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Several years ago, Professor  
William Duggan was intrigued to 
learn that while most common 

English words date back to at least the 
15th or 16th century, the word strategy 
entered the language only in 1810. He 
set out to discover why. It turned out 
that in 1810 Napoleon Bonaparte was 
at the height of his power, and in that 
year Carl von Clausewitz began his 
classic treatise On War, which attempts 
to explain Napoleon’s military success. 
“Von Clausewitz describes something 
as the essence of strategy that he calls 
coup d’oeil, which in French means 
‘glance,’” Duggan says. “And it occurred 
to me that it seemed an awful lot like 
modern research on expert intuition.” 
 That connection led Duggan to a 
concept he calls strategic intuition— 
a framework for understanding how 
great strategists set and achieve goals. 
He articulated the idea in two books, 
Napoleon’s Glance and The Art of What 
Works, both 
published 
in 2003. So 
when the 
U.S. Army 
asked him 
to explore 
the implica-
tions of 
strategic 
intuition 
for Army 
planning 
procedures, 
the idea 
came full circle—back to its military 
origins.
 In On War, finally published in  
1832, von Clausewitz points out that 
instead of pursuing territorial objectives  
Napoleon looked for opportunities to 
win battles. A profound student of mili-
tary history, Napoleon sought to apply 
the successful tactics of past generals to 

Strategic Intuition: The Key to Innovation

new situations. Von Clause-
witz describes four elements 
of Napoleon’s approach to 
strategy: (1) examples from 
history, (2) presence of mind, 
(3) a coup d’oeil or flash of 
insight and (4) the resolution 
to move forward and over-
come all obstacles.
 Research on expert intu-
ition supports the notion that 
in urgent situations people 
make decisions by combining 
analysis of past experience 
with a flash of insight. In  
the 1990s, psychologist  
Gary Klein studied the  
decision-making processes  
of emergency room nurses,  
firefighters and soldiers in 
battle. While these experts initially 
attributed their choices to intuition, 
further probing revealed that they were 
actually making rapid connections 

between 
the 
situation 
at hand 
and similar 
situations 
stored 
in their 
memories.
   Recent 
brain 
research 
provides 
further 
evidence 

that people make decisions through a 
combination of analysis and intuition. 
In 2000, a group of neuroscientists won 
the Nobel Prize for a new model of the 
brain called intelligent memory, which 
overturned the previous left-brain/right-
brain model.  
 “Basically, as you go through life, 
you’re putting things on the shelves of 

Your brain is constantly 
comparing what it’s 
taking in to what’s 

already there, and when it  
finds a combination—a 
synthesis—you have an 
insight. 

your brain,” says Duggan. “The scientists 
call it parsing; it’s technically analysis. 
Your brain is constantly comparing what 
it’s taking in to what’s already there,  
and when it finds a combination—a 
synthesis—you have an insight.”
 After making the connection between 
von Clausewitz and modern science, 
Duggan defined the common idea as 
strategic intuition: “the selective projec-
tion of past elements into the future in a 
new combination as a course of action 
that might or might not fit your previous 
goals, and the personal commitment to 
work out the details along the way.” 
 Last year Duggan reviewed the core 
procedures in the Army’s standard plan-
ning manual to see how well they fit 
with strategic intuition. In the resulting 
publication, Coup d’Oeil: Strategic  
Intuition in Army Planning, he notes 
that the manual reflects an outdated 
view of the human mind—the idea  
that analysis and intuition take place in  
separate parts of the brain and are 
appropriate for different situations. In 
reality, as the new brain research shows, 
analysis and intuition are closely inter-
twined in all situations. 

Combining ideas from military history, cognitive psychology 
and modern neuroscience, strategic intuition offers a four-step 
method for identifying and capturing opportunity.
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 Strategic intuition describes how 
breakthrough ideas happen in all 
realms of human endeavor, from 
business to politics to art. “This might 
sound like the opposite of an innova-
tion, but in a practical sense this is 
how innovation actually happens,” says 
Duggan. “And even in business this is 
an old idea—the Austrian economist 
Joseph Schumpeter basically said this  
in the 1940s. I trace its earliest origins 
to the Tao Te Ching in ancient China,  
450 BC.” 
 Once you understand how strategic 
intuition works, you can identify oppor-
tunities that you might otherwise have 
missed by following these four steps:

1.  Examples from History If the shelves 
of your brain are well stocked, you 
are more likely to make an important 
connection. Napoleon and Patton, 
two of the most successful gener-
als who ever lived, both had an 
encyclopedic knowledge of military 
history. “They were famous for not 
choosing a strategic objective, like a 
city or a bridge or a fort, but rather 
putting their armies in motion,” says 
Duggan. “When they recognized a 
strategic situation from past battles, 
they would replicate that battle or 
pieces of that battle to defeat the 
enemy. They fought battles; they 
didn’t conquer territory. But in doing 
so they defeated the enemy.”

2.  Presence of Mind The key to pres-
ence of mind is expecting the 
unexpected. In order to open your 
mind to a coup d’oeil, you must 
abandon your preconceived notions 
of what the solution might be—or 
sometimes even what the problem 
is. “Sometimes people don’t see what 
to do, and that’s OK,” Duggan says. 
“They should keep searching and 
keep looking for opportunity. And if 
they’re prepared and aware and have 
great presence of mind, they will see 
the opportunity that indeed might 
take them in a different direction 
than if they had first tried to plan 
without an idea of how actually to 
fulfill the plan.”

3.  A Flash of Insight A coup d’oeil is not 
a totally new idea but rather a new 
way of combining past ideas from dif-
ferent sources. For example, Ransom 
Olds was the first carmaker to build a 
mass-produced car using a stationary 
assembly line, and Henry Ford copied 
that car quite closely in both its design 
and its manufacturing process. Then 
on a visit to the Chicago stockyards, 
where carcasses were hung on a rail 
and moved from station to station, 
Ford got a flash of inspiration—and 
the moving assembly line was born. 
   A coup 
d’oeil can 
show you how 
to reach a 
goal, but it can 
also change 
your goal— 
an idea that 
many people 
find difficult 
to accept. 
“Most strate-
gic planning 
typically says, 
first, ‘What’s 
your goal?’” says Duggan, “and then it 
helps you plan. It doesn’t really care 
what the goal is. Whereas strategic 
intuition offers a way to answer the 
question ‘What’s a good goal?’ And a 
good goal is one that you see some 
way to reach, based on some combi-
nation of things you can put together 
from the past.” 

4.  Resolution Resolution in this context 
is more than simply the determination 
to achieve your goal. It includes an 
element of flexibility—the willing-
ness to move forward without a 
detailed plan and also the willingness 
to change course if a better oppor-
tunity presents itself. In Napoleon’s 
first campaign, his men were vastly 
outnumbered by Italian and Austrian 
troops. But because the situation 
resembled several campaigns of  
Frederick the Great some 50 years 
earlier, Napoleon had an idea: he 
would move his army between the 
Italian and Austrian armies and fight 
first one enemy and then the other.

 “His goal came out of some histori-
cal sense of what would work, and he 
projected that into this situation, which 
was not identical,” says Duggan. “He 
had a general goal rather than a detailed 
plan and he put his army in motion, and 
indeed he defeated each enemy army in 
turn in a series of battles. So, strategic 
intuition is not against goal setting. It 
just asks the question ‘Where does your 
goal come from?’ And then it says your 
goal is as detailed as you see—not more 
so—and that you fill the details in as 
you can.” 

   In a strategy 
course Duggan 
teaches, par-
ticipants create 
a map of all the 
goals that might 
make them 
happy and all the 
opportunities they 
currently see that 
might get them 
to one goal or 
another. “The idea 
of having multiple 
possible directions 

is much more realistic in life and gives 
you many more options,” says Duggan. 
“But if you already have a five-year goal 
and know exactly what you’re going 
to do and really are trying to get there, 
that’s fine. Just remember that some 
opportunity may arise that will take you 
somewhere better.”

Read More

Duggan, William. Coup d’Oeil: Strategic 
Intuition in Army Planning. Carlisle, Pa.: 
U.S. Army War College, 2005.

Duggan, William. Napoleon’s Glance: The 
Secret of Strategy. New York: Avalon, 2003.

Duggan, William. The Art of What Works: 
How Success Really Happens. New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2003. 

William Duggan is associate professor of 
management at Columbia Business 
School.

Acoup d’oeil is 
not a totally 
new idea but 

rather a new way 
of combining past 
ideas from different 
sources. 




