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competitive strategy

If chess is such a powerful form of 
competition, is there anything that 
strategists can learn from chess 

players about what it takes to win? To 
find out, Diane L Coutu talked with 
Garry Kasparov, the world’s No. 1 
player since 1984. Kasparov became 
the youngest world champion at the 
age of 22 and is considered today 
to be the most accomplished chess 

player of all time. Great champions, 
Kasparov argues, need great enemies.

This adapted excerpt is the first of two parts.

Q: Chess has become a buzzword in 
everyday language.

A: It has. At one level, there’s something 
rather frightening about the idea that a 
powerful politician might think of countries 
and their leaders as pieces on a chessboard. 
Might a president think of a small country as 
a pawn that could be sacrificed?

Of course, that kind of concern doesn’t 
really apply in the business context, and chess 
is certainly a good metaphor for business 
competition. There’s a massive amount of 
uncertainty and almost boundless variety in 
terms of the moves you can make in both 
chess and business.
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INTENSITY:

Interview with Garry Kasparov 
by Diane L. Coutu

It’s hard to find a better exemplar for competition than chess. 
The lawyer in the courtroom, the general on the battlefield 
and the politician on the campaign trail have all at some 
point described their skirmishes in terms of the 64 black-and-
white squares and 32 pieces that make up a chess game. 
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At RMB success is not about controlling people, but
liberating them - to go beyond their best.
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Th ink about it: After just three opening 
moves by a chess player, more than 9 million 
positions are possible. And that’s when 
only two players are involved in the game. 
Now imagine all the possibilities faced by 
companies with a whole host of corporations 
responding to their new strategies, pricing 
and products. Th e unpredictability is almost 
unimaginable.

My one caveat would be that when 
businesspeople use chess as a metaphor, 
they may sometimes unintentionally 
sentimentalise what’s involved in winning, 
because they see chess as a kind of clean, 
intellectual engagement. Th at’s not the case 
at all. Th ere is nothing cute or charming 
about chess; it is a violent sport, and when 
you confront your opponent you set out 
to crush his ego. I cannot imagine that it is 
very diff erent from what it takes to be a top-
ranked CEO.              

QWhat do you think businesspeople can 
learn about winning from chess?

A: Th e fi rst rule is: Never, ever, underestimate 
your opponent. Whenever I am playing at 
grand master level, I always, always assume 
that my competitor is going to see everything 
I do – even when I plan to make an unexpected 
move in order to confuse him.

It’s also critical to keep a psychological 
edge. I am not a big fan of pop psychology, 
but I do believe that getting the other guy 
off  balance is a real skill. You have to go on 
fi ghting even if you are in a winning position 
– in fact, especially if you are in a winning 
position.

In a long match of many games during 
which competitors regularly lose 10 to 15 
pounds, concentration is everything and it 
can be very easy to get off  track. Your own 
body language, for example, can infl uence 
the way your challenger plays his game. 
Th rough your hesitations and pauses, you 
may communicate to your competitor that 
you are uncertain or just not ready.

You also have to make yourself com-
fortable in the enemy’s territory. I remember 
playing a match against Viktor Korchnoi in 
1983. He tried everything to get me off -kilter. 
He played quiet positions, he traded pawns 
and he did everything possible to prevent me 
from playing my bold, visionary game. I had 
no choice but to play like Korchnoi.

I limited myself to small problems on the 
board and was able to hold on long enough 
to get Korchnoi to play the game my way. 

Th at can be a terrifi c tactic for CEOs as well. 
If you can convince your enemy that you’re 
comfortable on their ground, then you can 
often trick them into moving into your own 
territory. Th at’s just what happened with 
Korchnoi and me.

QWould CEOs be better leaders if they 
played chess?

A: I don’t think that the fact that you are a 
chess player would be any indication of how 
well you would succeed in business. Some 
chess players are very concerned with detail. 
Other chess players, including myself, look 
at the big picture. I expect that my archrival, 
Anatoly Karpov, would be very good as a 
manager because he excels at operating with 
small problems on the board; he would 
certainly maximise your resources.

But Karpov dislikes taking risks, which 
might make him less eff ective in situations 
where the CEO has to take a gamble. Th en 
you might want someone like me, who loves 
risk. Th e board positions that I try to build 
are both risky and complicated. I’m always 
ready to go into uncharted territories because 
I have full confi dence in my ability to work 
out what people are going to do in response 
to my moves.

              

Q Many people consider chess to be the 
ultimate in human logic, the height of 
human intellectual accomplishment. 
Is that the case?

A: It takes more than logic to be a 
world-class chess player. Intuition 
is the defi ning quality of a great 
chess player. Th at’s because chess is a 
mathematically infi nite game.

Th e total number of possible diff erent 
moves in a single game of chess is more than 
the number of seconds that have elapsed 
since the big bang created the universe. 
Many people don’t recognise that. Th ey 
look at the chessboard and they see 64 
squares and 32 pieces and they think 
that the game is limited. It’s not, and 
even at the highest levels it is impossible 
to calculate very far out.

I can think maybe 15 moves in 
advance, and that’s about as far as 
any human has gone. Inevitably 
you reach a point when you’ve 
got to navigate by using your 
imagination and feelings rather 
than your intellect or logic.

Often, your gut will serve you 

better than your brains. I’ve been working 
now on a fi ve-volume book called My Great 
Predecessors, which reviews the development 
of the game of chess by looking closely at the 
playing histories of the great players of the 
past 200 years.

When analysing their games together 
with a computer, I found something very 
interesting. It was often at the very toughest 
moments of their chess battles – when they 
had to rely on pure intuition – that these 
great players came up with their best, most 
innovative moves. Ironically, when the games 
were fi nished and the players had the luxury 
of replaying them at leisure and analysing 
them for publication, they typically made 
many more mistakes than they did when 
actually competing. What made these players 
great was not their analytic prowess but their 
intuition under pressure.
(Diane L Coutu is a senior editor at Harvard 
Business Review.)
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EFFECTIVE BEE ORGANISATION MANAGEMENT

Wits UniversityFebruary 6 – 7 2006
Led by Dennis Lewis, consultant to Fortune 500 companies, author of two insightful books, namely, Combat Zone – Selling 
and Negotiating in the 21st Century, as well as Mission Possible, a perceptive comparison between South African business 
and the NASA Space Programme, he is the originator of all the training workshop material of CONTRAQ SOLUTIONS 

Who is Contraq Solutions?
CONTRAQ SOLUTIONS life skills training workshops, guarantee a practical approach to 21st Century World-Class selling techniques, 
Customer Relationship Management, Negotiations Skills and Customer Care Programmes. Their courses have proven to be highly successful 
with major organisations both locally and internationally.  The training workshops have been very well received with measurable results  
by such leading South African companies as Anglo Gold, De Beers, ESKOM, Standard Bank, BHP Billiton, Thermo and Siemens; to name 
but a few.

What is Effective BEE Organisation Management Skills?
This workshop has been designed to support all BEE, middle and senior management in understanding the basic foundations, theories  and 
strategies of effective organisation and people management. The delegate will be reintroduced to Human behavioural theory, organisational 
structures, communication theory, motivation techniques and leadership of the modern business team in an effective and practical format to 
facilitate straightforward application in the work place.     

The 2 Day training workshop is broken down into self contained modules that encompass the following elements: 

•  What Makes People Tick •  Understanding Motivation
•  Communication and Group Decision Making •  Leadership
•  Foundations of Organisational Structure. •  Performance Appraisal and Reward Systems
•  Organisational Change and Development. •  Post-Training Assessment

Who should attend?
Senior & Middle Management; Team Leaders

Credibility
The training workshop has been compiled from the published works of internationally recognised Universities and world renowned authors 
on each specified subject. 

The delegate will be introduced to ‘best in world’ practises in each discipline allowing simple recognition of current and or unsatisfactory 
practises in their own organisations, with tried and tested corrective models to facilitate change interventions.

In addition the workshop will identify the correct methodology to introduce corrective change initiatives.

You’ve got to BEE there!

For further information please call Heather 011 807 8699 or 082 903 5254

Register Online at  http://www.frontfoot.co.za/omw
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