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Preface 

This book is written for leaders who cannot wait for ideal 

conditions. Many small and medium-sized enterprises, and 

many mid-market companies, must make strategic choices with 

limited budget, limited time, incomplete data, and constrained 

organizational capacity. They still have to compete. They still 

have to protect customers. They still have to decide which 

opportunities deserve attention and which ones should be 

refused. 

Strategy Under Constraints argues that constraints are not 

excuses. They are strategic facts. A company that understands 

its constraints can choose more intelligently than a company 

that pretends resources are unlimited. The practical challenge is 

not to produce a thick strategy document. The challenge is to 

make fewer, sharper, better-supported choices. 

The journal literature used in this book supports that view. 

Studies on competitive advantage, SME strategy, marketing 

capabilities, business model canvas, SWOT and QSPM, 

effectuation, innovation, resource-based advantage, digital 

strategy, and organizational learning are used as conceptual 

support. The book is not an academic textbook, but it does not 

treat strategy as motivational language either. 

There is also a consulting purpose behind this book. Many 

firms do not need a large strategy project. They need a written 

diagnosis that identifies the real constraint, the strategic choices 

available, the evidence gaps, the risks of doing too much, and 

the few moves most likely to improve competitive position. 

When resources are limited, clarity is not a luxury. It is part of 

survival. 
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Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA 
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Key Terms for Constraint-Based Strategy 

Constraint: A real limitation that affects strategic choice. It 

may involve budget, time, data, talent, technology, leadership 

attention, supply, operational capacity, or market access. 

Strategic trade-off: A deliberate choice to do one thing well by 

refusing or delaying another. Trade-offs prevent the company 

from spreading limited resources too thin. 

Bottleneck: The point in the system that limits overall 

performance. A strategy that does not address the bottleneck 

often creates activity without progress. 

Resource-Based View: A strategy perspective that explains 

competitive advantage through valuable, rare, difficult-to-

imitate, and organizationally usable resources and capabilities. 

Capability: The organization's ability to perform a repeatable 

activity well, such as selling to a niche segment, managing 

supplier relationships, developing products quickly, or serving 

customers reliably. 

Strategic focus: The discipline of choosing a narrow enough 

market, customer, problem, product, channel, or capability so 

limited resources can create visible strength. 

Minimum viable strategy: The smallest coherent set of 

choices that can guide action, allocate resources, and test 

whether the firm is moving in the right direction. 

Evidence-light decision: A decision made with imperfect data 

but supported by the best available evidence, explicit 

assumptions, and a plan to learn quickly. 
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Opportunity cost: The value of the best alternative the firm 

gives up when it commits budget, time, people, or attention to a 

choice. 

Capacity-aware execution: Execution that matches ambition 

with the organization's actual ability to deliver, absorb change, 

and maintain quality. 

Scenario: A plausible future condition used to test whether a 

strategy remains workable under uncertainty. 

Leading indicator: An early signal that helps managers see 

whether a strategy is working before final results appear. 

Strategic fit: The alignment between market opportunity, 

customer need, internal capability, resource limits, and timing. 

Written consulting report: A case-specific document that 

diagnoses constraints, evaluates strategic alternatives, identifies 

evidence gaps, and recommends a focused path forward. 
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Current Reality 2026 

SMEs and mid-market firms operate in a constraint-heavy 

environment. The World Bank describes SMEs as representing 

around 90 percent of all businesses and accounting for more 

than half of global employment, while also facing a finance gap 

in the trillions of dollars across emerging market and developing 

economies. Access to finance remains a strategic constraint, not 

merely an accounting issue. 

OECD's Financing SMEs and Entrepreneurs 2024 report notes 

that economic shocks since 2020, inflationary pressure, and 

tighter lending conditions affected SME access to finance, 

including increases in financing cost and declines in lending in 

2022. The same report highlights capacity constraints and 

limited information as barriers when SMEs try to access 

sustainable finance. 

OECD's work on SME digitalisation also shows that digital 

technologies can strengthen resilience and competitiveness, but 

long-standing barriers remain. SMEs often lag larger firms in 

advanced digital tools, especially business process integration, 

ERP, CRM, SCM, big data analytics, and cloud computing. 

Limited skills and uneven access to digital infrastructure 

continue to matter. 

OECD's 2025 work on generative AI and the SME workforce 

describes SMEs as more than 99 percent of companies and 60 

percent of business-sector employment in OECD economies. It 

also reports that generative AI use among surveyed SMEs rose 

by 40 percent since the previous year, while two out of three 

SMEs lacked robust digital security practices and only 21 

percent were aware of government digitalisation support. 
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These facts reinforce the main argument of the book. 

Constraint-based strategy is not a niche topic. It is the everyday 

reality of firms that must compete without the budget, data, 

talent depth, and technology stack of large corporations. The 

advantage does not come from pretending to be large. It comes 

from choosing with discipline. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Strategy Begins with Constraints, Not 

Aspirations 

Many strategy discussions begin with ambition. The company 

wants to grow, expand, diversify, digitize, export, dominate a 

segment, improve margins, or become more innovative. 

Ambition is useful because it gives direction. But ambition 

becomes dangerous when it is detached from constraints. A 

strategy that ignores budget, time, data, and capacity is not a 

strategy. It is a wish with professional formatting. 

Constraint-based strategy begins with a different question: what 

can this organization realistically do, with the resources it has, 

within the time window available, under uncertainty, without 

damaging the business it already depends on? This question is 

not pessimistic. It is disciplined. It protects SMEs and mid-

market firms from copying corporate strategy language that 

assumes large teams, deep analytics, long planning cycles, and 

generous experimentation budgets. 

The most common constraints are not mysterious. Budget 

limits how many initiatives can be funded. Time limits how 

many decisions can be studied. Data limits the confidence of 

analysis. Organizational capacity limits how much change can 

be executed. Leadership attention limits how many priorities 

can be managed. Customer trust limits how much repositioning 

can occur without confusion. Supplier dependency limits 

flexibility. Cash flow limits patience. 

Mini Example 
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A regional food manufacturer wants to enter modern retail, 

launch online sales, redesign packaging, build an influencer 

campaign, buy new equipment, and develop three new product 

lines in the same year. Each initiative makes sense alone. 

Together, they exceed budget, managerial time, production 

capacity, and channel learning ability. The constraint-based 

question is not "Which idea is attractive?" It is "Which move 

has the highest strategic fit and can be executed without 

breaking the system?" 

Competitive strategy research supports the need for fit between 

internal capability and external opportunity. Studies on SME 

competitive advantage, resource-based advantage, marketing 

capabilities, innovation, and competitive strategy all point to the 

same practical lesson: firms compete through the capabilities 

they can actually deploy, not through abstract intention. A small 

firm can beat a larger competitor in a narrow space if it chooses 

a problem, customer, and capability where its limited resources 

create visible strength. 

Constraints also create clarity. When resources are abundant, 

companies can postpone hard choices. When resources are 

scarce, choices become unavoidable. This is why constraint-

based strategy can be powerful. It forces the company to define 

what it will not do. It asks which customers matter most, which 

capabilities deserve investment, which opportunities are 

distractions, which data is good enough for action, and which 

risks must be accepted. 

The opposite of constraint-based strategy is scattered effort. 

Scattered effort appears when every department has a priority, 

every opportunity is treated as urgent, every customer segment 
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receives attention, every channel is opened, and every idea 

becomes a project. The organization becomes busy but not 

strategically stronger. In SMEs, scattered effort is especially 

costly because the same few people often carry sales, 

operations, finance, customer service, and management 

decisions. 

Numerical Illustration 

Suppose a company has USD 60,000 available for strategic 

improvement this year. It identifies six possible initiatives, each 

requiring USD 20,000. If it funds all six equally, each receives 

USD 10,000 and none reaches a meaningful level. If it funds 

two initiatives fully and protects a small learning budget for a 

third, the company may create visible progress. Constraint-

based strategy turns budget limitation into prioritization 

discipline. 

Current Reality 2026 

SMEs are central to employment and business formation, but 

they face finance, skills, digital infrastructure, and data 

constraints. The gap between ambition and capacity is not an 

exception. It is the normal condition of SME strategy. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Begin a strategy conversation by listing constraints before listing 

initiatives. Ask what is truly scarce: money, time, people, 

attention, customer access, evidence, or operational slack. Then 

ask which constraint most limits progress. A strategy that 

addresses the wrong constraint may look active but still fail. 

When Written Consulting Helps 
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A written consulting report is useful when leaders have many 

ambitions but no shared view of the binding constraint. The 

report can map the constraints, compare strategic options, 

identify the few moves with the strongest fit, and make the cost 

of overextension visible. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on studies of SME competitive strategy, 

resource-based competitive advantage, marketing capabilities, 

innovation, and competitive advantage under dynamic 

environments. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

The first discipline of constraint-based strategy is to identify the 

binding constraint. A firm may have many limitations, but not 

all limitations control the result. A restaurant may complain 

about marketing budget when the real constraint is table 

turnover. A contractor may complain about market demand 

when the real constraint is proposal quality. A consulting firm 

may complain about lead generation when the real constraint is 

founder capacity. Strategy becomes sharper when the company 

stops treating all constraints as equal. 

The binding constraint is the limitation that, if improved, would 

release the greatest strategic progress. In some firms it is cash. 

In others it is sales capability, delivery quality, supply reliability, 

decision speed, product focus, or management attention. The 

binding constraint may change over time. During growth, 

capacity may become the constraint. During crisis, cash may 

become the constraint. During digital transition, skills may 

become the constraint. The strategic diagnosis should therefore 

be repeated, not treated as a one-time exercise. 
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Constraint-based strategy also requires a different attitude 

toward ambition. The point is not to reduce ambition. The 

point is to sequence ambition. A firm can still pursue growth, 

innovation, and market expansion, but it must decide which 

part comes first. This is especially important for mid-market 

companies that are no longer small but do not yet have the 

managerial depth of large corporations. They often have 

enough resources to start many initiatives but not enough to 

finish them well. 

Second Mini Case 

A B2B services company wanted to build a national brand. It 

planned to open representative offices, sponsor events, produce 

thought leadership, hire sales staff, and create a new service line. 

A constraint diagnosis showed that the company had one very 

strong capability: solving compliance problems for mid-sized 

manufacturers. The national brand ambition was not rejected, 

but the sequence changed. The first year focused on owning 

one compliance niche, building case evidence, and creating 

repeatable delivery. The broader brand was postponed until the 

niche became credible. 

The consultant's role in this chapter is to help the client see 

constraints without shame. Owners sometimes hear 

"constraint" as criticism. In reality, every firm has constraints. 

The strategic question is whether leadership names them early 

enough to choose intelligently. A written report can make 

constraints visible in a neutral language: not as personal failure, 

but as operating facts that shape strategy. 

Practical Note 
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In a management workshop, ask each leader to list the top three 

constraints independently. Then compare answers. If finance 

says cash, sales says pricing, operations says capacity, and the 

owner says discipline, the company does not yet have a shared 

strategy problem. The first consulting deliverable may be a 

constraint map, not a growth plan. 

  



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 13 

CHAPTER 2 

Focus, Trade-Offs, and Competitive Positioning 

For constrained firms, focus is not a branding preference. It is a 

survival discipline. SMEs and mid-market firms rarely have 

enough resources to serve every customer, compete in every 

channel, copy every competitor, and build every capability. 

Focus allows limited resources to accumulate into strength. 

Competitive positioning begins with a choice of where to 

compete and how to win. A firm may choose cost leadership, 

differentiation, focus, niche specialization, customer intimacy, 

speed, service reliability, local knowledge, technical expertise, or 

ecosystem access. The choice must match both market 

opportunity and internal capability. A small company should 

not choose a position that requires resources it cannot sustain. 

Mini Example 

A small skincare producer tries to compete against large brands 

through broad advertising, low prices, premium packaging, 

influencer marketing, and product variety. The result is thin 

margin and unclear identity. A constraint-based positioning 

review suggests focusing on one defensible niche: sensitive-skin 

products for urban Muslim women, distributed through 

dermatology clinics and community educators. The narrower 

focus makes product development, messaging, channel choice, 

and customer education more coherent. 

Trade-offs make positioning credible. If a company says it 

offers the lowest price, highest customization, fastest delivery, 

broadest range, and premium service, customers may be 

attracted at first but operations will struggle. Strategy requires 
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saying no to combinations that the organization cannot deliver. 

A clear trade-off protects the company from overpromising. 

Competitive advantage literature often distinguishes cost 

leadership, differentiation, and focus. Under constraints, focus 

is frequently the starting point. Focus does not mean staying 

small forever. It means creating a strong position in a chosen 

arena before expanding. A firm that wins a narrow market can 

later extend from strength. A firm that spreads itself too early 

may never become strong anywhere. 

Numerical Illustration 

A company can target three segments. Segment A has 10,000 

potential customers but intense competition and low margin. 

Segment B has 2,000 customers, moderate competition, and 

strong fit with current capability. Segment C has 500 customers, 

high margin, but requires certification the firm does not have. A 

constraint-based strategy may choose Segment B first, run a 

learning project for Segment C, and refuse Segment A despite 

its size. 

Positioning should also be tested against the customer's 

decision criteria. What does the target customer value most? 

Price, speed, trust, technical knowledge, customization, 

availability, risk reduction, convenience, local relationship, 

compliance, or status? A constrained firm should not invest in 

features the target customer does not value. It should become 

visibly better at the few criteria that matter. 

Focus improves execution because it reduces complexity. A 

narrower customer segment makes marketing clearer. A 

narrower product range makes operations easier. A narrower 

channel strategy makes relationship-building deeper. A 
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narrower capability agenda makes training more practical. 

Complexity is expensive, even when it is not recorded as a line 

item. 

Current Reality 2026 

Digital channels make it easier for SMEs to reach niche 

audiences, but they also expose them to more competitors. 

Focus helps the firm avoid competing as a weaker version of a 

larger player. It creates a reason to be chosen. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Write a positioning sentence in plain language: "We serve 

[specific customer] who needs [specific problem solved] by 

offering [specific advantage] because we can [specific 

capability]." If the sentence is vague, the strategy is probably 

vague. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when the company is 

pulled across too many segments, when positioning is unclear, 

when competitors are stronger in broad markets, or when 

leadership needs evidence to justify saying no. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on focus strategy, niche marketing, cost 

leadership, differentiation, brand positioning, competitive 

advantage, and SME strategy literature. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

Focus is emotionally difficult because it feels like refusing 

revenue. Owners and managers worry that if they choose a 

niche, they will miss opportunities. This fear is understandable. 
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But for constrained firms, lack of focus often creates a larger 

loss: weak identity, high operational complexity, diluted 

marketing, inconsistent service, and low pricing power. 

A focused strategy does not mean the company only has one 

product or one customer forever. It means the company has a 

clear center of gravity. Other opportunities are evaluated by 

whether they strengthen or distract from that center. A good 

focus creates learning. The company understands customer 

needs better, improves delivery faster, builds reputation, and 

develops relevant capabilities. 

Trade-offs should be visible to customers and employees. If the 

company chooses reliability over customization, employees 

need to know when to refuse special requests. If it chooses 

premium expertise over low price, sales must stop competing 

mainly on discounts. If it chooses a niche, marketing must stop 

using generic messages. Strategy becomes real when trade-offs 

change behavior. 

Second Mini Case 

A printing SME served corporate clients, wedding customers, 

schools, restaurants, and event organizers. Revenue was broad 

but margins were weak. A margin review showed that corporate 

recurring accounts produced the best profit and lowest rework. 

The firm repositioned around recurring corporate printing and 

simple brand-support materials. It did not reject all other work, 

but it stopped designing the business around low-margin 

custom jobs. Within six months, quoting became faster and 

production planning became easier. 

Focus also protects learning speed. When a company serves too 

many segments, every customer problem looks unique. When it 
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focuses, patterns become visible. This allows standardization, 

better training, clearer offers, and stronger proof. In 

competitive strategy terms, focus can turn a small firm into a 

specialist rather than a miniature generalist. 

Practical Note 

Review the last 50 customers or projects. Rank them by margin, 

ease of delivery, repeat potential, strategic fit, and referral value. 

The pattern will often reveal the focus the company should 

have chosen earlier. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Budget Constraints: Choosing Bets That Can 

Pay Back 

Budget is the most visible constraint, but it is often 

misunderstood. A limited budget does not only restrict 

spending. It restricts the number of mistakes the company can 

afford. Large firms can run several experiments, absorb failed 

campaigns, hire specialist teams, and wait for long payback 

periods. SMEs and mid-market firms often cannot. Their 

strategy must be more selective. 

The first budget discipline is to separate maintenance spending 

from strategic spending. Maintenance spending keeps the 

business operating: payroll, rent, raw materials, delivery, 

compliance, basic marketing, and customer service. Strategic 

spending is meant to change the firm's competitive position: 

product development, new market entry, digital tools, capability 

building, process improvement, brand repositioning, or 

partnership development. Confusing the two creates false 

comfort. A company may spend a lot but invest little. 

The second discipline is payback logic. Not every strategic 

initiative needs immediate payback, but every initiative needs an 

economic story. How will this spending improve revenue, 

margin, retention, cost efficiency, risk reduction, speed, 

customer trust, or future optionality? If managers cannot 

explain the payback logic, the initiative may be attractive but 

strategically weak. 

Mini Example 
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A small logistics company has funds for either a new sales 

campaign, warehouse software, or two additional delivery 

vehicles. Sales argues for growth. Operations argues for 

software. The owner wants vehicles because customers 

complain about delays. A budget-constrained diagnosis shows 

that late delivery is the main reason customers do not renew 

contracts. The best strategic spend is not lead generation first. It 

is delivery reliability, because retention protects revenue already 

won. 

Budget constraints also require opportunity-cost discipline. 

Spending on one initiative means not spending on another. The 

question is not only "Can we afford this?" The better question 

is "What stronger use of the same money are we refusing?" This 

changes the quality of strategic debate. It pushes leaders to 

compare alternatives instead of evaluating each proposal in 

isolation. 

SMEs often fall into two budget traps. The first is underfunding 

many initiatives. This creates symbolic strategy: many projects 

exist, but none has enough money to succeed. The second is 

overcommitting to one large initiative without enough 

validation. This creates strategic concentration risk. Constraint-

based strategy looks for a middle path: fund fewer initiatives 

strongly enough to test or win, while preserving flexibility. 

Numerical Illustration 

A retailer can spend USD 30,000. Option A is a broad 

advertising campaign expected to create USD 90,000 in sales 

with 25 percent gross margin, or USD 22,500 gross margin. 

Option B is inventory accuracy software expected to reduce 

stockouts and lost sales by USD 60,000 with 35 percent gross 



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 20 

margin, or USD 21,000 gross margin, while also reducing staff 

rework. The sales effect looks larger in Option A, but Option B 

may be stronger when operational capacity, customer trust, and 

repeat purchase are included. 

Budget choices should also be staged. Instead of committing 

USD 50,000 to a full market entry, the company may spend 

USD 8,000 on customer interviews, small inventory, channel 

testing, and pricing validation. If evidence is positive, the next 

stage receives funding. Staging turns uncertainty into learning. It 

does not remove risk, but it reduces the cost of being wrong. 

Competitive strategy under budget constraints should protect 

the firm's core. A company should be careful about funding 

new initiatives by weakening the service quality, inventory 

reliability, or customer relationships that sustain current cash 

flow. Growth that damages the core creates a hidden cost. 

Many SMEs fail not because the new idea is bad, but because 

management attention and cash are pulled away from the 

business that pays the bills. 

Current Reality 2026 

OECD reports that recent shocks, inflationary pressure, and 

tighter lending conditions affected SME financing. In that 

environment, strategic spending must be tied to payback logic, 

resilience, and capability building. Easy money should not be 

assumed. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Build a one-page budget choice table. List each initiative, 

required spend, expected benefit, payback horizon, evidence 

strength, execution burden, and risk if delayed. The table will 
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not make the decision automatically, but it will expose weak 

assumptions. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when the firm has several 

investment options but limited funds, when owners disagree 

about what deserves budget, or when the company is about to 

cut important capability spending because the benefits are not 

clearly stated. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on competitive strategy and performance 

studies, SME finance and strategy research, cost leadership 

literature, competitive advantage models, and business model 

canvas studies. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

Budget constraints should be interpreted through strategic 

leverage. Some spending maintains the current business. Some 

spending creates learning. Some spending builds capability. 

Some spending creates market signal. Some spending buys 

temporary revenue but no lasting advantage. A company with 

limited funds should prefer spending that produces more than 

one benefit. 

For example, a targeted customer research project may produce 

segment clarity, product feedback, pricing evidence, and sales 

language. A process improvement project may reduce cost, 

improve customer satisfaction, and free staff time. A narrow 

brand repositioning may reduce wasted marketing spend and 

improve lead quality. By contrast, a broad promotional 
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campaign may create temporary sales but leave the company no 

stronger after the money is spent. 

Budget-constrained strategy should also distinguish between 

reversible and irreversible spending. A small experiment, 

temporary contractor, pilot partnership, or limited inventory 

test can be reversed. A new facility, large permanent team, 

expensive software contract, or major debt-financed equipment 

purchase is harder to reverse. When evidence is weak, reversible 

spending is usually wiser. When evidence is strong and the 

opportunity is strategic, stronger commitment may be justified. 

Second Mini Case 

A small manufacturer considered buying a USD 80,000 machine 

to reduce outsourcing. The owner believed the machine would 

improve margin. A written diagnosis compared machine cost, 

maintenance, operator training, expected utilization, quality risk, 

financing burden, and current outsourcing flexibility. The result 

showed that the machine would be attractive only if monthly 

volume increased by 45 percent. The better first move was to 

negotiate a better outsourcing agreement and run a six-month 

demand-building plan before buying. 

Budget constraints also expose hidden cross-subsidies. Some 

products, customers, or channels may look strategic because 

they generate revenue, but they quietly consume cash, 

management time, or operational capacity. The company may 

be funding low-margin complexity with profits from a simpler 

core. Without margin and capacity visibility, budget decisions 

become political. 

Practical Note 
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Use three budget categories. Must fund: activities that protect 

current revenue, compliance, safety, or customer trust. Should 

fund: initiatives with clear strategic leverage and credible 

payback logic. Could fund: attractive ideas that need more 

evidence. This simple classification helps leadership avoid 

treating every request as equally urgent. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Time Constraints: Strategy for Short Windows 

Time is a strategic resource. A company can lose an opportunity 

not because it lacks intelligence, but because it studies too long, 

decides too late, or executes after the market window has 

moved. SMEs often have short windows: a tender deadline, a 

seasonal sales period, a competitor's price change, a supplier 

disruption, a cash runway, a lease renewal, or a customer 

contract at risk. 

Time-constrained strategy is not reckless speed. It is disciplined 

acceleration. The goal is to decide what must be known now, 

what can be learned later, and what risk must be accepted. A 

slow perfect decision can be worse than a timely good decision. 

But a fast vague decision can also waste scarce resources. The 

craft is knowing which parts of analysis deserve time. 

Mini Example 

A mid-market engineering firm has 21 days to decide whether 

to bid for a large contract. The opportunity is attractive, but the 

bid requires technical design, pricing, supplier quotes, legal 

review, and management attention. A constraint-based review 

asks: Does the buyer fit our target? Do we have a credible 

advantage? Can we deliver without hurting current projects? 

What is the estimated probability of winning? What is the cost 

of bidding? If the answers are weak, the strategic move may be 

a no-bid decision. 

Bid strategy research is relevant here because it emphasizes pre-

tender intelligence, organizational readiness, competitor 

analysis, and bid/no-bid discipline. Under time constraints, 
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firms should not confuse opportunity size with strategic fit. A 

large opportunity that drains scarce time and has low win 

probability can be more damaging than a smaller opportunity 

that strengthens a chosen niche. 

Time constraints also affect internal change. Leaders often 

underestimate how long it takes for people to adopt new 

processes, learn new tools, change customer communication, or 

coordinate across departments. A 90-day strategy should not 

contain 12 transformation projects. It should contain a small 

number of moves that can be executed with the available 

attention and rhythm. 

Numerical Illustration 

Suppose a company has a 60-day window before peak season. It 

identifies four improvements: website redesign requiring 45 

days, sales script training requiring 10 days, inventory cleanup 

requiring 20 days, and a loyalty campaign requiring 15 days. If 

inventory errors are the main cause of lost sales, the first move 

should be inventory cleanup, not website redesign. Time-

constrained strategy asks which action can improve the 

bottleneck before the window closes. 

Time also shapes evidence. In a long planning cycle, the 

company can commission research, run pilots, collect market 

data, and compare alternatives. In a short window, it must use 

faster evidence: customer calls, historical sales, supplier quotes, 

competitor observation, internal capacity checks, and small 

tests. The evidence may be imperfect, but it should still be 

explicit. 

The discipline of short-window strategy is sequencing. What 

must happen in the first week? What decision must be made by 
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day 14? Which activity can be delayed? Which opportunity 

expires? Which risk becomes irreversible if ignored? A 

constraint-based plan should show order, not only priorities. 

Current Reality 2026 

Digital markets, supply volatility, and AI-enabled competitors 

can compress decision windows. But faster environments do 

not reward random speed. They reward firms that know their 

constraints, decision criteria, and execution capacity before 

pressure arrives. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Create a decision clock for urgent strategy. Mark the deadline, 

the latest safe decision date, the evidence needed, the people 

who must decide, and the point at which delay becomes more 

expensive than uncertainty. This prevents analysis from 

expanding until the opportunity disappears. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when the company faces a 

time-sensitive strategic choice and needs a rapid, structured 

view of options, risks, assumptions, and go/no-go criteria. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on bid strategy, planning horizon research, 

competitive strategy under dynamic environments, 

organizational readiness, and strategic alternative development 

literature. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

Time constraints create pressure, and pressure changes 

behavior. Under pressure, leaders may rely too heavily on 
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intuition, copy competitors, accept bad deals, skip customer 

validation, or approve projects without capacity checks. The 

purpose of time-constrained strategy is to protect decision 

quality when the clock is moving. 

One useful distinction is between decision speed and execution 

speed. A firm can decide quickly but execute slowly because 

responsibilities are unclear. Another firm can take time to 

decide but execute fast because it has routines, owners, and 

resources ready. SMEs often need both, but the first 

improvement is usually decision clarity. Who decides? What 

criteria matter? What evidence is enough? What deadline is real? 

What happens if the company says no? 

Short-window strategy also requires pre-decisions. A firm 

should decide in advance what kinds of opportunities it will 

pursue. For example, a tender must match target sector, 

minimum margin, delivery capability, relationship access, and 

payment terms. If those criteria are clear, the company can 

make faster bid/no-bid decisions. If criteria are unclear, every 

opportunity becomes a debate. 

Second Mini Case 

A supplier received a sudden request from a large retailer. The 

order could double monthly revenue, but payment terms were 

90 days, packaging requirements were strict, and penalties for 

late delivery were high. The sales team wanted the prestige. 

Finance worried about cash. Operations worried about quality. 

A rapid consulting memo showed that the deal was only 

acceptable if the retailer agreed to staged volume, partial 

advance payment, and a realistic delivery ramp. The strategy was 

not simply yes or no. It was conditional acceptance. 
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Time constraints also matter in internal projects. Leaders often 

underestimate switching cost. When people move from one 

urgent project to another, coordination quality falls. The 

company may appear responsive but lose strategic rhythm. A 

constraint-based strategy should reserve time for review, 

learning, and correction. If the plan has no review point, it 

assumes perfect execution. 

Practical Note 

For every urgent strategic choice, write a one-page decision 

brief: context, deadline, options, minimum evidence, key risks, 

capacity effect, financial exposure, and decision rule. This brief 

can be produced quickly and later becomes a record of why the 

decision was made. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Data Constraints: Deciding with Imperfect 

Evidence 

Many SMEs do not have clean dashboards, large datasets, 

market research teams, or advanced analytics. They make 

decisions from invoices, customer conversations, sales memory, 

supplier feedback, bank balances, WhatsApp messages, and 

partial spreadsheets. This does not mean strategy is impossible. 

It means the company must become honest about evidence 

quality. 

Data-constrained strategy begins by separating facts, estimates, 

assumptions, and opinions. A fact is something directly 

observed or recorded. An estimate is a reasoned approximation. 

An assumption is something believed but not yet tested. An 

opinion is interpretation. Strategy becomes weak when these 

categories are mixed. Leaders may argue about opinions while 

believing they are arguing about facts. 

Mini Example 

A furniture SME believes customers are leaving because prices 

are too high. A short evidence review finds that only 12 percent 

of lost customers mentioned price. The more common reasons 

are late delivery, unavailable colors, and slow quotation. The 

company had a data constraint because lost reasons were not 

recorded systematically. But even a small manual review of 50 

cases was enough to challenge the price narrative. 

Evidence-light decisions need a learning design. If the company 

cannot know everything before acting, it should decide what it 

must learn through action. A new product can be tested with a 
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small batch. A new segment can be tested with ten customer 

interviews and a limited offer. A price change can be tested in 

one channel. A new partnership can begin with a pilot. The aim 

is not to remove uncertainty. The aim is to avoid betting the 

company on an untested belief. 

Competitive intelligence can also be lightweight. SMEs may not 

have formal research teams, but they can observe competitor 

pricing, service promises, customer reviews, recruitment 

patterns, distribution channels, social media messages, supplier 

movements, and tender results. The key is to convert 

observation into structured learning. Random observation 

produces gossip. Structured observation produces strategic 

insight. 

Numerical Illustration 

A company wants to enter a new customer segment but has 

little data. It can build a simple evidence score: customer pain 

clarity, willingness to pay, access to decision makers, operational 

fit, competitive intensity, and repeat potential. Score each from 

1 to 5. If the total is 18 out of 30, the company should not 

launch fully. It should run a small test. If the score is 25 with 

strong operational fit, the case for investment is stronger. 

Data constraints also require humility. A spreadsheet can look 

precise while hiding weak assumptions. A manager's intuition 

can be useful but biased. Customer feedback can be honest but 

not representative. Competitor information can be outdated. 

Strategy under data constraints should state confidence levels. 

High-confidence findings can guide action. Low-confidence 

assumptions should be tested before major spending. 
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The most dangerous data gap is often internal, not external. 

Companies may know market trends but not their own 

profitability by product, customer segment, channel, or project. 

They may know revenue but not margin. They may know sales 

but not capacity cost. They may know customer count but not 

retention. Before buying external research, many firms should 

clean their internal evidence. 

Current Reality 2026 

OECD notes that SMEs often lag in advanced digital tools such 

as ERP, CRM, SCM, big data analytics, and cloud computing. 

This means many firms will continue to make decisions with 

incomplete data. The practical answer is not to wait for perfect 

systems, but to create disciplined evidence habits now. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Before a strategy meeting, label evidence as fact, estimate, 

assumption, or opinion. This small practice can reduce 

confusion and make disagreements more productive. It also 

shows where a written consulting diagnosis should focus. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when the company has 

conflicting narratives, weak data discipline, unclear evidence 

quality, or a strategic decision that depends on assumptions no 

one has tested. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on competitive intelligence, SWOT and 

QSPM, business model canvas, information processing, big data 

analytics adoption, and customer-oriented competitive strategy 

research. 
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Diagnostic Deepening 

Data constraints are manageable when leaders are honest about 

uncertainty. They become dangerous when weak data is 

presented as certainty. SMEs often have enough evidence to 

make better decisions, but the evidence is scattered across 

people and systems. The sales team knows customer objections. 

Finance knows margin pressure. Operations knows delivery 

problems. Customer service knows complaints. The owner 

knows relationship history. The problem is not always absence 

of data; it is absence of integration. 

A practical evidence process begins with triangulation. If 

customer interviews, sales records, and complaint logs all point 

to the same issue, confidence increases. If financial data 

suggests one conclusion but customer feedback suggests 

another, the company should slow down and investigate. 

Triangulation is especially useful when formal datasets are small. 

Data-constrained strategy should also identify proxy indicators. 

A company may not know customer lifetime value precisely, 

but it can track repeat purchase rate, average order interval, 

complaint frequency, and payment reliability. It may not know 

market share, but it can track win/loss patterns in target 

accounts. It may not have full competitor data, but it can 

observe price changes, service claims, hiring patterns, and 

customer reviews. Proxy indicators are not perfect, but they are 

better than pure opinion. 

Second Mini Case 

A mid-market distributor wanted to expand to a neighboring 

region because several customers had asked about delivery 

there. The firm had no formal market research. A small 
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evidence sprint reviewed delivery cost, competitor presence, 

customer density, expected order frequency, payment risk, and 

two pilot routes. The pilot showed that demand existed but 

delivery cost destroyed margin below a minimum order size. 

The strategy became a minimum-order regional service, not 

broad expansion. 

The biggest risk in data-constrained environments is 

confirmation bias. Leaders look for evidence that supports the 

decision they already prefer. A written consulting diagnosis can 

reduce this risk by making assumptions explicit and showing 

counter-evidence. The report should not claim perfect certainty. 

It should state what is known, what is estimated, what is 

assumed, and what must be tested. 

Practical Note 

Add an "evidence confidence" column to strategic options. 

High confidence means multiple sources support the claim. 

Medium confidence means some evidence exists but gaps 

remain. Low confidence means the claim is mostly assumption. 

This small column can change the entire tone of strategy 

discussion. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Capacity Constraints: Strategy the Organization 

Can Execute 

A strategy is only as strong as the organization's ability to 

execute it. Capacity constraints appear when the company lacks 

people, skills, process maturity, technology, management 

attention, supplier reliability, production flexibility, or cash flow 

stability. Many strategies fail because they are designed for a 

larger organization than the one that must execute them. 

Capacity-aware strategy asks whether the organization can 

absorb the change. Can the sales team sell the new offer? Can 

operations deliver it at the promised quality? Can finance handle 

the cash cycle? Can customer service respond to increased 

demand? Can managers monitor the project without neglecting 

the core business? If the answer is unclear, the strategy needs 

redesign. 

Mini Example 

A service company launches a premium package to improve 

margin. The offer is attractive, but delivery requires senior staff 

involvement, faster response, and customized reporting. Sales 

closes several deals, but operations becomes overloaded. 

Customer complaints rise, staff morale falls, and the premium 

positioning is damaged. The problem was not the idea. The 

problem was capacity-blind strategy. 

Capacity constraints are not always solved by hiring. Hiring 

takes time, increases fixed cost, and may create coordination 

problems. Other options include simplifying the offer, 

narrowing the target segment, improving process flow, 
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outsourcing non-core tasks, partnering for missing capability, 

automating repetitive work, or delaying expansion until the 

operating model is stable. 

Organizational capability research is important here. Sustainable 

competitive advantage is not only about having resources. It is 

about using resources in a coordinated way. A firm may have 

talented people but weak processes. It may have good 

technology but poor adoption. It may have customer trust but 

slow delivery. Constraint-based strategy identifies the capability 

that must be strengthened before growth is accelerated. 

Numerical Illustration 

A company can serve 100 projects per month at current quality. 

A new strategy is expected to create 40 additional projects. If 

current utilization is already 90 percent, the new demand 

exceeds capacity unless the company adds resources, improves 

productivity, reduces project complexity, or rejects low-margin 

work. Without capacity planning, growth becomes service 

failure. 

Capacity constraints also affect strategic timing. A company 

may choose the right opportunity at the wrong time. If the 

organization is already implementing a new system, recovering 

from staff turnover, or solving quality problems, launching 

another major initiative may reduce performance. Strategy 

should consider change load. People cannot execute unlimited 

priorities simply because management labels them strategic. 

The most practical capacity tool is the stop-doing list. If the 

company adds a strategic initiative, what will it stop, reduce, 

standardize, automate, or delegate? Without subtraction, 



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 36 

strategy becomes accumulation. SMEs especially need 

subtraction because leadership attention is scarce. 

Current Reality 2026 

OECD's work on generative AI and SMEs shows that digital 

tools are rising, but skills, security, awareness, and adoption 

gaps remain. Technology can extend capacity, but only when 

the organization has the discipline to implement it safely and 

usefully. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Before approving a strategy, conduct a capacity check across 

sales, operations, finance, people, technology, and leadership 

attention. Ask which function will feel the burden first. That 

function is where the strategy may break. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when leadership wants 

growth but the team is already overloaded, when past initiatives 

failed during execution, or when the company needs a realistic 

roadmap that matches organizational capacity. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on human resource strategy, organizational 

and management structure, knowledge management, innovation 

capability, supply chain performance, and resource-based 

competitive advantage literature. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

Capacity constraints are often hidden because people 

compensate. Employees work longer hours, owners personally 

solve problems, managers approve exceptions, and customers 
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wait silently. The company appears capable until growth 

exposes the strain. Constraint-based strategy tries to see strain 

before it becomes failure. 

Capacity should be read in layers. The first layer is physical 

capacity: machines, vehicles, space, inventory, equipment, or 

service slots. The second is human capacity: number of people, 

skills, energy, and availability. The third is process capacity: 

whether work flows without repeated rework. The fourth is 

managerial capacity: the ability to coordinate, decide, monitor, 

and correct. The fifth is relational capacity: the ability of 

customers, suppliers, and partners to absorb change with the 

company. 

Many SMEs overestimate capacity because they count 

maximum output, not sustainable output. A factory may be able 

to produce 1,000 units during a push week, but only 700 units 

sustainably without overtime, defects, and maintenance delays. 

A sales team may handle 200 leads during a campaign, but only 

80 with proper follow-up. A consulting team may deliver five 

projects in a month, but only three without quality decline. 

Strategy should be built on sustainable capacity, not heroic 

capacity. 

Second Mini Case 

A growing clinic wanted to add three new services. Demand 

looked promising. A capacity review showed that reception staff 

were already overloaded, doctors had limited consultation slots, 

billing errors were increasing, and customer wait time had 

doubled. The recommended strategy was to simplify scheduling, 

improve patient flow, and add one service first. Growth was not 

rejected; it was sequenced around capacity. 
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Capacity constraints also influence competitive positioning. A 

company that promises customization must have design and 

coordination capacity. A company that promises low cost must 

have process efficiency. A company that promises speed must 

have slack or flexible resources. Positioning without capacity 

becomes brand risk. 

Practical Note 

Before launching any strategy, ask: what new work will this 

create, who will do it, what current work will be reduced, what 

skill is missing, what process will break first, and how will we 

know early? If these questions are unanswered, the strategy is 

not ready for execution. 
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Constraint Audit Toolkit 

This toolkit helps readers turn the book's ideas into a simple 

diagnostic conversation. It is not a substitute for a full 

consulting report, but it gives leaders a practical way to start 

seeing their constraints clearly. 

1. Budget Constraint Audit 

Ask whether the company has enough cash to fund the chosen 

strategy to a meaningful level. Do not ask only whether the 

company can afford the first payment. Ask whether it can fund 

the full test, absorb delay, support working capital, and continue 

serving existing customers. A strategy that can be started but 

not sustained is often more dangerous than a strategy that is 

rejected early. 

Useful questions: Which initiatives are currently underfunded? 

Which spending protects the core business? Which spending 

builds future capability? Which spending is mainly symbolic? 

Which customer, product, or channel consumes budget without 

strategic return? What is the payback logic for each proposed 

initiative? 

Practical scoring: Score each initiative from 1 to 5 on cost, 

payback clarity, strategic leverage, reversibility, and execution 

burden. A high-cost, low-evidence, hard-to-reverse initiative 

should not be treated the same as a small test with clear learning 

value. 

2. Time Constraint Audit 

Ask whether the strategy fits the available decision and 

execution window. Many strategies fail not because they are 

wrong, but because they are late. A seasonal campaign launched 
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after the season, a tender prepared without enough pre-bid 

intelligence, or a product introduced after the competitor has 

locked the channel may all represent timing failure. 

Useful questions: What deadline is real? What happens if we 

delay? Which evidence must be collected before the deadline? 

What can be learned after launch? Which decision has to be 

made now? Which decision can be staged? Which opportunity 

should be refused because the time window is too narrow? 

Practical scoring: Score urgency, reversibility, evidence 

sufficiency, execution readiness, and risk of delay. If urgency is 

high but execution readiness is low, the strategy may require a 

smaller first move rather than a full launch. 

3. Data Constraint Audit 

Ask whether the company has enough evidence to justify the 

level of commitment. The point is not to demand perfect data. 

The point is to match commitment size with evidence quality. 

Weak evidence can support small tests. Strong evidence can 

support larger investment. The danger is making large 

irreversible decisions from weak assumptions. 

Useful questions: What do we know as fact? What are we 

estimating? What are we assuming? Which assumption, if 

wrong, would damage the strategy most? What internal data 

already exists but has not been analyzed? What customer 

evidence can be gathered quickly? What competitor information 

is observable? 

Practical scoring: Score evidence quality from 1 to 5 for 

customer need, willingness to pay, delivery feasibility, margin 

potential, competitive intensity, and repeat potential. Low 
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scores do not automatically mean no. They mean test before 

scaling. 

4. Capacity Constraint Audit 

Ask whether the organization can execute the strategy without 

damaging quality, people, or the core business. Capacity is not 

only headcount. It includes skills, process maturity, leadership 

attention, supplier reliability, system readiness, cash cycle, and 

customer support. 

Useful questions: Who will own the initiative? What current 

work will be stopped or reduced? Which team will feel the 

burden first? Which process will break first? What skill is 

missing? What supplier dependency matters? What customer 

promise will become harder to keep? What early signal will 

show overload? 

Practical scoring: Score capacity across sales, operations, 

finance, people, technology, and leadership attention. If one 

area scores very low, that area may be the bottleneck even if 

other areas look ready. 

5. Strategic Focus Audit 

A constrained firm cannot pursue every attractive opportunity. 

Focus turns limitation into strength. The company should 

choose the arena where its capabilities, customer need, margin 

potential, and execution capacity fit together. 

Useful questions: Which customer segment is most profitable 

and easiest to serve well? Which segment values our real 

strengths? Which product or service creates unnecessary 

complexity? Which channel produces customers we can retain? 
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Which competitor should we avoid copying? Which 

opportunity looks attractive but does not fit our capability? 

Practical scoring: Score each segment or opportunity on 

customer pain, strategic fit, margin, repeat potential, 

competitive intensity, access, and delivery feasibility. The best 

choice is not always the largest market. It is the market where 

the firm can create a defensible position with available 

resources. 

6. Stop-Doing Audit 

The most neglected part of strategy is subtraction. If the 

company adds a new priority without removing old work, 

capacity breaks. A constraint-based strategy should state what 

will stop, shrink, standardize, automate, delegate, or be refused. 

Useful questions: Which customers should we no longer chase? 

Which products should be simplified? Which reports are not 

used for decisions? Which meetings consume leadership time 

without improving action? Which customization requests 

damage margin? Which initiatives continue only because no one 

wants to admit they are weak? 

Practical scoring: List activities by strategic value and resource 

consumption. High-resource, low-value activities are candidates 

for stopping. Low-resource, high-learning activities may deserve 

protection. 

How to Use This Toolkit 

The toolkit works best as a short leadership exercise. Each 

leader scores the same opportunities independently, then the 

team compares differences. Disagreement is useful because it 
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reveals hidden assumptions. The objective is not immediate 

consensus. The objective is to make strategic trade-offs visible. 

If the scoring shows clear agreement, the company may be 

ready to act internally. If the scoring reveals major 

disagreement, weak evidence, hidden capacity issues, or high-

risk investment decisions, a written consulting report becomes 

useful. The report can test the assumptions, organize the 

evidence, and recommend a focused strategy that fits the 

company's real constraints. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Adaptive Moves: Experiments, Partnerships, and 

Digital Leverage 

Constraint-based strategy does not mean doing less forever. It 

means learning and moving in ways that match limited 

resources. Adaptive moves help firms test opportunities, access 

missing capability, and improve competitiveness without betting 

everything at once. 

The first adaptive move is experimentation. A constrained firm 

should test before scaling. This may involve a pilot product, 

limited geography, one customer segment, a small advertising 

budget, a prototype, a short-term partnership, or a manual 

process before automation. The purpose is to learn whether the 

strategic assumption is true. 

Mini Example 

A mid-market training provider wants to build a digital learning 

platform. Instead of investing immediately in a full platform, it 

tests three paid microlearning programs using existing video 

tools, a simple landing page, and manual customer support. The 

test reveals which topics customers pay for, what completion 

rates look like, and what support questions appear. The later 

platform decision becomes evidence-based rather than 

speculative. 

The second adaptive move is partnership. SMEs can access 

distribution, technology, expertise, credibility, or capacity 

through partners. Partnerships can reduce capital requirements, 

but they also create dependency and coordination risk. The firm 

must know what it wants from the partnership and what it must 
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protect: customer relationship, data, brand reputation, margin, 

or strategic learning. 

The third adaptive move is outsourcing. Outsourcing can free 

internal capacity when the activity is necessary but not 

strategically distinctive. Accounting, logistics, design, IT 

support, payroll, content production, and specialized 

compliance may be outsourced if doing so improves focus. 

However, outsourcing a core capability too early can weaken 

learning. The company should keep control over the knowledge 

that makes it competitive. 

The fourth adaptive move is digital leverage. Digital tools can 

improve marketing, customer communication, workflow, 

reporting, inventory, finance, and service delivery. But 

digitalization should be tied to a constraint. What constraint 

does the tool reduce: time, error, coordination, visibility, 

capacity, customer access, or decision delay? If the answer is 

unclear, the tool may become another burden. 

Numerical Illustration 

A company considers automation software costing USD 12,000 

per year. The process currently consumes 40 staff hours per 

month. If the loaded staff cost is USD 15 per hour, the direct 

time value is USD 7,200 per year. The software is not justified 

by time savings alone. But if it also reduces errors causing USD 

8,000 in annual rework and improves customer response speed, 

the case becomes stronger. Constraint-based digital investment 

requires the full benefit logic. 

Adaptive strategy also needs learning routines. After each 

experiment, partnership, outsourcing decision, or digital tool 

adoption, the company should ask: What assumption did we 
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test? What changed? What did we learn? What should we stop, 

continue, or scale? Without learning routines, experiments 

become scattered activity. 

Current Reality 2026 

OECD notes that digital tools can strengthen SME resilience 

and competitiveness, but adoption barriers remain. The 

practical lesson is to digitize around real constraints, not around 

fashion. The best tool is the one that relieves the bottleneck the 

strategy depends on. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Build a portfolio of small bets. Each bet should have a 

hypothesis, budget limit, time limit, owner, success signal, and 

decision rule. This allows the firm to learn without losing 

control. 

When Written Consulting Helps 

A written consulting report is useful when the firm needs to 

decide which experiment, partnership, outsourcing move, or 

digital investment deserves priority under limited resources. 

Research Base Used 

This chapter draws on business process outsourcing, digital 

strategy, transient competitive advantage, innovation, 

microlearning strategy, business model innovation, and 

ecosystem-based competitive advantage literature. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

Adaptive moves are strongest when they are connected to 

strategic assumptions. A weak experiment asks, "Will this 

work?" A stronger experiment asks, "Which assumption are we 
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testing?" For example: customers will pay for remote service; a 

partner can reduce delivery cost; a niche segment values 

certification; a digital tool can reduce rework; a new channel can 

produce qualified leads. Clear assumptions make learning 

useful. 

Partnerships deserve special care under constraints. A partner 

can provide access, credibility, expertise, or capacity. But a 

partner can also absorb margin, control customer access, slow 

decisions, or create dependency. The strategic question is not 

whether partnership is good. The question is which capability 

should remain internal and which capability can be borrowed 

without weakening the firm's future position. 

Outsourcing also requires strategic boundaries. A company may 

outsource website maintenance, payroll, logistics, or content 

production. But if customer insight, product know-how, quality 

control, or relationship ownership is outsourced too far, the 

firm may lose the learning that creates advantage. Constraint-

based outsourcing should free capacity while preserving 

strategic knowledge. 

Second Mini Case 

A consumer goods SME wanted to sell through marketplaces 

because building its own e-commerce capability seemed 

expensive. Marketplace sales grew quickly, but customer data, 

brand experience, and margin control were weak. A written 

diagnosis recommended a hybrid path: keep marketplace 

presence for discovery, but build a direct customer database 

through warranty registration, content, and repeat-purchase 

offers. The adaptive move became a bridge, not a dependency. 
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Digital leverage should be judged by constraint relief. If the 

constraint is slow quotation, a quoting template or CRM 

workflow may matter more than a full ERP. If the constraint is 

stock visibility, inventory discipline matters more than social 

media. If the constraint is customer trust, case evidence and 

service communication may matter more than automation. 

Technology should serve the strategy, not define it. 

Practical Note 

Every small bet should have a kill rule and a scale rule. The kill 

rule says when to stop. The scale rule says when to invest more. 

Without these rules, experiments drift, and constrained firms 

cannot afford drifting projects. 
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CHAPTER 8 

When Constraint-Based Strategy Needs a 

Written Consulting Report 

Not every constrained firm needs a consultant. Some problems 

are obvious enough for immediate action. If cash is tight, stop 

low-return spending. If capacity is overloaded, reduce 

complexity. If data is missing, start recording. If customer focus 

is unclear, choose a segment. Practical action should not wait 

for a formal report when the answer is already clear. 

However, many constraint problems are not obvious. A firm 

may think budget is the constraint when the real issue is weak 

positioning. It may think data is the constraint when the real 

issue is decision avoidance. It may think capacity is the 

constraint when the real issue is too many customer segments. 

It may think time is the constraint when the real issue is lack of 

go/no-go criteria. A written consulting report is valuable when 

the visible limitation may not be the binding constraint. 

A good constraint-based consulting report should begin with 

the strategic question. For example: Which growth option 

should we fund with limited budget? Should we enter this 

segment now or later? Which customer group deserves focus? 

Should we build, buy, partner, or outsource? Which data is 

enough for action? Which initiatives should be stopped? How 

can we compete against larger firms without copying their 

model? 

The report should then map constraints. Budget, time, data, 

capacity, leadership attention, market access, supplier 

dependency, cash flow, talent, technology, and customer trust 
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should be reviewed. The report does not need to be long, but it 

must show which constraint is most binding and how it affects 

strategic choice. 

Mini Example 

A family-owned manufacturing SME asks whether it should buy 

new machinery to compete with larger firms. A written 

diagnosis finds that machinery is not the first constraint. The 

company has unused capacity during certain shifts, weak sales 

focus, poor product-margin visibility, and no clear niche 

positioning. The recommendation is to define a profitable 

segment, improve sales targeting, and measure margin by 

product before investing in machinery. 

The third part of the report should evaluate strategic 

alternatives. Each option should be judged by fit, cost, payback 

logic, evidence strength, execution burden, risk, and 

reversibility. This helps leaders avoid the trap of choosing the 

most exciting option rather than the most strategically coherent 

option. 

Numerical Illustration 

A consulting report may compare four options. Option A 

requires USD 50,000 and has high upside but weak evidence. 

Option B requires USD 20,000 and strengthens the current 

profitable segment. Option C requires USD 10,000 and tests a 

new channel. Option D requires no new spending but stops 

three low-margin activities. The best recommendation may 

combine B, C, and D instead of choosing the largest growth 

story. 

The fourth part is the stop-doing agenda. Many reports 

recommend more action. Constraint-based reports must also 
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recommend subtraction. What should the firm stop serving, 

stop funding, stop customizing, stop promising, stop 

measuring, or stop discussing? Subtraction is often where 

strategy becomes real. 

The fifth part is the learning plan. Because constraints and 

uncertainty remain, the report should specify what evidence 

must be collected next, what leading indicators should be 

monitored, and when the strategy should be reviewed. This 

turns the report from a one-time opinion into a management 

tool. 

Current Reality 2026 

SMEs face finance gaps, digital skill gaps, cyber and data 

concerns, and rising competitive complexity. A written report 

can help leaders avoid overbuying technology, underfunding 

core capabilities, or chasing growth options that exceed 

capacity. 

Field Notes for Leaders 

Use a written consulting report when the cost of guessing is 

high. The report should make trade-offs visible, not hide them. 

It should help management choose with confidence, even when 

the answer is to do fewer things. 

The quiet promise of written consulting is disciplined clarity. 

Strategy under constraints is not about having all the resources. 

It is about knowing which resources matter most, which 

choices fit the company, which assumptions need testing, and 

which actions should be refused. For SMEs and mid-market 

firms, that clarity can be the difference between busy survival 

and focused competitiveness. 



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 52 

Research Base Used 

This chapter integrates the book's journal base: SME 

competitive strategy, sustainable competitive advantage, 

resource-based view, SWOT and QSPM, business model 

canvas, effectuation, digital strategy, innovation, organizational 

learning, and competitive performance. 

Diagnostic Deepening 

A written consulting report is especially valuable when a firm is 

trapped between attractive options. Constraint-based strategy 

rarely offers unlimited choices. It asks leaders to choose one 

path while knowing that other paths may also have merit. A 

report helps by making the comparison explicit and reducing 

the emotional weight of refusal. 

The report should not simply recommend. It should show the 

reasoning. For each strategic option, it should explain the 

opportunity, required resources, constraint fit, evidence 

strength, likely bottleneck, payback logic, and risk of delay. This 

helps the leadership team see why one option is recommended 

and why another is postponed or rejected. 

A strong report also protects against imported strategy. SMEs 

often copy larger firms because large firms are visible. They 

copy digital campaigns, product breadth, technology stacks, or 

organizational structures without the resources behind them. A 

constraint-based report asks whether the copied move fits the 

firm's actual customer, capability, budget, timing, and capacity. 

Second Mini Case 

A mid-market B2B company wanted to implement a complex 

CRM and marketing automation system after seeing a 
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competitor do so. The written diagnosis found that the 

company's immediate constraint was not software; it was 

unclear sales stages, inconsistent proposal follow-up, and weak 

customer segmentation. The report recommended a simpler 

CRM discipline first, then automation after the process became 

stable. This avoided a costly technology project that would have 

automated confusion. 

The final value of written consulting is decision memory. When 

the company records why it chose a strategy, what assumptions 

it made, and what indicators it will monitor, future reviews 

become more intelligent. Leaders can learn whether the strategy 

failed because the assumption was wrong, execution was weak, 

the market changed, or the constraint shifted. 

Practical Note 

The best final page of a constraint-based report is often a 

decision agenda: start, stop, continue, test, monitor. This 

converts diagnosis into management action without pretending 

that all uncertainty has disappeared. 

  



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 54 

Selected References 

The references below combine current SME context sources 

and selected journal texts from the supplied competitive 

strategy collection. They support the practical diagnostic 

arguments in the book. 

World Bank Group. SME Finance. SMEs represent around 90 

percent of all businesses and more than half of global 

employment. 

OECD. (2024). Financing SMEs and Entrepreneurs 2024: An 

OECD Scoreboard. DOI: 10.1787/fa521246-en. 

OECD. Digitalisation of SMEs. OECD policy topic page on 

SME digital transition and resource constraints. 

OECD. (2025). Generative AI and the SME Workforce. 

A Conceptual Framework for Tendering Excellence and Bid 

Strategy in Competitive Global Markets. DOI: 

10.56726/irjmets81680. 

Assessing Competitive Strategies in UK Manufacturing SMEs. 

DOI: 10.5296/bms.v15i1.21667. 

Business Model Canvas: A Strategy to Build Competitive 

Advantage. DOI: 10.69820/jumea.v2i1.128. 

Competitive Intelligence as a Tool for Forming the Company's 

Strategy. DOI: 10.32782/2663-6170/2024.38.7. 

Competitive Strategy in Marketing. DOI: 

10.17261/pressacademia.2016118135. 



Dr. Dwi Suryanto, MBA | 55 

Cost Leadership Strategy: A New Game Strategy for 

Competitive Advantage in Milk Processing Firms in Kenya. 

DOI: 10.19044/esj.2021.v17n23p296. 

Does Competitive Strategy Affect MSE's Business 

Performance: Evidence from Lampung. DOI: 

10.23960/jak.v28i2.1396. 

Effectuation Strategy and Niche Marketing for Competitive 

Advantage. DOI: 10.18535/ijsrm/v11i05.em05. 

Firm Resources, Core Competencies and Sustainable 

Competitive Advantage: An Integrative Theoretical Framework. 

DOI: 10.5430/jms.v7n1p98. 

How SMEs Compete Against Global Giants Through 

Sustainable Competitive Advantages. DOI: 

10.53703/001c.29812. 

Marketing Capabilities and Competitive Performance in the 

SMEs Context: A Bi-Theoretical Perspective. DOI: 

10.53703/001c.77458. 

Planning Horizon as a Key Element of a Competitive Strategy. 

DOI: 10.7763/joebm.2015.v3.174. 

SWOT Analysis as a Basis for Determining Competitive 

Strategy in Marketing at PT. XYZ. DOI: 

10.38035/sijet.v2i3.226. 

The Role of Innovation in Business Strategy as a Competitive 

Advantage: Evidence from Indonesian MSMEs. DOI: 

10.21511/ppm.21(1).2023.09. 


