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Abstract. For the attention-based view, the origins of the ideas behind a great strategy are
less important than the ability of the organization to sustain focused attention in develop-
ing, implementing, and elaborating good ideas into a distinctive strategic agenda for value
creation. We propose that the transformation of ideas into a great strategy is shaped by the
firm’s identity and corresponding patterns of organizational attention. Furthermore, great
strategies focus attention on creating value for the customer—through the firm’s value
proposition and business model—relative to capturing value for the shareholders. Finally,
we propose that great strategies emerge from a focused, strategic agenda communicated
and distributed throughout the organization. We illustrate our propositions by compar-
ing Apple and Motorola, which began with similar ideas for developing a strategy for
seamless integration and seamless mobility, with smartphones as the digital hub. Apple
sustained focused attention on transforming the ideas into the great strategy and business
model behind the iPhone, while Motorola did not focus or sustain attention throughout
the organization on developing its original ideas, leading to strategic failure.

Keywords: managerial and organizational cognition • decision making • strategy formulation strategy implementation • competitive advantage

1. Introduction
The attention-based view of the firm (ABV) (Ocasio
1997, Ocasio and Joseph 2005) has influenced research
in a variety of areas in strategy and strategic manage-
ment, including strategy process, technology strategy,
mergers and acquisitions, growth, entrepreneurship,
and global strategies. As a behavioral perspective on
strategy, the emphasis in both theoretical and empir-
ical work has been on explaining strategic behavior,
decision making, and adaptation, rather than offering
normative perspectives on superior or effective strate-
gies or on firm performance.1
Here, we begin to address this gap by focusing the

ABV on the subject of this special issue:Where do great
strategies come from? For the ABV, a firm’s (implicit)
strategy is the pattern of organizational attention, the dis-
tinct focus of time and cognitive effort by the firm on
a particular set of issues, such as problems, opportu-
nities, and threats, and on a particular set of organi-
zational activities and initiatives (Ocasio 1997, 2011;
Ocasio and Joseph 2005). ABV does offer some orienta-
tion of how attention shapes effective strategies:

The accurate planning and performance of strategic
actions and the speed of their execution require that
individual and group decision-makers concentrate their
energy, effort, and mindfulness on a limited number
of issues and tasks. Successful strategic performance
thereby requires the sustained focusing of attention and
effort associated with controlled attentional processing.

(Ocasio 1997, p. 203)

Accordingly, superior strategies require focused and
sustained attention on a limited number of issues and
organizational activities—the firm’s strategic agenda.
Which issues and which activities make great strate-
gies, and where do they come from? In this paper, we
offer a set of principles, from an ABV perspective, to
explain how strategic agendas are likely to lead to great
strategies and how they are created and sustained.

2. What Is a Great Strategy?
In defining strategy as a pattern of attention, the ABV
proposes that every firm develops a strategy. This
includes strategy that emerges both from deliberative
activities of strategy formulation and decision making
(Ocasio and Joseph 2008) and from recurrent adapta-
tion and change from original decisions in response to
market and organizational realities (Joseph and Ocasio
2012, Ocasio et al. 2017). From an ABV perspective,
superior foresight is neither necessary nor sufficient
in the development of a strategy. What yields a real-
ized strategy is not the original idea, plan, or intent
but the strategic agenda that ultimately emerges, a pat-
tern characterized by a certain degree of consistency,
compatibility, and coherence in attentional focus.

A firm’s strategic agenda gives priority to a par-
ticular set of action alternatives that shape the selec-
tion of markets and customer segments; the range of
product and service offerings; the firm’s value propo-
sitions; firm pricing and cost structure; the develop-
ment, acquisition, and deployment of assets and capa-
bilities; the development of alliances and partnerships;
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and responsiveness to competitors. The resulting strat-
egy reflects not only a configuration of prior strategic
choices (cf. Rivkin 2000) but also a coherent agenda for
continuing strategy development and elaboration.
Viewing strategies as agendas highlights their

dynamicnature.The rangeof afirm’s strategic agenda is
inherently broad and complex and continuously evolv-
ing. A focused pattern of attention regarding strategic
alternatives not only economizes on cognitive resources
and simplifies decision-making processes (Simon 1947,
Cyert andMarch 1963) but also limits, at least partially,
political conflicts (Nelson andWinter 1982), and it facil-
itates the coordination of strategic decisions and imple-
mentation between different levels, business units, and
functions throughout the firm and over time in support
of value creation (Ocasio and Joseph 2005, Joseph and
Ocasio 2012, Joseph andWilson 2017).

While the elaboration of novel ideas into a focused
strategic agenda is necessary for a sustainable strategy,
this is insufficient to characterize a strategy as “great.”
Great strategies result in distinctive customer offerings,
resources, and capabilities—all traditional sources of
competitive advantage. In particular, as we elaborate
further below, great strategies reflect distinctive ways
of providing value for the customers. However, the
ABV implies that the origins of the ideas behind a great
strategy are less important than the ability of the orga-
nization to transform the ideas into a focused pattern
of organizational attention (i.e., agenda) that guides
decision making. Instead of emphasizing the quality
of the organizational idea for value creation, an ABV
of great strategies foreground the sustained focus of
attention in developing, implementing, and elaborat-
ing good ideas into a great strategy.

2.1. Mobile Devices and the Digital Hub Strategy:
Apple vs. Motorola

Apple’s digital hub strategy for the iPhone, widely rec-
ognized as a “great strategy,” was an emergent strat-
egy. Its individual components were not particular
novel, nor did Apple invent them, nor was it, in many
cases, the first to adopt them. The first smartphone
was commercialized by IBM in 1994 but abandoned
a within a year (Merchant 2017). The convergence
of communications and computing technology inte-
grating voice, audio, video, animation, and data was
widely recognized by computer scientists in the mid-
1990s (Messerschmitt 1996). Despite starting with sim-
ilar ideas, only at Apple did a great strategy emerge.
By the late 1990s, both Motorola and Apple built

on existing ideas and pursued similar strategies of
seamless integration of voice, data, and Internet access.
For Apple, early iterations of the strategy concerned
making the firms’ suite of products Internet accessible.
Apple referred to it as their “Internet strategy,” as
reported in its 10-K filings during the period: “Apple’s

Internet strategy is focused on delivering seamless
integration with and access to the Internet throughout
the Company’s product lines” (see http://investor
.apple.com/secfiling.cfm?filingid�320193-96-23&cik
�320193, accessed September 7, 2017). By 2001, the
Internet strategy had become a digital hub strategy
that put the PC (Mac) at the center: “The Company
believes that personal computing is entering a new
era in which the personal computer will function
for both professionals and consumers as the digital
hub for advanced new digital devices such as digital
music players, personal digital assistants, digital still
and movie cameras, CD and DVD players, and other
electronic devices” (see http://investor.apple.com/
secfiling.cfm?filingid=912057-01-544436&cik=320193,
accessed September 7, 2017).

Linking the digital hub strategy with the idea of
mobility did not emerge until much later, concomitant
with efforts to enter the mobile phone market, where
Applewas a latemover. Steve Jobs, facedwith concerns
that smartphones with the ability to download music
would overtake iPods, entered into a joint venture with
Motorola to develop the ROKR phone, introduced in
2005. The phone was not successful, but Apple pro-
ceeded with multiple competing internal initiatives to
develop what later became the iPhone, introduced in
2007. Apple subsequently refined its business model
for the iPhone, opening up its iOS operating system to
software and applications developers (Merchant 2017).

During the same period, Motorola’s strategic intent
was to develop seamless mobility integrating com-
munication, data, and information across the home,
office, and business, but these ideas did not shape the
corporation’s strategic agenda or its realized strategy;
Motorola focused instead on the strategic agenda of
its individual business units and their products, which
were already providing Internet access through prod-
ucts such as cable modems. Motorola focused on the
infrastructure side of Internet access—providing wire-
less and broadband access to enable seamless con-
nectivity. By 2000, this had also translated to a “hub”
strategy, with an emphasis on the home as the hub:
“The home of the future could have multiple TVs,
phones and personal computers doing high-speed In-
ternet access simultaneously—all connected to home
hubs from Motorola that provide the interfaces to
broadband cable systems” (see http://www.motorola
.com/General/Financial/Annual_Report/1999/broadband2
.html, accessed September 7, 2017). Motorola further
reinforced its home hub strategy with a series of
acquisitions aimed at strengthening its strategic posi-
tion. In particular, it acquired General Instrument
Corporation, a major U.S. manufacturer of digital cable
set-tops, and combined it with the unit manufacturing
cable modems to create a broadband communications
business unit (later called ConnectedHome).
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Motorola’s home hub strategy, which emphasized
the infrastructure underlying seamless integration,
gave way to its seamless mobility strategy in 2004,
with the intention of emphasizing the customer expe-
rience side of integrated products (i.e., integration
between the home, the car, and the phone). The firm
centralized across multiple divisions and reorganized
into four business units—Mobile Devices, Networks,
Connected Home, and Business Enterprise—with the
explicit intent of pursuing the CEO’s seamless mobility
strategy (Gardner 2004). Yet the four core businesses
continued to pursue their own strategic agendas, with
limited attention to seamless mobility. For example,
the Mobile Devices business unit was a separate busi-
ness unit based in Libertyville, Illinois with little, if
any, shared agendas with the broadband unit, which
was based in Horsham, Pennsylvania. The structure
of the firm prevented seamlessness internally as the
two units maintained distinct and somewhat conflict-
ing customer bases, technologies, value propositions,
and business models. The divergent tales of Apple and
Motorola with respect to their focus, or lack thereof, on
seamless mobility strategies illustrates how the strate-
gic ideas themselves and their origins are less impor-
tant than the focused elaboration and implementation
of the initial original ideas, as we further discuss below.

3. How Does Attention Shape Strategy?
To further elucidate the ABV perspective on great
strategies, we offer a series of propositions:

1. Greatstrategies emerge fromthesustained focusofatten-
tion on distinctive ways to create value for the customers.
Great strategies are engines of long-term wealth cre-

ation for the firm and its coalition of stakeholders (cf.
Cyert and March 1963). Effective strategies require a
sustained focus of attention on a coherent strategic
agenda. We propose that what makes a strategy great
is generative of a distinctive way of creating value for
customers—the firm’s value proposition. Focusing sus-
tained attention on to the firm’s value proposition—
the set of benefits or values that a company or brand
promises to deliver to consumers to satisfy their needs
(Kotler and Armstrong 2012)—is thereby critical. More
specifically, the strength, distinctiveness, and superior-
ity of the firm’s value proposition is central to great
strategies. From an attention perspective, the realiza-
tion of great value propositions does not come from the
original idea, even when explicitly articulated through
strategy formulation, but through a sustained focus on
how the value proposition is elaborated and imple-
mented through the business model and across time.

Attention to the business model activities underly-
ing the value proposition promotes greater consistency
in decisions across functions, markets and products,
issues and initiatives, and the alignment of external and
internal players. Such consistency in decision making

allows for more efficient and effective coordination
and ensures that decisions are not mutually destruc-
tive. Since business models cross firm boundaries
(Zott et al. 2011) and function as a system of activities
(Siggelkow 2001), these consistencies and the coordi-
nation that they provide for are especially important
for supporting the creation and delivery of value to
customers.

Illustratively, whereas decision making at Apple
was guided by Jobs’s sense for its distinctive value
proposition, decision making at Motorola was ham-
pered by multiple value propositions and business
models across its various divisions. Connected Home
sold set-top boxes (DVRs) to cable companies such as
Time Warner, and Connected Home’s value proposi-
tion to them was building technology to order and to
ensure conditional access to content (e.g., limitingHBO
access to subscribers only). Mobile Devices sold cellu-
lar phones to the telecom operators, and their value
proposition was to enable the operators to increase
revenue through services (i.e., operators did not make
much economic profit from the phones). Mobile device
unit managers were therefore concerned that the car-
riers would object to mobile phones that connected
through the home’s set-top boxes andmodems and not
via the operator’s network. As a result, Motorola was
ultimately unable to establish connectivity between
its own products and truly offer customer a seamless
mobility experience.

2. Great strategies draw on a firm’s identity, which fosters
focused and sustained attention on strategic agendas.

An ABV view of great strategies emphasizes a firm’s
identity in shaping a firm’s focus of attention and
strategic agendas. A firm’s identity reflects how both
external constituents and organizational members per-
ceive an organization (Tripsas 2009). The firm’s identity
serves to provide members with the answer to ques-
tions such as, who are we? What kind of business are
we in? Importantly, identity brings commonality to the
focus of attention between organizational members,
and it is a critical determinant of the firm’s attentional
perspective (Ocasio 2011). Our reliance on the concept
of identity and its connection to strategy harks back
to Selznick’s (1957) closely related concept of organiza-
tional character. For Selznick, organizational character
or identity2 is a product of historical experiences of the
organization, emerges from the functional adaption to
the firm’s internal and external environment, and is
dynamic, leading tomodification and growth at critical
junctures. From this perspective, and ours, identity is a
source of the firm’s distinctive competence, embodied
in its institutional commitments and recurrent patterns
of decision making.

The transformation of ideas into a great strategy is
shaped by the firm’s identity and corresponding pat-
terns of organizational attention. A firm’s identity and
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attention patterns must not only focus inward, on orga-
nizational competencies and capabilities, but also focus
on customers and markets. Recently, ABV research has
begun to examine how patterns of attention shape
strategies to successfully compete in the market (Rhee
2016, Joseph and Wilson 2017). Consequently, a firm’s
identity comes to shape and reflect the scope of the
firm’s product offerings and how it distinguishes from
and competes with other firms with similar products
offerings.
In very general terms, Apple and Motorola shared

a common identity as product leadership companies.
But in many other ways, their identities were quite
different. Apple’s strong organizational identity was
based on the design and development of great prod-
ucts, which aimed to change the world. The focus on
digital design, the obsessive attention to enhancing
customer experiences, not only meeting their expec-
tations but, delighting and surprising them, was not
shared in the sameway byMotorola, which had amore
traditional identity as an engineering company, focus-
ing on superior technologies rather than the customer
value derived from those technologies. These differ-
ences in identity explain, at least in part, the different
agenda by which Apple and Motorola elaborated their
product strategies. Motorola developed and marketed
smartphones, such as the A1000, with many of the
product features of the iPhone but without the atten-
tion to design, quality, and distinctive customer expe-
rience, which where critical to Apple’s success.

3. Great strategies favor focused and sustained attention
on value creation relative to value capture.
Our ABV approach to great strategies puts emphasis

on the business model’s capacity to create and cap-
ture value as it relates to the behavioral theory of the
firm (BTF), a predecessor to ABV (Gavetti et al. 2012).
While the concept of value is not explicitly discussed
by Cyert and March (1963), the BTF can be interpreted
as a behavioral theory of value creation. For BTF, the
firm is a political and economic coalition (March 1962),
and the sustainability of the firm requires that the com-
ponent members of the coalition—customers, suppli-
ers, employees, shareholders, and debtors—obtain suf-
ficient benefits to remain a part of the coalition (i.e.,
value) from the coalition to maintain the participation
and contribution to the firm. The theory is an extension
of the Barnard-March-Simon inducement contribution
theory (Barnard 1938, March and Simon 1958) where
participants in the coalition must be induced to par-
ticipate by obtaining both monetary and nonmonetary
value. The theory does not assume shareholder value
maximization—only that shareholders’ aspiration lev-
els be satisfied.

While satisfaction of stakeholders’ aspirations is nec-
essary for sustainable strategies, because otherwise
strategic adaptation and change is required (Cyert
and March 1963), it is insufficient to characterize it as

“great.” Great strategies generate not only economic
rents for shareholders but also economic surpluses for
stakeholders overall, particularly customers and other
stakeholders such as suppliers and employees. Great
strategies also require that stakeholder’s surplus value
be sustained over time; this necessitates that great
strategies generate sustained growth and innovation.

While traditional economic models of strategy focus
on superior value capture and appropriation (Branden-
burger and Stuart 1996), an ABV perspective notes
that a focus on value capture may come at the par-
tial expense of value creation, some of the value that
may be captured and delivered to other stakeholders
(Jacobides et al. 2006). If firms focus attention on value
capture and appropriation instead, the long-term path
to sustaining value is likely to be limited, as growth
and innovation may be sacrificed.

Motorola’s relative focus on value capture vis-à-vis
the telecom operators stood in contrast to Apple’s
value creation focus in its negotiation with AT&T.
That is, rather than a focus on innovation and growth,
Motorola was focused on a zero-sum game of value
capture with the operators across features and prod-
ucts. Edward Zander, then chief executive officer of
Motorola, famously said, “I love my job. I hate my cus-
tomers,” referring to the telecom operators. “It trans-
lated into a model that said this place doesn’t make
big bets on anything unless the carriers are pounding
down the wall saying, ‘I’ve got to have this.’ ” (Inter-
view with Motorola, Vice President; December 15,
2006). However, Apple, in exchange for granting AT&T
exclusivity, gained favorable terms from AT&T, which
was trying to combat Verizon and Sprint and focused
on a single high margin product: the iPhone.

4. Great strategies emerge from a focused, strategic agenda
communicated and distributed throughout the organization.

From an ABV perspective, great strategies are not
about developing great ideas, which may or may not
succeed, but about how ideas become part of focused
and sustained strategic agendas in the organization.
What becomes a great strategy is a joint product of
the internal and market selection environment, where
attention patterns shape internal selection and compe-
tition shapesmarket selection (JosephandOcasio 2012).

The internal selection environment and the markets
chosen in which to complete reflect coherence in the
interactions and discussions of the strategic agenda
and its execution. This coherence is largely achieved
through integration of attention through the firm’s
communication channels (Joseph and Ocasio 2012)
and the communication that occurs between organi-
zational members within the channels (Ocasio et al.
2017). Coherence throughout the organization’s chan-
nels may avoid ambiguities regarding the interpreta-
tion of opportunities and threats and provide a consis-
tent understanding of what solutions should look like
(Kaplan and Tripsas 2008, Rerup 2009).
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At high levels of attentional coherence, there is lit-
tle confusion as to what initiatives should be given
effort and resources. With a common strategic agenda
and attentional coherence, different functional areas
and business units are more likely to channel resources
to shared opportunities or problems, because there
are fewer political advantages to not doing so. Corre-
sponding solutions are likely to align with the interests
and objectives of the corporation. Here, the difference
between Apple and Motorola stems from the differ-
ences in their organizational structures. Jobs’s pres-
ence and Apple’s functional organization could more
easily align with a coherent agenda that would pro-
mote cooperation. Motorola’s multidivisional structure
made agreement on a common set of agenda items dif-
ficult and cooperation next to impossible.

We also add that the channels throughwhich a strate-
gic agenda is communicated must include a focus on
and discussion of key performance indicators (KPIs).
KPIs have emerged as a critical performance indicator
that serves as a source of motivation and attentional
foci (Parmenter 2015). KPIs provide the mechanisms
bywhich firmsmonitor performance, not only through
backward-looking feedback (Cyert and March 1963)
but also through forward-looking goals and strategies
(Gavetti and Levinthal 2000).

Here, again, Motorola and Apple differ. Motorola
focused on unit sales and volume of cellular phones,
modems, and set-top boxes. Apple focused on profit
margin and earnings from value-added services such
as the app store. Motorola’s emphasis on volume rein-
forced activities that supported unit sales (though not
always profitably) including offering substantial dis-
counts on the RAZR. However, thin product margins
combined with sluggish sales of subsequent products
limited further investment in initiatives supporting the
seamless mobility strategy. Failure to meet subsequent
aspirations shifted attention to cost cutting and major
downturn at the company in 2007.

Managerial Implications
As noted by Ocasio (1997), ABV by itself cannot pro-
vide a complete answer but must be complemented by
other strategic perspectives, as well as by the behav-
ioral theory of the firm (Cyert and March 1963, Gavetti
et al. 2012). Firm resources and capabilities are impor-
tant, and are themselves determinants, in part, of orga-
nizational attention (Ocasio 1997). But great strate-
gies, typically require the development and acquisition
of new organizational resources and capabilities, and
are largely dependent on attentional structures and
processes.

For managers or future mangers, our ABV approach
suggests that the key tools for achieving a great strategy
include those that promote a focused and distributed
attention on the elaboration of a distinct value propo-
sition. This includes a clarity in organizational identity

and integration of effort through channels of commu-
nication. Our emphasis on execution over a remarkable
or novel idea, a market position, or resources suggest
that great strategies are made (not borne) and that as
much attention should be given to strategy process over
the content of that strategy. Rather than findingways to
hatch a great idea, we would bet on a good idea, well
executed.

Underlying our entire approach is the notion that
emergent strategic agendas and the adaptive benefits
they provide are what makes strategies great. That is, a
great strategy must at once reflect a distinctive identity
and focused value proposition aswell as the attentional
focus and energy of managers over time and across
the organization so as to allow for flexibility and new
issues and activities to emerge. Our emphasis recog-
nizes that great strategies are not monolithic concepts,
but rather an agglomeration of issues and initiatives
that when coupled together are realized as a flexible
strategic agenda at the firm level.

Contributions
Our attention-based view of strategy offers a new lens
on the origins and sustainability of great strategies for
value creation. We depart from other organizational-
level explanations such asmanagerial cognition (Helfat
and Peteraf 2015), routines (Nelson and Winter 1982),
or dynamic capabilities (Eisenhardt and Martin 2000),
and we train our theoretical apparatus on the pattern
of organizational attention distributed throughout the
firm and its communication channels. In particular, we
offer an organizational-level explanation for the way
in which distinct patterns of attention within the firm
(i.e., a realized strategy) create superior forms of value
for organizational stakeholders.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank Giovanni Gavetti, Joe Porac, and the par-
ticipants at the Conference on Origins of Great Strategies
at Apple University for extremely helpful comments and
suggestions.

Endnotes
1One exception is work on multinational enterprises (Bouquet et al.
2009), which shows a curvilinear inverted U-shaped effect of inter-
national attention on firm’s financial performance.
2Selznick actually uses the term “identity” to describe the process of
character formation and institutionalization: “Organizations become
institutions as they are infused with value that is not prized as tools
alone but as sources of direct personal gratification and vehicles of
group integration. This infusion produces a distinct identity for the
organization” (Selznick 1957, p. 40).
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