepreneurs.

He is a member of the prestigious Thinkers50 radar group – A global selection 
of the top 30 management thinkers in the world to look out for. Thinkers50 also 
recognized Kaihan as one of the 8 most influential innovation thought leaders in 
the world considering him for a Distinguished Achievement Award in Innovation 
– given to the person in the world that has contributed the most to the world’s 
understanding of innovation in the past two years. Kaihan is currently ranked the 
Thinkers360 #1 Global Innovation Thought Leader and the Thinkers360 #1 Global 
Business Strategy Thought Leader.

Kaihan also founded The Outthinker Strategy Network, a community comprised 
of strategy executives from the world’s top Fortune 500 and private companies 
that keeps him ahead of the pace of disruption and up to date on trends, threats, 
and opportunities across industries.

DR. KAIHAN KRIPPENDORFF
STRATEGY, GROWTH, AND TRANSFORMATION EXPERT, 
KEYNOTE SPEAKER, AUTHOR, AND CONSULTANT

Email:  zach@outthinker.com
Phone: +1 212-380-7919
Website:  www.kaihan.net
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OUTTHINK THE 
COMPETITION

HOW A NEW GENERATION OF 
STRATEGISTS SEES OPTIONS 

OTHERS IGNORE

HIDE A DAGGER
BEHIND A SMILE

USE THE 36 ANCIENT CHINESE 
STRATEGIES TO SEIZE THE 

COMPETITIVE EDGE

THE WAY OF 
INNOVATION

MASTER THE FIVE ELEMENTS 
OF CHANGE TO REINVENT 

YOUR PRODUCTS, SERVICES, 
AND ORGANIZATION

DRIVING INNOVATION 
FROM WITHIN

A GUIDE FOR INTERNAL 
ENTREPRENEURS

THE ART OF THE 
ADVANTAGE

36 STRATEGIES TO SEIZE THE 
COMPETITIVE EDGE



Our manifesto
At Outthinker, We believe the future belongs to those organizations 
bold enough to embrace – and shape – what comes next. We believe 
that the organizations that will thrive in the future will embrace 
solving problems that matter to the world as the best path to profit 
(they will be purpose-driven); see strategy as a vibrant, ongoing, 
company-wide conversation rather than a quarterly report; see 
employees as a critical source of advantage rather than a cost; 
embrace open, networked structures instead of top-down hierarchy; 
embrace the transformative power of digital technology; and adopt 
more agile approaches.
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36 Stratagems and Descriptions

STAY OUT OF HIS
STRONGHOLD

PARTNER WITH
SOMEONE UNEXPECTED

FIND A THIRD PARTY
INFLUENCE (“KILL WITH
A BORROWED KNIFE”)

Purposefully avoid entering his stronghold. This 
will preempt resistance or, if he comes out of his 
stronghold to attack, will give you an advantage.

Q. What is your adversary’s stronghold, and what 
would it mean to stay out of it?

e.g. Car Max v. AutoNation

Ask yourself “who else benefits if I win?” to see how 
you might partner with “competitors” or with others 
outside of current consideration.

Q. Who else benefits if you win?

e.g. Hero Honda (a partnership between Honda and 
bicycle company)

Figure out who else could influence your target and 
have him do so to your advantage.

Q. What third party can influence your adversary?

e.g. Coca-Cola and the Home Sweetener Company

TO CATCH SOMETHING,
FIRST LET IT GO
Do not attack; rather, let it go and follow closely 
behind.

Q. What would happen if you let your competitor go?

e.g. Cable companies v. TiVo
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EXCHANGE A “BRICK”
FOR A “JADE”

INVITE HIM ONTO YOUR 
ROOF, THEN REMOVE 
THE LADDER

Give something on which you place relatively little 
value in exchange for something that you value much 
more.

Q. What “brick” can you give away?

e.g. HP profits from cartridges rather than printers

Entice him to enter your domain and remove his 
escape route. This moves the competition into your 
domain.

Q. How can you invite your adversary into your domain 
and remove his means of escape?

e.g. Microsoft Encarta v. Britannica
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LAUNCH A TWO-FRONT
BATTLE

LOCK UP RESOURCES

CLOSE THE EXITS

REMOVE KEY SUPPORT 
STRUCTURES

REPLACE RESISTANT 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH A 
SUPPORTIVE ONE

BUNDLE OR
DISAGGREGATE

Join forces with an ally in such a way that
it forces a two-front, or multi-front battle.

Q. With whom can you launch a two-front battle?

e.g. Virgin Atlantic v. British Airways

Rather than engage in a head-on
confrontation, analyze what is fueling resistance and 
lock up its supply.

Q. What inputs can you control?

e.g. Apple locks up hard drives for the first iPod

When you enjoy a moment of influence,
take full advantage of it and prolong it.

Q. What moments of power can you 
capitalize on?

e.g. Barnes & Noble’s book
superstores

Do not take on resistance head-on, but
rather focus on the key supports that
provide the integrity on which resistance depends.

Q. What are the “structural beams” of resistance and 
how can you attack them?

e.g. Witherspoon v. large pub companies in the UK.

Find out what critical relationships resistance depends 
on and work on that relationship to turn it into your 
favor.

Q. What critical dependency (relationship) can you 
remove?

e.g. Coca-Cola v. Pepsi in Venezuela

Combine things or separate things into their parts 
so as to alter how they perceive you and to remove 
yourself from direct comparison.

Q. What can you combine or disconnect to confuse 
your adversary?

e.g. Bundling or unbundling financial instruments; 
Microsoft Office.
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APPEAL TO A KEY
WEAKNESS OR DESIRE

RETREAT TO ADVANCE
LATER OR ELSEWHERE

SEIZE THE “DEER IN THE 
HEADLIGHTS” MOMENT

APPEAR CRAZY

BEAT THE GRASS TO
STARTLE THE SNAKE

SEIZE OPPORTUNITY
OUT OF TROUBLE

Identify a high-priority need or weakness and appeal 
to this to remove resistance.

Q. What strong need or desire of your adversary’s can 
you capitalize on?

e.g. Microsoft investments in retailers support MSN in 
the 1990s

Rather than persisting with your current fight, retreat 
to preserve your strength and apply it somewhere else 
or at some other time.

Q. From where can you retreat in order to win later?

e.g. Steve Jobs cuts Apple R&D projects to 7 from 300

Look for a moment when resistance is stopped by a 
conflicting agenda or is distracted, and move forward 
in the face of inaction.

Q. What will your competition not do or defend?

e.g. iPod vs. Walkman

In order to avoid being perceived as a threat, appear to 
be following an unrealistic plan or appear incapable of 
fulfilling it.

Q. How can you appear “crazy”?

e.g. Richard Branson of Virgin

Launch a “false” or small-scale advance to understand 
what response a real advance would trigger.

Q. What small incursion could launch to gather 
information about your competition?

e.g. Microsoft’s entry into servers

When trouble strikes, others may freeze or retreat. 
Capitalize on this by advancing.

Q. Where is there trouble, and what would happen if 
you advanced where others retreated?

e.g. Warren Buffet’s and Carlos Slim’s investment 
strategies
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LET THEM FIGHT

SACRIFICE ONE FRONT
TO WIN ANOTHER

REVEAL YOUR STRATEGY

When your adversaries are engaged in conflict, refrain 
from acting, as this might unify resistance. Stay out of 
the fray, let them fight, and move in later.

Q. What would happen if you did not push forward?

e.g. Intel avoiding entering hardware business

Allow your adversary a victory on one front to preserve, 
even strengthen, your competitiveness on another 
front.

Q. What can you sacrifice?

e.g. Qualcomm exits hardware and infra-structure

Openly reveal your strength, weakness, or strategy to 
encourage your adversary to call off his attack (e.g., 
because he fears your strength or no longer
considers you a threat).

Q. What would happen if you revealed your strategy in 
the open?

e.g. Vaporware; iPad v. HP and Microsoft tablets
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MOVE EARLY TO THE
NEXT BATTLEGROUND

EXCHANGE THE ROLE OF
GUEST FOR THAT OF
HOST

BORROW A ROAD

Identify the next battleground, set up a defendable 
position there, and wait for the others. When they 
arrive, use your superior position to win.

Q. Where is the next battleground?

e.g. Rosetta Stone in language software

Take an unthreatening stance then incrementally 
build trust and influence.

Q. How can you move up the decision-making chain of 
your customers/ adversary?

e.g. SharePoint’s free version

Look for someone who has better access
to your objective. Create an alliance with them to gain 
passage.

Q. Whose road could you borrow? Who is borrowing 
your road?

e.g. Legend (now Lenovo) v. HP; Google v. Motorola
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SEND A COVERT
MESSAGE

CLAMOR IN THE EAST;
ATTACK TO THE WEST

TAKE THE
UNORTHODOX PATH

Rather than attack directly, aim your effort at a 
different target. This will send a covert message to your 
real target that will alter his behavior.

Q. What “covert message” could you send?

e.g. Price guarantees

Feign an approach the defense of which exposes your 
target to a different (true) attack. Fake left, move right.

Q. What fake attack could you launch; would this 
expose your adversary to an alternative attack?

e.g. The Flick Group takeover of Feldmühle Nobel

When others are focused on the direct, orthodox 
approach, use an indirect, unorthodox path to them by 
surprise.

Q. What is the obvious path; what if you took the 
unorthodox path?

e.g. Dell goes direct
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CREATE A FAÇADE THEN
MOVE THE ACTION

INJURE YOURSELF

EMBRACE WHAT
OTHERS ABANDONED

Create a façade that appears to be the real thing, then 
move the action somewhere else.

Q. If your current activity were an empty shell, to where 
could you move the action?

e.g. Best Buy profits from service not selling 
electronics

Injure yourself to either (1) win trust or
(2) avoid appearing a threat.

Q. How would the competition 
respond if you injured yourself?

e.g. Intel v. IBM in the first PC

Adopt a forgotten or abandoned model, idea, or 
technology to differentiate yourself and build power.

Q. What has been abandoned?

e.g. Blackberry uses abandoned pager network
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COORDINATE THE 
UNCOORDINATED

FOCUS INFLUENCE ON
THE LEADER

LINK STRATEGIES

Combine and coordinate independent elements 
within your environment to orchestrate much greater 
power.

Q. Who could you coordinate?

e.g. Wikipedia

Rather than influence the entire organization, identify 
and incent just the leader(s). This is like leading a horse 
by directing its head.

Q. What unique needs does your adversary’s leader 
hold?

e.g. Rupert Murdoch v. John Malone in battle for 
DirectTV

Rather than execute one strategy, execute multiple 
strategies (simultaneously or in succession). If one 
strategy is not effective, the next one is. If the next one 
is not effective, the following one is.

Q. What strategies could you combine?

e.g. Apple’s iPod strategies
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HIDE IN THE OPEN

CREATE SOMETHING
OUT OF NOTHING

BE GOOD

Make your actions appear normal (i.e., appear to be 
everyday actions) so that others will not see that 
something new is coming.

Q. What are the everyday activities in which you could 
hide your actions?

e.g. Disney purchases land for Disneyworld

When the direct approach (i.e., one using existing 
players) is ineffective, create a new player  
or entity “out of nothing” to change the  
dynamic in your favor.

Q. What player do you wish was in  
the game?

e.g. White Day in Japan and Korea

Because a threat will generate resistance, choose an 
approach that is, or appears to be, friendly. You thereby 
transform resistance into pull.

Q. How could you appear or truly be helpful?

e.g. Google v. Yahoo! and Alta Vista
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