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Ten things you need to know about 
tactics
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1 Cut prices, not staff
Tactics are short-term responses to opportunities or threats. Their 
short-term nature makes tactical approaches risky when it comes to 
staff cuts — a sudden staffing cut may make sense to the business, 
but be resented by staff.

Example: fashion retailers who hold a ‘20% off everything’ sale 
in mid-autumn are responding sensibly to poor sales and excess 
inventory levels.

Advantage: price cuts reduce stock levels and may help support 
profit margins.

Disadvantage: price cuts can damage the brand image, especially if 
repeated too often (e.g. Debenhams).

2 Beware BOGOF
Customers love a buy-one-get-one-free (BOGOF) deal, but not only 
do BOGOFs slash profit margins, they hugely disrupt production 
schedules and inventory levels.

Example: Andrex runs a BOGOF on four-pack toilet rolls in Tesco. 
This leads to a 400% increase in sales during the 10 days of the offer.

Advantage: it may bring in new (or bring back old) customers to the 
Andrex brand, leading to higher long-term sales.

Disadvantage: there will need to be a major production increase 
before the offer, to build up stocks of the product. Then an uncertain 
period when demand may prove even higher than expected, leading 
to empty shelves and disgruntled customers (and retailers).

3 Opportunism isn’t wrong
A business may have a clear long-term strategy, but the collapse of a 
rival may present an opportunity that’s hard to resist. Such an approach 
is tactical, and may prove shrewd.

Example: a pizza delivery business wants to open new outlets in 
nearby towns, but a rival’s approach makes it buy out that business, 
strengthening its position in its home town.

Advantage: tactical success comes from flexibility and having enough 
cash to act quickly. It can help develop long-term success.

Disadvantage: sometimes companies are distracted from their long-
term strategy by tactical decisions. As always in business, there are no 
easy ways to make correct decisions.

6 Long term is king
Tactical decisions are about the short term, but may impinge on the 
long term. This could be disastrous, e.g. undermining the brand image.

Example: many years ago, Leeds United was one of England’s 
top three football clubs. A finance director mortgaged the club’s 
future in order to get more cash to spend in the short term, and it 
didn’t end well…

Advantage: the only advantage comes from realising that key 
decisions are always about the long term. No short-term tactic should 
get in the way of long-term success.

Disadvantage: thoughtless tactics can be hugely destructive of 
brand image. If a high-quality image is undermined, it may be 
impossible to resurrect it. At the moment British Airways is grappling 
with this problem.

7 Tactical finance
An approach to cash flow and the balance sheet based on short-term 
needs, such as to get a travel company through the winter.

Example: using sale-and-leaseback to turn long-term assets 
into cash today (with liabilities coming tomorrow). This approach 
kept Woolworths and Thomas Cook going for a while, until 
they disappeared. 

Advantage: for a dynamic business with potential (think Tesla), past 
flirtations with financial collapse have been overcome, allowing it to 
return to a longer-term, strategic approach to finance.

Disadvantage: short-term focus on finance may ignore the 
underlying business problems. Far better to sort those out than fiddle 
around generating artificial, short-term liquidity.

4 Planning is critical
A tactical decision such as a special weekend promotion requires 
careful planning, because it’s out of the ordinary.

Example: ‘Win a free trip to America if you buy a Hoover this 
weekend!’ — this promotion caused havoc at Hoover and cost the 
company £48 million after it underestimated customer interest.

Advantage: careful planning should mean accurate forecasting of 
costs and benefits, and therefore predictable success.

Disadvantage: in the absence of good planning, tactics can 
become timebombs.

5 Predatory action works
Tactical activity can be most effective when a new rival 
joins a market.

Example: if a new chocolate producer decided to launch a chocolate-
covered coconut bar, Mars might cut the price of Bounty sharply, to 
make it hard for the rival to get established.

Advantage: this approach could force the new rival to back 
down, withdrawing its product before being wrecked financially. 
It may plead ‘illegal predatory action’, but Mars will say ‘fair 
price competition’.

Disadvantage: consumers will be robbed of the benefits of 
competition between two rivals.
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8 Tactical marketing
Tactical marketing could be clever, if it used short-term opportunities 
to build the long-term brand image. But that’s rare. Too often, 
tactical marketing is about promotions as a way of boosting 
short-term sales.

Example: tactical marketing could be termed ‘Sports Direct 
marketing’. There’s no long-term plan, and owner Mike Ashley is 
constantly surprised that Adidas and Nike refuse to allow him to 
stock their top-level product lines.

Advantage: when done as part of the long-term image, this 
might be successful, e.g. Mercedes running a golf tournament for 
regular car-buyers.

Disadvantage: when tactics conflict with strategy, it’s often long-
term strategy that loses out.

9 Tactical mistakes
A tactical mistake should be relatively easy to recover from, as long 
as it doesn’t affect long-term strategy.

Example: in early 2018 KFC switched to a new distributor of chicken. 
The result was 2 weeks of chaos and store closures, but how many 
customers still remember the scandal?

Advantage: a tactical mistake can be reversed relatively easily — 
KFC simply switched back to the former suppliers.

Disadvantage: every mistake costs money and may damage an 
individual’s career.

10 Tactics and accountability
Crucial strategic decisions are usually made by a group (probably the 
directors) and therefore no specific person can be blamed. But less 
important tactical decisions are often down to one person, so a bad 
decision can damage a career.

Example: a promotional price cut causes rivals to react, causing 
everyone to lose profits. The manager who made the decision 
takes the blame.

Advantage: it’s right that people should be held accountable for 
their mistakes (and their successes). 

Disadvantage: some managers are reluctant to make decisions, 
preferring to refer things ‘up the line’ to more senior bosses. This can 
slow decision-making, to the advantage of rivals. 
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