Blue Ocean Leadership - Harvard Business Review

Page 1 of 8

Blue Ocean Leadership
by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne
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It’s a sad truth about the workplace: Just 30% of employees are actively committed to doing a good job. According to Gallup’s
2013 State of the American Workplace report, 50% of employees merely put their time in, while the remaining 20% act out their
discontent in counterproductive ways, negatively influencing their coworkers, missing days on the job, and driving customers
away through poor service. Gallup estimates that the 20% group alone costs the U.S. economy around half a trillion dollars
each year.
What’s the reason for the widespread employee disengagement? According to Gallup, poor leadership is a key cause.
Most executives—not just those in America—recognize that one of their biggest challenges is closing the vast gulf between the
potential and the realized talent and energy of the people they lead. As one CEO put it, “We have a large workforce that has an
appetite to do a good job up and down the ranks. If we can transform them—tap into them through effective leadership—there
will be an awful lot of people out there doing an awful lot of good.”
Of course, managers don’t intend to be poor leaders. The problem is that they lack a clear understanding of just what changes
it would take to bring out the best in everyone and achieve high impact. We believe that leaders can obtain this understanding
through an approach we call “blue ocean leadership.” It draws on our research on blue ocean strategy, our model for creating
new market space by converting noncustomers into customers, and applies its concepts and analytic frameworks to help
leaders release the blue ocean of unexploited talent and energy in their organizations—rapidly and at low cost.
The underlying insight is that leadership, in essence, can be thought of as a service that people in an organization “buy” or
“don’t buy.” Every leader in that sense has customers: the bosses to whom the leader must deliver performance, and the
followers who need the leader’s guidance and support to achieve. When people value your leadership practices, they in effect
buy your leadership. They’re inspired to excel and act with commitment. But when employees don’t buy your leadership, they
disengage, becoming noncustomers of your leadership. Once we started thinking about leadership in this way, we began to
see that the concepts and frameworks we were developing to create new demand by converting noncustomers into customers
could be adapted to help leaders convert disengaged employees into engaged ones.
Over the past 10 years we and Gavin Fraser, a Blue Ocean Strategy Network expert, have interviewed hundreds of people in
organizations to understand where leadership was falling short and how it could be transformed while conserving leaders’ most
precious resource: time. In this article we present the results of our research.
Key Differences from Conventional Leadership Approaches
Blue ocean leadership rapidly brings about a step change in leadership strength. It’s distinct from traditional leadership
development approaches in several overarching ways. Here are the three most salient:
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Focus on acts and activities. Over many years a great deal of research has generated insights into the values, qualities, and
behavioral styles that make for good leadership, and these have formed the basis of development programs and executive
coaching. The implicit assumption is that changes in values, qualities, and behavioral styles ultimately translate into high
performance.

But when people look back on these programs, many struggle to find evidence of notable change. As one executive put it,
“Without years of dedicated efforts, how can you transform a person’s character or behavioral traits? And can you really
measure and assess whether leaders are embracing and internalizing these personal traits and styles? In theory, yes, but in
reality it’s hard at best.”
Blue ocean leadership, by contrast, focuses on what acts and activities leaders need to undertake to boost their teams’
motivation and business results, not on who leaders need to be. This difference in emphasis is important. It is markedly easier
to change people’s acts and activities than their values, qualities, and behavioral traits. Of course, altering a leader’s activities
is not a complete solution, and having the right values, qualities, and behavioral traits matters. But activities are something that
any individual can change, given the right feedback and guidance.
Connect closely to market realities. Traditional leadership development programs tend to be quite generic and are often

detached from what firms stand for in the eyes of customers and from the market results people are expected to achieve. In
contrast, under blue ocean leadership, the people who face market realities are asked for their direct input on how their leaders
hold them back and what those leaders could do to help them best serve customers and other key stakeholders. And when
people are engaged in defining the leadership practices that will enable them to thrive, and those practices are connected to
the market realities against which they need to perform, they’re highly motivated to create the best possible profile for leaders
and to make the new solutions work. Their willing cooperation maximizes the acceptance of new profiles for leadership while
minimizing implementation costs.
Distribute leadership across all management levels. Most leadership programs focus on executives and their potential for impact
now and in the future. But the key to a successful organization is having empowered leaders at every level, because
outstanding organizational performance often comes down to the motivation and actions of middle and frontline leaders, who
are in closer contact with the market. As one senior executive put it, “The truth is that we, the top management, are not in the
field to fully appreciate the middle and frontline actions. We need effective leaders at every level to maximize corporate
performance.”

Blue ocean leadership is designed to be applied across the three distinct management levels: top, middle, and frontline. It calls
for profiles for leaders that are tailored to the very different tasks, degrees of power, and environments you find at each level.
Extending leadership capabilities deep into the front line unleashes the latent talent and drive of a critical mass of employees,
and creating strong distributed leadership significantly enhances performance across the organization.
The Four Steps of Blue Ocean Leadership
Now let’s walk through how to put blue ocean leadership into practice. It involves four steps:
1. See your leadership reality. A common mistake organizations make is to discuss changes in leadership before resolving
differences of opinion over what leaders are actually doing. Without a common understanding of where leadership stands and
is falling short, a forceful case for change cannot be made.

Achieving this understanding is the objective of the first step. It takes the form of what we call as-is Leadership Canvases,
analytic visuals that show just how managers at each level invest their time and effort, as perceived by the customers of their
leadership. An organization begins the process by creating a canvas for each of its three management levels.
A team of 12 to 15 senior managers is typically selected to carry out this project. The people chosen should cut across
functions and be recognized as good leaders in the company so that the team has immediate credibility. The team is then
broken into three smaller subteams, each focused on one level and charged with interviewing its relevant leadership
customers—both bosses and subordinates—and ensuring that a representative number of each are included.
The aim is to uncover how people experience current leadership and to start a companywide conversation about what leaders
do and should do at each level. The customers of leaders are asked which acts and activities—good and bad—their leaders
spend most of their time on, and which are key to motivation and performance but are neglected by their leaders. Getting at the
specifics is important; the as-is canvases must be grounded in acts and activities that reflect each level’s specific market reality
and performance goals. This involves a certain amount of probing.
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At a company we’ll call British Retail Group (BRG), many interviewees commented that middle managers spent much of their
time playing politics. The subteam focused on that level pushed for clarification and discovered that two acts principally
accounted for this judgment. One was that the leaders tended to divide responsibility among people, which created uncertainty
about accountability—and some internal competitiveness. The result was a lot of finger-pointing and the perception that the
leaders were playing people against one another. The subteam also found that the leaders spent much of their time in
meetings with senior management. This led subordinates to conclude that their leaders were more interested in maximizing
political “face time” and spinning news than in being present to support them.
After four to six weeks of interviews, subteam members come together to create as-is Leadership Profiles by pooling their
findings and determining, based on frequency of citation, the dominant leadership acts and activities at each level. To help the
subteams focus on what really matters, we typically ask for no more than 10 to 15 leadership acts and activities per level.
These get registered on the horizontal axis of the as-is canvas, and the extent to which leaders do them is registered on the
vertical axis. The cap of 10 to 15 prevents the canvas from becoming a statement of everything and nothing.
The result is almost always eye-opening. It’s not uncommon to find that 20% to 40% of the acts and activities of leaders at all
three levels provide only questionable value to those above and below them. It’s also not uncommon to find that leaders are
underinvesting in 20% to 40% of the acts and activities that interviewees at their level cite as important.
At BRG, the canvas for senior managers revealed that their customers thought they spent most of their time on essentially
middle-management acts and activities, while the canvas of middle managers indicated that they seemed to be absorbed in
protecting bureaucratic procedures. Frontline leaders were seen to be focused on trying to keep their bosses happy by doing
things like deferring customer queries to them, which satisfied their desire to be in control. When we asked team members to
describe each canvas in a tagline, an exercise that’s part of the process, they labeled the frontline Leadership Profile “Please
the Boss,” the middle-manager profile “Control and Play Safe,” and the senior manager profile “Focus on the Day-to-Day.” (For
an example, see the exhibit “What Middle Managers Actually Do.”)
What Middle Managers Actually Do
As-is Leadership Canvases show the activities that employees see leaders engaging in, and the amount of time and energy
they think leaders spend on each. The canvas below, for middle managers at the retail company BRG, reveals that people
viewed them as rule enforcers who played it safe.

The implications were depressing. The biggest “aha” for the subteams was that senior managers appeared to have scarcely
any time to do the real job of top management—thinking, probing, identifying opportunities on the horizon, and gearing up the
organization to capitalize on them. Faced with firsthand, repeated evidence of the shortcomings of leadership practices, the
subteams could not defend the current Leadership Profiles. The canvases made a strong case for change at all three levels; it
was clear that people throughout the organization wished for it.
2. Develop alternative Leadership Profiles. At this point the subteams are usually eager to explore what effective Leadership

Profiles would look like at each level. To achieve this, they go back to their interviewees with two sets of questions.
The first set is aimed at pinpointing the extent to which each act and activity on the canvas is either a cold spot (absorbing
leaders’ time but adding little or no value) or a hot spot (energizing employees and inspiring them to apply their talents, but
currently underinvested in by leaders or not addressed at all).
The second set prompts interviewees to think beyond the bounds of the company and focus on effective leadership acts
they’ve observed outside the organization, in particular those that could have a strong impact if adopted by internal leaders at
their level. Here fresh ideas emerge about what leaders could be doing but aren’t. This is not, however, about benchmarking
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against corporate icons; employees’ personal experiences are more likely to produce insights. Most of us have come across
people in our lives who have had a disproportionately positive influence on us. It might be a sports coach, a schoolteacher, a
scoutmaster, a grandparent, or a former boss. Whoever those role models are, it’s important to get interviewees to detail which
acts and activities they believe would add real value for them if undertaken by their current leaders.
To process the findings from the second round of interviews, the subteams apply an analytic tool we call the Blue Ocean
Leadership Grid (see the exhibit by the same name). For each leadership level the interview results get incorporated into this
grid. Typically, we start with the cold-spot acts and activities, which go into the Eliminate or Reduce quadrants depending on
how negatively interviewees judge them. This energizes the subteams right away, because people immediately perceive the
benefits of stopping leaders from doing things that add little or no value. Cutting back on those activities also gives leaders the
time and space they need to raise their game. Without that breathing room, a step change in leadership strength would remain
largely wishful thinking, given leaders’ already full plates. From the cold spots we move to the hot spots, which go into the
Raise quadrant if they involve current acts and activities or Create for those not currently performed at all by leaders.
The Blue Ocean Leadership Grid
The Blue Ocean Leadership Grid is an analytic tool that challenges people to think about which acts and activities leaders
should do less of because they hold people back, and which leaders should do more of because they inspire people to give
their all. Current activities from the leaders’ “as-is” profiles (which may add value or not), along with new activities that
employees believe would add a lot of value if leaders started doing them, are assigned to the four categories in the grid.
Organizations then use the grids to develop new profiles of effective leadership.

With this input, the subteams draft two to four “to-be” canvases for each leadership level. These analytic visuals illustrate
Leadership Profiles that can lift individual and organizational performance, and juxtapose them against the as-is leadership
profiles. The subteams produce a range of leadership models, rather than stop at one set of possibilities, to thoroughly explore
new leadership space.
3. Select to-be Leadership Profiles. After two to three weeks of drawing and redrawing their Leadership Canvases, the subteams

present them at what we call a “leadership fair.” Fair attendees include board members and top, middle, and frontline
managers.
The event starts with members of the original senior team behind the effort describing the process and presenting the three asis canvases. With those three visuals, the team establishes why change is necessary, confirms that comments from
interviewees at all levels were taken into account, and sets the context against which the to-be Leadership Profiles can be
understood and appreciated. Although the as-is canvases often present a sobering reality, as they did at BRG, the Leadership
Profiles are shown and discussed only at the aggregate level. That makes individual leaders more open to change, because
they feel that everyone is in the same boat.
With the stage set, the subteams present the to-be profiles, hanging their canvases on the walls so that the audience can
easily see them. Typically, the subteam that focused on frontline leaders will go first. After the presentation, the attendees are
each given three Post-it notes and told to put one next to their favorite Leadership Profile. And if they find that canvas
especially compelling, they can put up to three Post-its on it.
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After all the votes are in, the company’s senior executives probe the attendees about why they voted as they did. The same
process is then repeated for the two other leadership levels. (We find it easier to deal with each level separately and
sequentially, and that doing so increases voters’ recall of the discussion.)
After about four hours everyone in attendance has a clear picture of the current Leadership Profile of each level, the completed
Blue Ocean Leadership Grids, and a selection of to-be Leadership Profiles that could create a significant change in leadership
performance. Armed with this information and the votes and comments of attendees, the top managers convene outside the
fair room and decide which to-be Leadership Profile to move forward on at each level. Then they return and explain their
decisions to the fair’s participants.

At BRG, more than 125 people voted on the profiles, and fair attendees greeted the three that were selected with enthusiasm.
The tagline for frontline leaders’ to-be profile (above) was “Cut Through the Crap.” (Sadly, this was later refined to “Cut
Through to Serve Customers.”) In this profile, frontline leaders did not defer the vast majority of customer queries to middle
management and spent less time jumping through procedural hoops. Their time was directed to training frontline personnel to
deliver on company promises on the spot, resolve customer problems, quickly help customers in distress, and make
meaningful cross-sales—leadership acts and activities that fired up the frontline workers, were sure to excite customers, and
would have a direct impact on the company’s bottom line.

“Liberate, Coach, and Empower” was the tagline for middle management’s to-be profile (above). Here leaders’ time and
attention shifted from controlling to supporting employees. This involved eliminating and reducing a range of oversight
activities—such as requiring weekly reports on customer calls received and funds spent on office supplies—that sapped
people’s energy and kept frontline leaders at their desks. The profile also included new actions aimed at managing,
disseminating, and integrating the knowledge of frontline leaders and their staff. In practical terms, this meant spending much
more time providing face-to-face coaching and feedback.
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The tagline for the to-be profile of senior management (above) was “Delegate and Chart the Company’s Future.” With the acts
and activities of frontline and middle managers reset, senior managers would be freed up to devote a significant portion of their
time to thinking about the big picture—the changes in the industry and their implications for strategy and the organization. They
would spend less time putting out fires.
The board members who attended the leadership fair felt strongly that the to-be Leadership Profiles supported the interests of
customers as well as shareholders’ profit and growth objectives. The frontline leaders were energized and ready to charge
ahead. Senior managers went from feeling towed under the waves by all the middle-management duties they had to coordinate
and attend to, to feeling as if they could finally get their heads above water and see the beauty of the ocean they had to chart.
The trickiest to-be Leadership Profile was middle management’s. Letting go of control and empowering the people below them
can be tough for folks in this organizational tier. But the to-be Leadership Profiles of both frontline and senior management
helped clear the path to change at this level.
4. Institutionalize new leadership practices. After the fair is over, the original subteam members communicate the results to the

people they interviewed who were not at the fair.
Organizations then distribute the agreed-on to-be profiles to the leaders at each level. The subteam members hold meetings
with leaders to walk them through their canvases, explaining what should be eliminated, reduced, raised, and created. This
step reinforces the buy-in that the initiative has been building by briefing leaders throughout the organization on key findings at
each step of the process and tapping many of them for input. And because every leader is in effect the buyer of another level of
leadership, all managers will be working to change, knowing that their bosses will be doing the same thing on the basis of input
they directly provided.
The leaders are then charged with passing the message along to their direct reports and explaining to them how the new
Leadership Profiles will allow them to be more effective. To keep the new profiles top of mind, the to-be canvases are pinned
up prominently in the offices of both the leaders and their reports. Leaders are tasked with holding regular monthly meetings at
which they gather their direct reports’ feedback on how well they’re making the transition to the new profiles. All comments
must be illustrated with specific examples. Has the leader cut back on the acts and activities that were to be eliminated and
reduced in the new Leadership Profile? If yes, how? If not, in what instances was she still engaging in them? Likewise, is she
focusing more on what does add value and doing the new activities in her profile? Though the meetings can be unnerving at
first—both for employees who have to critique the boss and for the bosses whose actions are being exposed to scrutiny—it
doesn’t take long before a team spirit and mutual respect take hold, as all people see how the changes in leadership are
positively influencing their performance.
Through the changes highlighted by the to-be profiles, BRG was able to deepen its leadership strength and achieve high
impact at lower cost. Consider the results produced just at the frontline level: Turnover of BRG’s 10,000-plus frontline
employees dropped from about 40% to 11% in the first year, reducing both recruitment and training costs by some 50%. The
total savings, including those from decreased absenteeism, amounted to more than $50 million that year. On top of that, BRG’s
customer satisfaction scores climbed by over 30%, and leaders at all levels reported feeling less stressed, more energized by
their ability to act, and more confident that they were making a greater contribution to the company, customers, and their own
personal development.
Execution Is Built into the Four Steps
Any change initiative faces skepticism. Think of it as the “bend over—here it comes again” syndrome. While blue ocean
leadership also meets such a reaction initially, it counters it by building good execution into the process. The four steps are
founded on the principles of fair process: engagement, explanation, and expectation clarity. The power of these principles
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cannot be overstated, and we have written extensively about their impact on the quality of execution for over 20 years. (See,
for example, our article “Fair Process: Managing in the Knowledge Economy,” HBR July–August 1997.)
In the leadership development context, the application of fair process achieves buy-in and ownership of the to-be Leadership
Profiles and builds trust, preparing the ground for implementation. The principles are applied in a number of ways, with the
most important practices being:
• Respected senior managers spearhead the process. Their engagement is not ceremonial; they conduct interviews and
draw the canvases. This strongly signals the importance of the initiative, which makes people at all levels feel respected
and gives senior managers a visceral sense of what actions are needed to create a step change in leadership performance.
Here’s a typical employee reaction: “At first, I thought this was just one of those initiatives where management loves to talk
about the need for change but then essentially goes back to doing what they’ve always done. But when I saw that leading
senior managers were driving the process and rolling up their sleeves to push the change, I thought to myself, ‘Hmm...they
may just finally mean it.’”
• People are engaged in defining what leaders should do. Since the to-be profiles are generated with the employees’ own
input, people have confidence in the changes made. The process also makes them feel more deeply engaged with their
leaders, because they have greater ownership of what their leaders are doing. Here’s what people told us: “Senior
management said they were going to come and talk to people at all levels to understand what we need our leaders to do
and not do, so we could thrive. And I thought, ‘I’ll believe it when someone comes knocking on my door.’ And then they
knocked.”
• People at all levels have a say in the final decision. A slice of the organization across the three management levels gets to
vote in selecting the new Leadership Profiles. Though the top managers have the final say on the to-be profiles and may not
choose those with the most votes, they are required to provide a clear, sound explanation for their decisions in front of all
attendees. Here’s some typical feedback: “The doubts we had that our comments were just paid lip service to were
dispelled when we saw how our inputs were figured into the to-be profiles. We realized then that our voices were heard.”
• It’s easy to assess whether expectations are being met. Clarity about what needs to change to move from the as-is to the
to-be Leadership Profiles makes it simple to monitor progress. The monthly review meetings between leaders and their
direct reports help the organization check whether it’s making headway. We’ve found that those meetings keep leaders
honest, motivate them to continue with change, and build confidence in both the process and the sincerity of the leaders. By
collecting feedback from those meetings, top management can assess how rapidly leaders are making the shift from their
as-is to their to-be Leadership Profiles, which becomes a key input in annual performance evaluations. This is what people
say: “With the one-page visual of our old and new Leadership Profiles, we can easily track the progress in moving from the
old to the new. In it, everyone can see with clarity precisely where we are in closing the gap.”
Essentially, the gift that fair process confers is trust and, hence, voluntary cooperation, a quality vital to the leader-follower
relationship. Anyone who has ever worked in an organization understands how important trust is. If you trust the process and
the people you work for, you’re willing to go the extra mile and give your best. If you don’t trust them, you’ll stick to the letter of
the law that binds your contract with the organization and devote your energy to protecting your position and fighting over turf
rather than to winning customers and creating value. Not only will your abilities be wasted, but they will often work against your
organization’s performance.
Becoming a Blue Ocean Leader
We never cease to be amazed by the talent and energy we see in the organizations we study. Sadly, we are equally amazed
by how much of it is squandered by poor leadership. Blue ocean leadership can help put an end to that.
The Leadership Canvases give people a concrete, visual framework in which they can surface and discuss the improvements
leaders need to make. The fairness of the process makes the implementation and monitoring of those changes far easier than
in traditional top-down approaches. Moreover, blue ocean leadership achieves a transformation with less time and effort,
because leaders are not trying to alter who they are and break the habits of a lifetime. They are simply changing the tasks they
carry out. Better yet, one of the strengths of blue ocean leadership is its scalability. You don’t have to wait for your company’s
top leadership to launch this process. Whatever management level you belong to, you can awaken the sleeping potential of
your people by taking them through the four steps.
Are you ready to be a blue ocean leader?

W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne are professors of strategy and management at INSEAD and codirectors of the
INSEAD Blue Ocean Strategy Institute, in Fontainebleau, France. They are the authors of Blue Ocean Strategy (Harvard
Business School Press, 2005). See www.blueoceanstrategy.com.
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