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How to embrace your limitations
Restrictions are a common
challenge for business today and
come in all shapes and sizes –
smaller budgets, fewer people
and shorter time frames. Adam
Morgan and Tony Franco argue
that working with constraints
shouldn’t be seen as a problem,
but a new capability for a new
era of marketing that we all
need to master

I

t’s the end of a long morning in a
grey room in Geneva. The European
president of a large packaged
goods company is wrapping up the
three-hour meeting with what he believes
to be an inspiring message. “From now on,”
he tells his seated ranks of marketers and
innovation leaders, “we’re going to have to
get much better at doing more with less.”
He makes no attempt to define what this
means, or how he expects his team to do
it. And looking at the attentive audience
politely applauding, one can see they have
no idea either – it sounds to them as if from
now on they are going to have to work till
11pm on a Tuesday evening rather than just
knocking off at nine.
And yet at the same time it’s a challenge
whose validity we recognise. One of today’s
most pressing marketing and leadership
challenges is surely to do just that: achieve
more with less. We continue to set ambitious
goals for our brands, yet are increasingly
being asked to deliver them with smaller
budgets, fewer people and in shorter time
frames. If living with constraints is the new
normal, then thriving within constraints is a
new capability that we are going to have to
master ourselves.

The beauty of constraints

One of today’s most
pressing marketing
and leadership challenges
is surely to achieve
more with less
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For many of us, this seems initially an uphill
or impossible task. When facing up to
our constraints, our natural tendency is to
view them negatively, to fight from feeling
deflated. Constraints, after all, simply hold
us back and make life harder.
And yet the business world is full of
brands and leaders that paint a different
picture. They suggest the opposite is true:
that constraints can push us to become more
inventive and resourceful – positive and
beneficial forces of change that spark us into
exploring new possibilities. That constraints
can indeed be beautiful.
Take the UK’s favourite challenger
brand, for example. BrewDog is at once the
poster child for the craft beer revolution
sweeping the globe and, at the same time,

for embracing the benefits of constraint. It
launched into the teeth of a recession, and
the consequent refusal of banks to lend to
an unproven business forced it to create its
pioneering, now famous, ‘Equity for Punks’
crowdfunding scheme, which mobilised
a vocal army of activists to spread the
BrewDog word. And it’s the lack of a
conventional marketing budget that has led
to its equally renowned series of product
launches. Leaning into constraint, its
co-founder James Watt notes in Business for
Punks, is a core part of its philosophy and
success: “When it comes to 21st century
marketing, not having a budget is definitely
not a problem. In fact, it is a massive
advantage masquerading as a thinly veiled
constraint.”
Why? Because it forced them to find
different kinds of marketing solutions, ones
that led to richer outcomes and new kinds of
relationship – with the media and with their
consumers – something that hasn’t been seen
with brewers who have the ‘advantage’ of
conventional budgets. This led to different
kinds of business results – you might know
already that the fastest-growing food and
beverage brand in the UK sold a 23% stake
in April 2017, for £213m, to TSG Consumer
Partners, a San Francisco-based private
equity investor, valuing BrewDog at £1bn
just nine years into its life.
So is this ability to make constraints
beautiful nature or nurture? Do some
people (such as Scottish entrepreneurs)
naturally have it, and others (Sassenach
marketers in large organisations) not? Or
is it in reality a series of strategies that can
be adopted by anyone who wants or needs
to find the possibility and beauty in their
constraint?
In exploring more than 70 cases of teams
and individuals who transformed an apparent
limitation into a source of advantage, we
identified six key strategies that they seem
to share. In this article, we will take two of
these strategies and examine how and why
they can be powerful tools for the world into
which we are all accelerating.
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Changing our Mindset around
Constraints: Are We a Victim,
Neutraliser or Transformer?
At the centre of making a constraint beautiful
is the dynamic tension between our ambition
and the constraint. If we inherently believe
that a constraint must limit our ability to
deliver our ambition, we will fail to explore
any strategic approach that would allow it to
stimulate new possibilities. Indeed, it is useful
to step back right at the beginning, as we
first face the constraint, and assess what our
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personal, company or team’s characteristic
mindset to this kind of situation is.
It may be that we characteristically feel
victims to it. When confronted with a cut
in our budget or a tight deadline, the initial
and understandable reaction is to push back,
to feel helpless and dejected, to rail against
the unfairness of it all. This is the ‘victim
mindset’. Clearly, if we give in to the victim
mindset, we give in to the constraint and the
only option is to scale back our ambition –
and, frankly, we should probably consider

leaving the world of business altogether. It
isn’t going to get any easier from here.
If we refuse to let the victim mindset
win, and start to rethink the situation, then
over time we tend to begin to see possible
ways forward and become more positive.
We start to seek ways around the constraint
without lowering our targets – looking for
workarounds or shortcuts. We call this the
‘neutraliser mindset’. The solutions are not
always long term, but they help us solve the
short-term issue.

t

of constraints
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case study: yarm HOW Embracing constraints stimulated
two endangered species to build a prosperous new ecosystem

Joining forces: Yarm Library
and Newcastle Building Society
As the world moves increasingly online, there are some predictable
casualties fighting for survival. In two of these – building society
branches and public libraries – we can see an example of embracing
constraints to thrive through partnership, a model that one can see will
be an important example for others in the future.
But let’s start with the survival instinct. Andrew Haigh, CEO of
Newcastle Building Society, sees branches as essential but an
‘endangered species’, needing to adapt in order to survive. So when the
idea of creating a new branch within a community-based library in
Yarm, North Yorkshire, which itself was under threat of closure, was
suggested, it seemed to him like an ideal partnership.
The Newcastle Building Society branch in Yarm had closed some years
before, but Haigh felt that this could offer a way to return their branch
service to the town, and benefit the community by helping keep the
library open at the same time: shared space could solve both of their
commercial constraints. So in October 2016, Newcastle Building Society
opened the UK’s first branch within an existing public library in Yarm.
Embracing the constraints of space, noise, resource and function in a
shared, more limited space such as this posed an obvious challenge.
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How do you fit standard branch operations into a space only 20% the
size of a normal branch? They could if they removed superfluous
elements and scaled everything back to bare essentials. The Yarm
branch has just one private meeting room, one till position and a secure
back office, yet it could still operate just like a traditional branch.
Greater emphasis on electronic transactions over paper ones was
introduced, as well as booking appointments that fit in with the
schedule of the library – avoiding 10am, for example, when a motherand-toddler group meets every morning. With no formal waiting area,
customers are encouraged to use the library or garden to wait in, and
the limited staff from both sides help each other out, whether queries
concern books or finances.
While this might have started as an encouraging story about two
worthy groups partnering to survive, the real impact of the partnership
has been much more interesting than that. Since the branch opened,
the number of library visitors in Yarm has grown by 43% and book
lendings increased by 12%. Newcastle Building Society has found that
new customer sign-ups in Yarm are 39% higher than its branch
average, with customer appointments 25% above the norm.
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Strategy 1:
Make your constraint an
explicit and integral part
of a stretch ambition
We tend to separate the statement of our
ambition from the practical constraints to
delivering it. In fact, we have become used to
so-called ‘blue-sky’ brainstorms, where the
leader tells us to ‘take the constraints out of
the room, and imagine we could do anything
we wanted’.
Our first step is to do the opposite of this:
take a bold ambition and link it explicitly
to the specific and real constraint we face
in delivering it. Re-express your primary
challenge in the form of a question that
gives you real focus and energy. By putting
the constraint at the very heart of our core
strategic question, we ensure the solution
must make use of the constraint, not just
work around it. We call this kind of question
a ‘propelling question’, because it propels
you out of the ways you have been thinking
about the problem and away from the places
in which you have been looking for solutions
up to now.
This then is the antidote to blue-sky
thinking: black-sky thinking, if you like.
Trying to answer our propelling question
initially creates a tension and a sense of
discomfort – we can’t simply rely on the
obvious, well-worn path we have followed
up to now, no matter how successful it has
proved in the past. This mental discomfort
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is essential to fertile creative exploration,
because it forces us to re-examine our
underlying assumptions and experiment
with new ideas that push us away from the
usual solutions to which we have become
accustomed.
IKEA is a business that needs to set itself
impossible challenges in order to achieve
its ambition to deliver ‘a better life for the
many’, a democratiser of good design for the
home; leaning into constraint – around price
point, around space, around sustainability
– is baked into everything they do. One of
its most popular products, the Lack coffee
table, was the result of one such (apparently
impossible) question, namely: ‘How can we
create a well-designed, durable table that
could be made for less than €5 and sold at a
profit?’
Imposing a price point so far beyond what
they had designed before meant that the
design team were not able to adapt previous
approaches: they needed to completely
rethink how this could be done. Typically,
similar coffee tables were sold for at least
twice this price and often much higher.
It pushed them beyond historical design
solutions into working in new ways with
other departments and partners, including
looking at entirely new manufacturing
methods. It’s an approach that IKEA has
become accustomed to. Indeed, its invention
of flat-packed furniture in the 1950s was
driven by a desire to create practical, costeffective furniture for the home, something
it called ‘democratic design’. Its exploration
led IKEA to doors, finding that while it was
relatively costly to produce a solid wood
table, it was much more cost-efficient to
make a door from a type of honeycomb
board. Thinking of their new table as ‘half a
door’ saved on both production and shipping
costs, enabling IKEA to halve its retail
price – a price point competitors have yet to
match.

How to create your own
Propelling Question
Translating a broader challenge into a
propelling question requires discipline
and precision. First, you need to be clear
on the nature of your ambition. Typically,
this tends to fall into the following groups:
the ambitions of driving growth (sales and
profit); creating impact; a great customer
experience; delivering a new level of quality
or achieving superiority.
Similarly, constraints can come in
different forms: a limited supply of
financial, human or physical resource; a lack
of time; an absence of something regarded
as a necessary ‘foundation’ for your business

t

Take a bold ambition
and link it explicitly
to the real constraint.
This is the antidote
to blue-sky thinking:
black-sky thinking

What is more interesting is beginning
with a mindset such as Watt’s – that any
constraint is pregnant with opportunity. By
then using our constraint as a springboard
for a new way to think about delivering
our ambition, we find it can be possible to
not only achieve but increase and surpass
our original goal. One could call this
the ‘transformer mindset’. It is here that
individuals, teams or organisations step
back, rethink the nature of the problem
and where to find solutions to it, and are
able to apply a series of strategies to find
entirely new kinds of beneficial ecosystems,
partnerships and ideas.
And while we may think that this is nature
not nurture – that we all fall into just one of
these boxes, where some of us are blessed
with natural creativity and resourcefulness,
while others are stuck as victims or, at best,
neutralisers – our research suggests the
opposite to be true. We can all adopt the
transformer mindset if we are given ‘just
enough strategy’ to start to understand how
to look for solutions.
So here are two strategies to take into
your planning this year.
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(a salesforce, for example); or the constraint
of method (having to do something in a
certain way).

Strategy 2:
Creating the right culture of
finding solutions to
your Propelling Question
So how do you go about answering your
propelling question? Colin Kelly, global
quality director at William Grant and Sons,
talks of the power of making a team always
start an answer with the phrase ‘We can
if…’, rather than ‘We can’t because…’.
The first keeps all the energy and focus of
the group on the right question (‘How can
we solve this problem, even if we need to
approach it in a different way from usual?’),
whereas the second allows it to drift into a
different one (‘Is this a problem that can be
solved?’).
Inspired by his insight, we worked
through the cases we researched to identify
a number of different ‘can-if’ solution
types. From grouping the most common,
we developed the ‘Can-If map’ – a practical
tool to give teams a stimulating jumping-off
point to help answer their own propelling
question. For ease of navigation, we will
reduce the fuller map to just six types here.
Let’s explore a couple of these points…
We Can If… we remove or substitute
This is about substituting one apparently
essential part of the product, process or
experience with something different or
else removing it entirely. The Propelling
Question set by hotel chain citizenM was
‘How can we create a contemporary, luxury
experience at an affordable price?’ We
Can if… we remove all the stuff you find
in hotels but don’t need – minibars, paper
receipts, robes and slippers – and substitute
them with what the modern business
traveller really needs, such as free Wi-Fi,
in-room technology, crisp bed linen and cool
lounges.
We Can If… we access other people
This approach uses the skills, expertise
and willingness of other people you don’t
normally turn to. The propelling question
faced by the drought-plagued state of
California was ‘How can we recruit another
4,000 firefighters to combat forest fires (an
extremely dangerous job) when we can only
afford to pay people $2 a day?’ The solution
was to access inmates of the federal prison
system. As well as earning a higher wage
than the other work programmes available,
the inmates speak of learning new skills and
a feeling of purpose from their involvement

24
020-025 Cover Morgan.indd 28

Get your team together: Use the following five steps
1 Identify an important challenge that you are facing and capture this in broad terms.
2 Brainstorm potential bold ambitions based on your challenge: growth; quality; superiority;
experience; impact. Once you have chosen an ambition, push it further – do you want to
grow your business by a factor of two? Why not x10 or x20?
3 Identify and capture the most significant constraints that are currently preventing you from
achieving your ambitions: a lack of time; money; or resources? Again, push it even further. Do
you need to launch a new product in six months? How could you do it in three?
4 Develop a number of candidate propelling questions that see your ambitions and
constraints collide, such as: How can we………..…. (insert bold ambition) without/while………..
(insert significant constraint).
5 Mix and match until you reach a combination that gets your attention – what question can
you ask that would make the team a little nervous but really stimulated about the challenge?
Pick the one that creates a spark.

We think
of it as…

We remove or
substitute…

We mix
together…

We
Can If
We introduce
a new…

We access other
people to…

We resource
or fund it by…

in the scheme. As one inmate firefighter
told the BBC: “From being locked up, you
can’t beat this experience. I’ve got to fly
in helicopters... I’ve learned the trades of
running a saw, ‘cutting a line’. I’ve been in
and out of prison for five years, but this is
the first time I actually want to live the right
way when I get out.”
We Can If… we introduce a new…
This type of Can-If centres on introducing
a new product or service dimension into the
process. In their early days, Warby Parker,
the American online eyewear retailer, needed
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When California needed to recruit 4,000 firefighters but could only pay them $2 a day, it found willing volunteers in the federal prison system
to address the problem of not having bricksand-mortar stores – ‘How can we increase
our sales of glasses to design-conscious
buyers when they can’t try them on in-store
before they buy?’ The answer was to
introduce a home trial service – try five pairs
for free at home without any obligation
to buy – a much-copied innovation that
delivered consumer need but also became
an unexpected social media campaign too, as
triallists invited their friends on Facebook to
tell them which frame they looked best in.

depth and specificity. Develop these into
more finished concepts, early prototypes.
4 Select
Use selection criteria to identify those
concepts that best address the propelling
question.

Reclaiming inventiveness

How to use the Can-If Map

Since the rebirth of Apple and the arrival of
a new generation of tech wonder-products,
the business world has been in thrall to
innovation; Amazon offers more than 70,000
titles on the subject alone. Cross-bred with
disruption, innovation has become the stuff

1 Place
Print out a large version of the Can-If Map
and place your propelling question in the
centre.
2 Generate
First, individually move around the Can-If
Map, generating ideas for each launch pad
that spontaneously occur to you. Second, as
a team, revisit the map and work each of the
spokes harder still, generating further ideas.
3 Push
Step back and review the ideas generated.
Spot and select those that you feel have
the most potential. Combine ideas where
appropriate to make them bigger and
better. Working in pairs, take the selected
ideas and sharpen them, adding more

Making our constraints
beautiful – as businesses,
as people – demands a
different kind of
creativity: inventiveness
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of sealed labs and super-geeks, brilliant
people in a box on the edge of our business
campus who are going to come up with the
product or service that is going to transform
the future of a company. My god, they’re
clever, we say to ourselves; let’s leave the
transformative stuff to them.
But making our constraints beautiful – as
businesses, as people – demands a different
kind of creativity: inventiveness. It’s not
confined to a few brilliant people, but is the
province and potential capability of us all.
And as many of these examples show, it’s a
complementary capability that has the ability
to change the trajectory of our business
as significantly as all those ideas in the
innovation pipeline.
But first we need to give this kind of
inventiveness a name, attach some key
strategies to it and make it a replicable
capability. One that has the power to make
all our constraints beautiful.

Adam Morgan is founder of eatbigfish and
co-author of A Beautiful Constraint.
adam@eatbigfish.com
Tony Franco is an associate partner of the
ABConstraint Company, in partnership
with eatbigfish.
tony.franco@ABConstraint.com
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