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Critical thinking for

business leaders
Alex Lowy, world famous author and business consultant will
be in Malaysia in January 2012 to conduct an in-house project
titled Critical Thinking & Strategic Problem-Solving Skills for
Leaders organised by Job Hunt Training. People’s Edge caught
up with Lowy and he shared his thoughts on the concerns of
the business world today and named his favourite CEO.

A

lex Lowy is known world-wide for his book The Power of the 2 x 2 Matrix
which he co-authored with his colleague Phil Hood. The publication of
this book also led to a unique way of problem solving for business
leaders called the Dialectical Solutions Method™. Stephen R. Covey the author
of the world-wide bestseller The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People called it,
“An exciting new approach to problem-solving that transcends our old ways of
thinking that actually changes us into creative, responsible beings in which
solutions abound.”
Another of Lowy’s book, No Problem, published in 2007 is taught in
business schools in Canada, the United States and here in Malaysia. Lowy
also travels around the world giving seminars on critical thinking and problem
-solving for business leaders based on the Dialectical Solutions Method™.
Lowy started his career as an educator before moving on to the corporate
world. In 1994 he co-founded the think tank called The Alliance for Converging
Technologies with Don Tapscott and David Ticoll. Starting off as the head of
research he eventually rose up to be the President of the company and built
up the company to 60 consultants who served a client list of over 30 major
corporations world wide.
In 2003 Lowy founded the Transcend Strategy Group. Lowy is in demand
as a strategic adviser and educator for major companies. He is also an adjunct
faculty member at three business schools in Canada (Schulich, Toronto, St
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“Excellence
in leadership
and in work
performance
are not
accidental.”

Mary’s, Halifax and Memorial, Newfoundland) where he
specialises in teaching Critical Thinking skills to executives.
His articles on strategies and decision-making have appeared
in major business journals such as Strategy & Leadership,
Business 2.0 and Group and Organization Studies.

Could you tell us a little about yourself – where you were
from and how did your interest start in training and
especially in your areas of expertise in business strategy?
During my post-graduate studies, I was very fortunate to learn
from a professor who was a leader in the ﬁeld of creative
thinking. After completing a course with him, he offered me
the opportunity to co-teach his next class and then to work with
him and some of his colleagues on several non-university client
projects. The heart of what we did back then was to challenge
our business and government clients to think more creatively
while remaining within a clear and supportive structure.
The interplay between these two forces, freedom and
structure, had a powerful and beneﬁcial effect on their
output. I was fascinated by the apparent paradox and the
degree to which the two factors were interdependent. The
resulting creative tension did not only enhance innovation. It
produced a better quality of attention, communication and
ultimately, thinking.

You’ve held several jobs before you ﬁnally founded your
own consulting company Transcend Strategy Group. Out
of the jobs you held which would you consider were the
ones that had a profound inﬂuence on the way you saw
how businesses and talents were managed?
I spent ten years as Director of Training & Development for the
City of Toronto, Canada’s largest city. During that time I saw
a wide range of leadership styles and effectiveness. Great
managers could lift a poor work team up;; weak managers
could destroy the best work unit. We did a study of 43 of these
managers over a three year period, and found that learning
and a positive problem-solving approach played a big role in
creating effective leaders.
I worked for three years for Shell, leading a Highperformance Work Design project. We experimented with
four variables: processes, organisation structure, job & work
design and rewards. By improving these things, we succeeded
in doubling plant productivity while reducing staff levels by
ﬁfty percent.
Several insights from these experiences have remained
with me: excellence in leadership and in work performance
are not accidental;; organisational values and culture have a
large impact on how individuals and teams behave, and ﬁnally,
learning is common to healthy, high-performing functioning.
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Your name is synonymous with Dialectical Solutions
Method (DSM). Brieﬂy could you tell us what it is and how
did you come up with it?
In 2004 I co-authored The Power of the 2 x 2 Matrix with
my colleague Phil Hood. We studied the problem-solving
approaches of the very best executives and organizational
consultants. We found that they regularly thought in
a dialectical manner. What this means, is that they
considered opposing arguments and trade-offs before
making any big decisions. They resisted the temptation
to pick simple solutions to complex challenges. Thinking
in this way helped them to develop a more mature
perspective, often leading to a useful reformulation of the
issue. The DSM consists of the core, recurring steps they
followed, leading to identification of the core dilemma,
which can be modeled, analysed and resolved.

You have travelled the world conducting seminars and
workshops. What gives you pleasure in these activities?
I learn a great deal from visiting other cultures. My children
are now in their 20’s so this is an ideal time for me to be
on the road a little more. It gives me great pleasure to see
individuals and organisations ﬁnding value in the ideas and
methods I have developed. And, I am always curious to see
how culture and local practices inﬂuence which approaches
will work best.

The world economy seems to be in crisis and a lot of blame
is being directed at corporations and their greed. This
has spawned movements like Occupy Wall Street which
started off in the US and seems to be spreading elsewhere
in the West. As a business strategist and consultant how
do you view all this? Has corporate malaise set in?
A lot of people are understandably frustrated and frightened by
economic uncertainty and the apparent inability of their public
and private institutions to ﬁx things. From uprisings in Egypt
and Libya to rioting in Athens and now the Occupy movement,
people are voicing their dissatisfaction and their desire for
positive change and responsible leadership. This is bigger
than corporate malaise. Just how big a change is necessary
remains to be seen. It’s easier to know we have a problem
than it is to identify a solution all parties can support.

“A lot of people are understandably
frustrated and frightened by
economic uncertainty and
the apparent inability of
their public and private
institutions to fix things.”
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“Innovation and new
competition can come from
anywhere; there is no
room for complacency!.”

What are corporations doing right and wrong these days?
This is a challenging time to be leading a large or mid-sized
company. Innovation and new competition can come from
anywhere;; there is no room for complacency! Three trends I
ﬁnd encouraging are in the areas of technology, innovation
and culture. Corporations are quickly embracing new and
better technologies, improving quality and lowering prices;;
they are seeking innovation from external sources (witness P
& G’s goal of ﬁnding more than 50% of new product ideas
outside of the ﬁrm), making them more agile and generally
open, and many are pursuing positive work cultures as a
source of performance advantage and as a way to attract and
retain top talent. On the less positive side of things, there is
a short-term, ﬁnancially-driven mentality that is hurting many
organisations and will render them uncompetitive as they lose
key staff and under-invest in their futures.

Everyone is saying that the 21st century is the Asian
century with China leading the way. With greater shift and
emphasis to Asia, will the current business strategies etc
which are all mainly from the West have to be retooled
and re-adjusted to meet Asian values and system?
That is probably a question that others who work more actively in
both regions can answer better than I. Based on my experience
delivering seminars in Malaysia, I would say that similarities
outweigh differences. Especially for those companies that
compete on a global scale. Efﬁciency, quality control, innovation
and agility are not options, they are fundamental requirements.
Remember, the lessons of the Quality Improvement movement
led initially by Westerners like Edward Deming and Joseph
Durant found their fullest success in Japan, contributing to the
growth of companies like Toyota.

How important is critical thinking and strategic problemsolving for leaders especially in these challenging times?
The challenges facing private and public companies continue
to become more complex, varied and unpredictable. To
respond to this, leaders need to be adept at thinking ﬂexibly,
critically and strategically. This means learning methods and
techniques for framing and addressing issues effectively.
And it requires expanding self-awareness so that personal
preferences, biases, hopes and fears don’t hijack decisionmaking processes without one even noticing. The leaders
of organisations set the tone for how others respond to
challenges. They need to send the right signals about the
value of critical thinking and lead by example.

Who are the CEOs that you admire and why?
John Chambers of Cisco Systems has been an exemplary high
tech leader. He provides a vision that doesn’t waver, and he
resists the pressure to over-celebrate victories and over-worry
in rougher periods. The company is dedicated to excellence
through knowledge and execution. Top talent is recruited and
tends to stick around. Cisco is a leader in acquiring other
companies, and makes a point of quickly and effectively
integrating the new companies and their employees without
losing their unique value.
At a smaller, local and not-for-proﬁt level, a woman
named Judy Hills has impressed me. I met her a decade ago
when I joined The Canadian Psychiatric Research Foundation,
a volunteer Board whose primary purpose was to raise funds
to support psychiatric research. Working with a small budget
and staff, Judy was able to mount numerous events, raise the
required funds, attract and retain a high proﬁle, blue ribbon
Board, publish a series of mental health booklets for industry
and the schools, and establish credibility and important links in
the psychiatric research community. She inspired volunteers to
help achieve all of this, maintained a strong sense of vision that
gave the enterprise coherence, and was always humble.

Steve Jobs said in his biography that was published
posthumously that one of the reasons why great companies
eventually fail is because they place too much importance
on the salesmen and elevate them to decision-making
positions while ignoring the engineers, designers etc who
work with the products. He said the salesmen focus on
increasing sales for short-term beneﬁts while giving less
importance to the development of superior products and in
most cases they know nothing about the products. In the
end it is the lesser quality of the products and their inability
to be innovative etc that ﬁnally heralds the downfall of the
companies. How true or false is this you think?
There is some truth to this, but I believe it is almost always more
complicated. The saying, “Success has many parents…while
failure is an orphan” has much truth. Lou Gerstner famously

“Great leaders pay attention
to both the short-term
and the long-term, sales
and development.”
brought IBM back from the brink in the early ‘90s after being
CEO at RJR Nabisco and at a major division of American Express.
He lacked the technical knowledge that was common for chief
executives in the computer industry, yet was able to achieve a
recovery that his industry peers could not match. He held the
company together, strengthened core offerings and increased
sales. Great leaders pay attention to both the short-term and
the long-term, sales and development.

What has life taught you?
That is a big question! Top of the list of life lessons for me are
appreciation, focus and learning. On Appreciation: life is such a
gift, and it is a pity to waste energy on lamenting what you are
missing rather than celebrating the things you have the good
fortune to enjoy. This is one of those lessons that becomes
clearer as one gets older, and I am old enough now to realise
its importance. Approaching experiences with an attitude of
appreciativeness makes every day meaningful. On Focus:
there is only so much any of us can accomplish, even those
with relatively large resources and talent. By focusing on the
important things, and by developing a limited set of capabilities
and interests, we can achieve more and realise our potential
more fully. On Learning: the beneﬁts of learning so outweigh
the effort and the costs, and there is an endless succession of
things I want or need to learn. Not only is there practical value
in learning, but it feels good. I am a better person when I am
open to learning.

DEC 2011● PEOPLE’S EDGE 19

