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Discovery-Driven Planning, A Transformative
Approach to Managing Uncertainty,
Celebrates 30th Anniversary

How Rita McGrath and lan MacMillan’s

revolutionary idea continues to shape

strategy in an uncertain world.
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Discovery-Driven Planning. First
introduced in Harvard Business Review
in 1995 by globally recognized strategy expert Rita McGrath and co-author lan MacMillan, the
framework celebrates its 30th anniversary this month — a timely reminder of how leaders can
thrive in uncertain markets by treating assumptions as experiments, not facts.

For three decades, the concept of Discovery-Driven Growth has empowered organizations
worldwide to systematically manage uncertainty, test assumptions, and create strategies that
thrive in rapidly changing environments. From multinational corporations to nimble startups,
Discovery-Driven Planning has become a proven framework for achieving transformational
outcomes while minimizing risk.

“When we first introduced Discovery-Driven Growth, the business world was still largely focused
on predictive planning and rigid forecasts,” says Rita McGrath, Columbia Business School
professor, author and Fortune 500 Advisor recognized as one of the world’s top management
thinkers. “Thirty years later, uncertainty is the norm and organizations that adopt Discovery-
Driven principles are better prepared to adapt, innovate, and lead.”

Originally outlined in the Harvard Business Review article, Discovery-Driven Planning, the
concept evolved into a widely adopted management approach, further developed in McGrath’s
books, including Discovery-Driven Growth: A Breakthrough Process to Reduce Risk and Seize
Opportunity (co-authored with lan MacMillan). It has been embraced by leaders across


http://www.einpresswire.com
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industries, from technology and finance to healthcare and consumer goods.

Discovery-Driven Growth: Through the Years

Nearly three decades after its debut, Discovery-Driven Planning, continues to guide
organizations navigating environments of rapid change and uncertainty. First introduced in the
mid-1990s, at the dawn of the internet era, Discovery-Driven Planning emerged as a response to
a growing problem: traditional competitive advantages were eroding faster than companies
could replace them. “When an old advantage disappears, you have to come up with something
new,” explains McGrath. “But by definition, something new is more uncertain than your core
business. The question was: how do you plan when you don't have all the information you'd like
for a conventional plan? We invented a way to plan to learn, not to prove you were right.”

At the time, the concept was seen as radical. Even innovation pioneer Clayton Christensen called
the ideas “some of the most important tools of management and strategy that have ever been
developed” featuring it in his Harvard Business Review article, “Innovation Killers.” For years,
Discovery-Driven Planning was a “cult favorite” among forward-thinking innovators. Its
mainstream breakthrough came with the rise of the Lean Startup movement, which popularized
now-familiar terms like “minimum viable product” and “customer validation,” concepts that trace
their lineage back to McGrath and MacMillan's work.

The method was born out of McGrath's now-famous “Flops File,” a compilation of big, expensive
corporate failures, with losses to their parent companies that could run into the hundreds of
millions (to get into the file, one had to lose at least $50 million). These included Disney’s early
challenges in Europe and FedEx's ill-fated ZapMail service. “These ventures were planned as
though the companies had facts,” she explains. “In reality, they had assumptions. Discovery-
Driven Planning converts assumptions into facts quickly and at low cost, de-risking ventures
before major resources are committed.”

The approach’s core structure remains remarkably consistent over the past 30 years:

1. Define success clearly - start with the end in mind.

2. Build a reverse income statement to work backward from desired outcomes, and stress-test
the idea against competitive and market realities.

3. Document key operational activities - what would have to be true for the plan to work?

4, List critical assumptions so they are explicit and testable, and the teams don't forget them.
5. Plan around key checkpoints—moments where new learning can reshape the path forward.

Today, the technique has been embedded in countless organizations such as ADP, Amazon,
Netflix, and MasterCard, as well as in entrepreneurship curricula at leading institutions including
Babson College, Stanford, and Columbia University. McGrath teaches it in her Leading Strategic
Growth and Change course at Columbia, where participants frequently bring it back to their
companies with transformative results. The impact is both cultural and operational. “Instead of
endless arguments about spreadsheet cells, you have authentic conversations about
assumptions and the future,” McGrath notes. “It makes teams consistent, focused, and



adaptable.”

Looking to an Al-Future

While the fundamentals have endured, the rise of Al may shape the next evolution. “It remains to
be seen if Al will accelerate or change discovery-driven planning,” McGrath says. “But as we
transition from a world of petrochemicals, suburbs, and highways into a digital future, the need
to plan in the face of uncertainty will only grow.”

Reflecting on three decades of influence, McGrath says, “Thirty years ago, we didn't know how
revolutionary this concept was. But seeing it filter into management across generations has been
deeply gratifying. There's still work to do, because the same mistakes keep happening - Quibi,
Drinkworks and Zillow’s attempts to get into the house flipping business are recent examples.
But in a world where so much is unknown, Discovery-Driven Planning’s role is more relevant than
ever and I'm looking forward to seeing how it's applied in the future.”

About Rita McGrath

Rita McGrath is consistently recognized as one of the world’s foremost experts on strategy and
innovation. She has been consistently ranked among the top 10 management thinkers globally
by Thinkers50 and earned the #1 ranking in strategy. A Professor at Columbia Business School,
where she serves as Academic Director in Executive Education, she is also a trusted advisor to
Fortune 500 leaders and global organizations and the author of five acclaimed business books.
An entrepreneur as well, she is the founder of The Rita McGrath Group and Valize, firms
dedicated to helping organizations thrive in uncertain and rapidly changing environments. A
popular thought leader, McGrath hosts the Thought Sparks podcast and newsletter, engaging a
global audience of executives, innovators, and changemakers.

About lan C. MacMillan

lan C. MacMillan is an emeritus professor at the Wharton School of the University of
Pennsylvania and co-developer of the discovery-driven planning framework. He is widely
recognized for his contributions to entrepreneurship and innovation strategy.
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