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Unanchored: Rethinking Strategy in the Age of Self-Defined Purpose

Strategy: From ‘How' to ‘Why'

There was a time when purpose was prepackaged. Life followed a script: study hard, land a job, buy a house,
and retire in comfort. Meaning was socially constructed and widely shared. To succeed, one simply followed

the rules.

Thatera has passed. Today, individuals are freer-perhaps even too free. With tradition in retreat and institutions
in flux, the burden of defining meaning has shifted from systems to selves. We are no longer choosing between
clear paths; instead, we are now tasked with inventing them. Strategy, which was once a question of how, has

become a question of why.

As collective beliefs dissolve, a peculiar phenomenon emerges: the elevation of tactics into ideology. When the
destination is uncertain, people cling to the map. Education becomes sacred. Wealth becomes virtue. Process

becomes principle. In this void, the means are often mistaken for the ends.

In corporate life, this appears as process worship: the KPI becomes king, and the playbook becomes scripture.

In parenting, it emerges as academic fundamentalism. In governance, it breeds procedural paralysis.
These are not strategies; they are symptoms of strategic disorientation.

In simpler times, such patterns worked. When “success” meant job security, or when “happiness” was
synonymous with home ownership, fixed methods were efficient. Today, however, those outcomes have
become abstract. We now speak of self-actualization, personal meaning, and authenticity. These are concepts

too fluid for rigid tools. Yet many still chase metrics that no longer measure anything real.

Optimizing For Better, or Deciding What Matters

This shift marks a profound transformation in the nature of strategic work. In the industrial age, strategy meant
optimization: doing known things better. In the post-industrial age, it means orientation. The focus is now on

deciding which things matter at all.

Japan is a case in point. Despite its safety, infrastructure, and relative prosperity, it consistently ranks low on
global happiness indices. The explanation cannot be material; it is existential. The answer lies in the gap

between the measurable and the meaningful.

Even branding reflects this shift. Once built on functional and emotional value, modern brands now trade in
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identity. Products are no longer merely useful or delightful; they are aspirational. They promise not just
performance, but transformation. In this new “purpose economy,” the product is not the object itself. Instead,
it is the self the object allows us to become.

Transitioning Leadership from Navigating to Designing Direction

The implications for leadership are profound. Strategy must now account not just for markets or operations,
but also for mindsets. Leaders are no longer navigators of terrain. They are designers of direction, responsible
for holding space for ambiguity, stewarding identity, and anchoring people in a world where everything-
including purpose-must be self-defined.

This shift brings risk. In systems built for predictability, ambiguity can be destabilizing. In cultures of bottom-up
consensus, belief in method becomes deeply ingrained. In top-down systems, rapid pivots are possible, but
often come at the cost of depth and coherence. Each approach has strengths, but both risk misalignment in a

world where context evolves faster than culture.

What is needed is not new ideology, but strategic adaptability. Organizations must develop the ability to

reconfigure structures, not just goals. We need systems that can learn and evolve.

A Call to Stewardship

The old question, “What should we do?’ must now be preceded by a harder one: “What are we aiming for?”
That question cannot be answered by data alone. It requires judgment, perspective, and, above all, thoughtful
design.

In this new landscape, the manager is no longer simply a planner. She is a philosopher with a P&L. The strategist
is no longer just a tactician. He is a curator of collective meaning. It is no longer about finding the fastest route.
It is about deciding what is truly worth the journey.

Strategy, in short, has become stewardship.

To find out more about how IGPI Group can provide support for businesses, browse through our insight articles
or get in contact with us.
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