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Introduction	
This	report	supports	the	book	How	winners	make	choices	with	scientific	research.	We	used	two	research	
methods.	First,	we	studied	a	large	number	of	case	studies	(case-study	method),	most	of	which	are	reported	
in	the	book;	the	remainder	are	reported	on	the	website	www.howwinnersmakechoices.com.	Second,	we	
conducted	a	large-scale	study	with	an	online	survey	among	308	companies	in	the	Netherlands	(2/3)	and	
Belgium	 (1/3).	 We	 surveyed	 managers	 on	 the	 profit	 pressure	 in	 their	 organization,	 the	 impact	 of	
profitability	on	employment	in	their	organization,	the	extent	to	which	their	organization	was	confronted	
with	one	of	the	three	core	dilemmas	in	How	winners	make	choices,	and	the	decision	model	used	in	their	
organization.	This	study	aims	to:	(1)	document	the	relevance	of	profit	as	a	concept;	(2)	demonstrate	that	
the	three	studied	dilemmas	commonly	occur	in	firms;	and	(3)	to	examine	the	use	and	the	optimality	of	the	
IDC	decision	model	(Inspire,	Diverge,	Converge).	This	IDC	decision	model,	explained	in	How	winners	make	
choices,	helps	organizations	make	tough	decisions	when	they	are	confronted	with	 important	dilemmas	
while	trying	to	improve	their	profitability.	

Profit	of	Belgian	and	Dutch	companies	under	pressure	
The	profitability	 of	 companies	 in	 the	Netherlands	 and	Belgium	 is	 increasingly	 problematic.	Half	 of	 the	
Dutch	companies	are	not	profitable;	of	the	half	that	do	make	a	profit,	only	10%	makes	over	200,000	euros	
in	profits	(see	Figure	1).	The	share	of	corporate	taxes	in	total	Dutch	tax	revenue	has	decreased	with	50%	
compared	to	the	year	2000;	this	decline	is	much	more	pronounced	than	the	decrease	of	about	one	quarter	
in	nominal	tax	rates	(see	Appendix	1).	The	situation	in	Belgium	is	similar.	While	the	number	of	bankruptcies	
have	increased	with	almost	50%	in	2013,	the	number	of	new	businesses	increased	with	less	than	20%,	in	
comparison	with	2000	(see	Appendix	2).		

Figure	1.	Very	few	Dutch	companies	are	substantially	profitable	
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Profit	under	pressure	is	a	fundamental	economic	problem		
Profit	 under	 pressure	 constitutes	 a	 fundamental	 economic	 problem	 for	 the	Netherlands	 and	 Belgium.	
Profit	 is	 not	only	 a	 goal	 in	 itself	 for	 companies	 and	 shareholders.	 It	 is	 also	 a	prerequisite	 for	all	 other	
objectives	a	company	may	have.	Also	socially,	profitability	is	vital.	Only	growth	in	corporate	profits	can	in	
the	long	term	secure	the	continuation	of	our	prosperity.	Corporate	profits	are	fundamental	to	a	healthy	
labor	market.	

Our	research,	in	which	more	than	200	Dutch	companies	and	100	
Belgian	 companies	 participated,	 shows	 that	 the	 pressure	 on	
profit	 has	 a	 major	 impact	 on	 employment.	 42%	 of	 the	
participating	companies	reported	that	 low	profitability	has	 led	
them	 to	 downsize	 their	 workforce.	 28%	 of	 participating	
companies	 report	 that	 their	 profitability	 has	 led	 them	 to	
increase	 their	workforce.	For	30%	of	 the	companies	surveyed,	
profitability	considerations	did	not	lead	them	to	either	increase	
or	 decrease	 the	 level	 of	 employment	 (see	 Figure	 2).	 Fighting	
unemployment,	a	top	priority	of	the	Dutch	Prime	Minister,	Mark	
Ruttei	(April	3,	2014),	thus	revolves	around	business	profitability.	

	

 

Figure	2.	Low	profitability	pressures	employment	
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Profit	under	pressure	intensifies	strategic	dilemmas		
	
Perfect	Storm	
The	 causes	 of	 profit	 under	 pressure	 are	 partially	 external.	 Economic	 growth	 in	 Belgium	 and	 the	
Netherlands	 has	 been	 very	 low	 (around	 1%)	 for	 a	 long	 time	 and	will	 remain	 so,	 if	 public	 policy	 is	 left	
unchanged,	possibly	until	2070ii.	Growth	lies	outside	Europe.	While	the	share	of	the	West	in	the	global	
gross	domestic	product	is	currently	80%	higher	than	that	of	emerging	countries	such	as	China,	India	and	
Brazil,	 this	share	will	drop	to	half	of	the	share	of	the	emerging	markets	by	2050.	Besides	globalization,	
disruptive	business	models,	such	as	the	shared	economy	of	Uber	and	Airbnb,	and	disruptive	technologies,	
such	as	Tesla's	self-driving	car,	are	shaking	our	economy.	And	it	does	so	at	ever	increasing	speeds.	This	
perfect	storm	makes	it	increasingly	difficult	for	our	companies	to	produce	solid	profits.	Making	the	right	
choices	is	becoming	increasingly	difficult	and	wrong	choices	never	had	worse	repercussions.	

	
Dilemmas	
We	investigated	the	following	three	dilemmas	for	organizations	by	analyzing	a	large	number	of	case	
studies:	

1.	Large	volume	or	high	price	
Fiat	experienced	the	large	volume	versus	high	price	dilemma	with	the	brand	Maserati:	

§ To	 what	 extent	 can	 Fiat	 increase	 the	 sales	 volume	 of	Maserati	 without	 destroying	 the	 high-price	
position	of	the	Maserati	brand?	

§ Is	Fiat	making	the	same	mistake,	with	the	Maserati	Ghibli,	as	Ford	when	it	launched	the	Jaguar	X-Type	
on	the	Ford	Mondeo	platform,	crashing	an	iconic	English	brand	resulting	in	billion-dollar	losses?	

2.	Short	or	long-term	
Unilever	experienced	the	short	versus	long-term	dilemma	with	her	choice	for	sustainability:	

§ Is	Unilever's	choice	for	sustainability	causing	it	to	lag	behind	competitors	in	terms	of	short	term	profit	
and	growth?	

§ Will	Unilever	follow	the	Amazon.com	route	with	her	focus	on	the	long	term?	But	shouldn’t	 it	grow	
faster	to	realize	that?	

3.	Local	or	global	
FC	Barcelona	experienced	the	local	versus	global	dilemma:	

§ Can	a	club	with	Catalan	roots	and	140,000	Catalan	owners	(without	a	rich	president	or	owner)	become	
a	global	brand?	Should	it	emphasize	its	roots	more	or	less	to	achieve	this?	

§ Why	did	FC	Barcelona	become	a	global	brand,	while	the	iconic	brand	Ajax	has	failed?	Why	did	the	total	
football	of	Johan	Cruijff	become	FC	Barcelona's	trademark,	not	Ajax’s?	
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Companies	we	have	studied	in-depth	with	the	case	method	
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9	out	of	10	companies	are	confronted	with	one	or	more	of	these	
dilemmas	
Based	on	our	survey,	among	more	than	300	Dutch	and	Belgian	companies,	we	concluded	that	9	out	of	10	
businesses	experienced	at	least	one	of	the	dilemmas,	one-third	of	the	companies	faced	two	dilemmas	and	
12%	say	they	ran	into	all	three	dilemmas.	

The	local	vs.	global	dilemma	is	the	most	popular	(see	Figure	3).	Almost	60%	of	companies	have	experienced	
it.	52.6%	of	companies	experienced	the	high	price	versus	 large	volume	dilemma.	Half	of	all	 companies	
experienced	the	short	versus	long-term	dilemma.	

For	all	three	dilemmas,	the	number	of	companies	experiencing	the	dilemma	(in	green	in	Figure	3)	is	greater	
than	the	number	of	companies	that	do	not	experience	the	dilemma	(in	red	in	Figure	3).	

 

 

 

 

 

Figure	3.		Nine	out	of	ten	companies	are	experiencing	at	least	one	of	the	three	
dilemmas	
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How	do	you	make	smart	choices	on	dilemmas?	Inspire,	Diverge	and	
Converge	(IDC)!		
We	 then	 investigated,	 through	 various	methods,	 what	 is	 the	 best	 way	 for	 companies	 to	make	 smart	
choices.	We	used	the	previously	described	case-study	methodology,	as	well	as	the	data	we	gathered	in	
our	survey	among	more	than	300	companies	from	the	Netherlands	and	Belgium.	

We	discovered	that	the	IDC	decision	model	is	the	best	way	to	make	choices	when	faced	with	dilemmas.	In	
the	IDC	decision	model,	managers	find	inspiration	for	the	decisions	they	are	facing	by	looking	at	what	other	
companies	did.	Managers	are	committed	to,	and	try	to	actively	encourage,	diversity	and	different	opinions	
during	the	generation	of	potential	solutions.	Successful	firms	are	able	to	converge	on	optimal	solutions	
fast	and	experiment	with	 it	 immediately.	We	documented	 that	companies	 that	use	 the	 IDC	model	are	
more	profitable	than	those	who	do	not.	Table	1	shows	our	results	in	a	so-called	cross	table.	How	do	you	
best	read	this	table?	

In	the	column	 inspire,	you	see	that	43%	of	the	companies	that	do	not	use	inspiration	when	faced	with	
major	decisions,	saw	a	decrease	in	their	profitability	in	the	last	5	years,	while	40%	showed	an	increase	in	
profits.	 These	 numbers	 are	 much	 more	 promising	 for	 companies	 that	 use	 inspiration	 for	 important	
decisions.	 At	 these	 companies,	 there	 are	 only	 28%	 that	 experienced	 a	 decline	 in	 profits	 while	 46%	
experienced	a	profit	increase.	In	other	words,	companies	that	use	inspiration	in	their	important	decisions	
are	more	likely	to	see	their	profits	increase,	while	companies	that	do	not,	have	more	chance	to	see	their	
profits	shrink.	

In	the	column	diverge,	you	see	that	37%	of	the	companies	that	do	not	use	divergence	when	faced	with	
major	decisions,	experienced	a	decrease	in	profits	the	past	five	years,	while	41%	showed	a	profit	increase.	
These	numbers	are	much	better	for	companies	that	use	divergence	in	their	important	decisions.	In	these	
companies,	there	are	only	30%	who	were	facing	a	profit	decline	while	49%	of	the	companies	increased	
their	profitability.	In	other	words,	companies	that	use	divergence	in	their	important	decisions	are	more	
likely	to	see	their	profits	increase	than	companies	that	do	not,	while	being	less	likely	to	seeing	their	profits	
decrease.	

In	the	column	converge,	you	see	that	57%	of	the	companies	that	do	not	converge	quickly	on	their	major	
decisions,	 have	made	 less	 profits	 the	 past	 five	 years,	 while	 only	 26%	 became	more	 profitable.	 These	
numbers	are	more	optimistic	for	companies	that	are	able	to	converge	quickly	on	their	important	decisions.	
At	these	companies,	only	23%	were	facing	a	profit	decline	and	51%	managed	to	increase	their	profits.	In	
other	words,	 companies	 that	 converge	 quickly	 on	 their	 important	 decisions	 are	more	 likely	 to	 see	 an	
increase	in	profits,	while	companies	that	do	not,	have	more	chance	to	see	their	profits	decrease.	
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Table	1:	The	use	of	the	IDC	decision	model	leads	to	increased	profits	

	 Inspire	 Diverge	 Converge	

NO	 YES	 NO	 YES	 NO	 YES	

Profit	decreased	
in	the	last	5	years		

43%	 28%	 37%	 30%	 57%	 23%	

Profit	increased	
in	the	last	5	years	

40%	 46%	 41%	 49%	 26%	 51%	

	

Unfortunately,	a	minority	of	companies	use	the	IDC	decision	model!		
With	our	questionnaire,	we	also	examined	how	many	companies	use	the	IDC	model	consistently.	In	other	
words,	 how	many	 companies	when	 faced	with	 important	 decisions	 seek	 inspiration	outside	 their	 own	
company,	actively	encourage	divergent	thinking	in	their	team	and	converge	quickly	on	the	decisions	made?	
The	results	show	that	there	is	a	lot	of	potential	for	improvement	in	the	decision-making	model	of	Belgian	
and	Dutch	companies	when	confronted	with	important	dilemmas.	

We	established	this	in	two	ways.	First,	we	compared	the	IDC	model	with	three	other	decision	models:	

• Consensus	model:	In	this	model,	managers	make	decisions	based	on	what	the	company	has	done	in	
the	 past.	 Managers	 often	 share	 the	 same	 values	 and	 opinions,	 and	 are	 not	 really	 open	 to	 other	
opinions.	This	contributes	to	a	quick	decision	making	process.	

• Conflict	 model:	 In	 this	 model,	 managers	 often	 have	 different	 opinions	 on	 important	 decisions.	
Managers	are	not	interested	in	solutions	from	other	companies.	Every	manager	is	acting	according	to	
his	own	beliefs	and	executes	decisions	in	his	or	her	own	way.	

• Analysis	 model:	 In	 this	 model,	 managers	 are	 very	 keen	 on	 learning	 from	 other	 companies	 and	
industries.	Managers	within	this	model	are	mostly	thinkers.	Therefore,	a	decision	is	made	only	once	
there	is	evidence	that	the	decision	is	correct.	All	options	will	be	analyzed	carefully	 long	before	one	
eventually	executes.	

We	found	that	less	than	1	out	of	4	respondents	state	that	managers	in	their	company	use	the	IDC	model.	
Most	companies	use,	according	to	the	308	respondents	we	surveyed,	the	consensus	model	(see	Figure	4).	
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Figure	4.	The	Consensus	model	is	the	most	popular	decision	model	in	Dutch	and	
Belgian	companies		

 
Subsequently,	we	validated	these	results	by	returning	to	the	questions	we	already	used	in	Table	1.	How	
often	do	the	surveyed	executives	agree	that	their	company	makes	decisions	in	accordance	with	inspiration,	
divergence	and	convergence?	42%	of	the	surveyed	managers	believe	that	their	company	uses	inspiration	
in	important	decisions.	48%	believe	that	their	company	encourages	divergent	opinions	in	decision-making,	
39%	state	that	they	quickly	reach	a	consensus	on	important	decisions.	However,	only	16%	report	that	their	
company	used	all	three	components	of	the	IDC	model	when	making	important	decisions.	This	16%	is	close	
to	the	22%	we	report	in	Figure	4	and	thus	provides	a	sanity	check.	

Figure	5.	Only	a	minority	of	companies	uses	the	IDC	decision	model	
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In	short,	we	conclude	that	although	the	IDC	model	does	lead	to	the	best	business	performance,	it	is	only	
used	by	a	minority	of	the	surveyed	companies.	This	conclusion	is	encouraging.	After	all,	by	spreading	the	
use	of	the	IDC	model	as	a	decision	model	among	companies,	companies	will	be	more	willing	and	able	to	
go	for	gold!	

Management	implications:	How	can	I	start	to	make	winning	choices?		
This	 research	 report	 is	 limited	 to	 the	 reporting	 of	 our	 scientific	 study	 results.	 For	 the	 managerial	
implications,	we	refer	you	to	the	book	How	winners	make	choices	(see	Appendix	4).	Among	other	things,	
this	book	includes:	

• More	examples	of	each	of	the	dilemmas	we	reported	herein:	Large	volume	or	high	price,	short	or	
long-term,	global	or	local.	

• The	IDC	method	practically	explained	with	many	examples	and	plans	for	implementation.	
• Tools	that	you	can	use	if	you	are	working	on	major	strategic	dilemmas.	
• A	large	number	of	case	studies	that	can	serve	as	inspiration	for	your	own	decisions.	

	

In	support	of	the	book,	we	have	also	launched	the	website	www.howwinnersmakechoices.com	that	offers	
additional	tools,	webinars,	case	studies,	etc.	to	readers	who	are	looking	for	more	on	How	winners	make	
choices!	
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Appendix	1:	Evolution	of	profit	tax	and	the	maximum	tax	rate	for	
companies	in	the	Netherlands	
Figure	 A1.1	 illustrates	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 share	 of	 income	 tax	 in	 the	 total	 income	 of	 the	 Dutch	
Government.	There	is	a	clear	and	negative	trend:	the	share	of	income	tax	in	2013	is	about	half	of	that	in	
the	index	year	2000.	Obviously,	this	decreasing	share	can	partially	be	explained	by	the	steady	reduction	in	
tax	 rates.	 However,	 the	 Dutch	 State	 Secretary	 of	 Finance,	 Eric	 Wiebesiii,	 mentioned	 the	 decreasing	
profitability	of	firms	as	an	additional	explanatory	factor.	That	is	evident	from	the	figure	below.	While	the	
tax	rate	dropped	by	25%,	the	share	of	income	tax	dropped	by	50%	by	2013.	

	

Figure	A1.1.	Decreasing	profitability	reduces	income	of	Dutch	Government	from	
profit	tax	
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Appendix	2:	Evolution	of	bankruptcies	and	the	number	of	newly	founded	
companies	in	Belgium	
The	number	of	bankruptcies	in	Belgium	has	grown	steadily.	In	2004,	there	were	only	7.593.	A	decade	later,	
in	2013,	11,740	Belgian	companies	went	bankrupt.	That's	an	increase	of	48%!	Figure	A2.1	shows	that	this	
increase	cannot	be	explained	simply	by	an	increase	in	the	number	of	new	companies.	Although	the	number	
of	new	companies	increased	from	2004	(base	year)	to	2013,	after	2008	this	increase	was	lower	than	the	
increase	in	the	number	of	bankruptcies	(see	Figure	A2.1).	The	number	of	new	companies	increased,	over	
the	period	of	interest,	with	just	under	20%,	while	the	number	of	bankruptcies	increased	by	almost	50%!	

	
Figure	A2.1.	Lack	of	profitability	increased	number	of	bankruptcies	in	Belgium		
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Appendix	4:	The	motivation	for	How	winners	make	choices	
This	study	was	conducted	to	support	 the	book	How	winners	make	choices,	by	Stefan	Stremersch.	The	
motivation	for	the	book	How	winners	make	choices	is	the	International	Francqui	Chair.	Stefan	suggested	
some	essential	building	blocks	for	How	winners	make	choices	when	he	was	awarded	with	the	International	
Francqui	 Chair	 by	 the	 rector	 of	 the	 University	 of	 Ghent	 on	 26	March	 2015.	 Each	 year,	 the	 Francqui	
Foundation	awards	2-3	International	Chairs	to	scientists	nominated	by	the	boards	of	directors	of	Belgian	
universities.	These	chairs	are	awarded	to	professors	abroad	who	excel	in	their	field.	Because	the	Francqui	
foundation	wants	to	actively	promote	research	relevant	to	business,	Stefan	wrote	the	book	How	winners	
make	choices	partly	in	gratitude	to	this	foundation.	
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