
	

	

The Strategic Blind Spot: Why Saying 
“No” Is Often the Riskiest Decision 
A guide for mid-market leaders who want to recognise the future before it 
ends up in their own Anti-Portfolio. 

By Reinout Schotman 

	

	

The	costliest	strategic	mistakes	aren’t	bad	bets	—	they’re	the	great	opportunities	thrown	
away.	

	

In	venture	capital,	few	documents	reveal	more	about	strategic	judgment	than	Bessemer	
Venture	Partners’	Anti-Portfolio.	It	is	a	carefully	maintained	catalogue	of	the	companies	
they	declined	to	fund—Apple,	Google,	Airbnb,	Tesla,	FedEx.	Every	decision	made	sense	
at	the	time.	Every	decision	later	proved	to	be	a	profound	strategic	miss. 

These	stories	are	not	amusing;	they	are	instructive.	They	show	how	experienced	
leaders,	supported	by	data	and	acting	rationally,	can	still	misjudge	where	value	will	
emerge	next.	For	mid-market	companies,	this	lesson	is	not	academic.	It	is	urgent.	

In	many	boardrooms,	saying	“no”	still	feels	like	the	responsible	option.	It	avoids	cost,	
protects	focus	and	is	easy	to	justify	to	shareholders.	But	in	markets	shaped	by	structural	
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change,	a	refusal	is	never	neutral.	A	“no”	is	a	strategic	position	—	an	implicit	assumption	
that	the	future	will	resemble	the	past.	

For	mid-market	firms,	that	is	a	dangerous	assumption.	More	dangerous	than	for	any	
other	segment	of	the	economy.	

Mid-Market Firms Face the Highest Exposure 
Large	corporates	have	buffers:	capital,	brand,	regulatory	reach.	When	they	react	slowly,	
they	can	sometimes	compensate	by	acquiring	disruptors	or	absorbing	years	of	strategic	
drift.	

Small	challengers	have	the	opposite	strengths:	speed,	focus	and	no	legacy	to	protect.	

Mid-market	firms	sit	uncomfortably	between	these	extremes.	Too	large	to	hide,	too	
small	to	shape	the	market.	They	carry	legacy	cost	structures	but	lack	the	redundancy	to	
survive	misjudgment.	And	when	a	smaller	player	reframes	a	part	of	their	value	chain,	
the	impact	reaches	the	mid-market	first	and	hardest.	

This	is	why	inaction	is	not	a	conservative	strategy	for	mid-market	leadership.	It	is	a	
high-exposure	strategy	disguised	as	caution.	

The Illusion of Knowing 
Bessemer’s	repeated	rejection	of	FedEx	was	built	on	impeccable	logic:	aircraft	
economics	did	not	support	small-parcel	logistics.	The	data	was	correct.	The	conclusion	
was	not.	

This	is	the	Illusion	of	Knowing	—	the	belief	that	clarity	about	the	past	provides	insight	
into	the	future.	Leaders	fall	into	it	when	they	rely	on	stable,	historical	parameters	to	
interpret	markets	in	transition.	

Risk	concerns	variables	we	can	measure.	Uncertainty	concerns	the	terrain	where	
variables	shift	entirely.	Boards	that	wait	for	conclusive	evidence	do	not	reduce	
uncertainty;	they	eliminate	their	relevance.	

For	mid-market	companies,	this	delay	is	particularly	punishing:	once	the	future	
becomes	obvious,	larger	incumbents	can	simply	outspend	them,	while	smaller	
disruptors	have	already	occupied	the	strategic	ground.	

Misdefining the Market 
The	rejection	of	eBay—dismissed	as	a	site	for	hobbyists—was	not	a	misjudgment	of	the	
product.	It	was	a	misdefinition	of	the	market.	Bessemer	looked	at	what	users	were	
trading	rather	than	what	the	platform	enabled:	a	global,	frictionless	exchange	
mechanism.	

The	same	pattern	recurs	across	industries.	Kodak	thought	it	sold	film	instead	of	memory	
capture.	Telecom	operators	believed	they	sold	minutes	instead	of	connection.	When	
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leaders	define	markets	in	terms	of	existing	products,	they	become	blind	to	emerging	
substitutes.	

For	mid-market	firms,	this	trap	is	sharper	than	for	others.	A	global	incumbent	can	
survive	a	misdefined	market	for	years;	a	startup	can	pivot	toward	a	better	one.	The	mid-
market	company	sits	in	the	fatal	center:	too	slow	to	pivot,	too	small	to	absorb	the	cost	of	
misunderstanding.	

The	strategic	question	is	never	“Do	customers	want	this	product	today?”	
It	is:	“Is	a	customer	job	being	solved	better	elsewhere?”	

Once	the	answer	is	yes,	substitution	has	already	begun.	

The Abyss: The Space Before Proof 
The	most	important	opportunities	appear	in	the	space	where	evidence	is	incomplete	but	
the	logic	of	change	is	coherent.	This	is	the	Abyss	—	the	interval	between	what	is	proven	
and	what	is	emerging.	

When	Airbnb	met	with	Bessemer,	the	firm	evaluated	it	using	the	metrics	of	hotels:	
occupancy,	regulation,	asset	intensity.	These	were	the	wrong	lenses.	New	categories	
rarely	conform	to	the	economics	of	the	categories	they	replace.	

For	mid-market	companies,	the	Abyss	is	not	theoretical.	It	is	where	smaller	firms	build	
the	next	data	layer,	interface,	or	workflow	—	the	control	points	that	once	defined	your	
competitive	advantage.	Refusing	to	engage	with	this	space	does	not	preserve	the	status	
quo;	it	leaves	it	undefended.	

Optionality,	not	prediction,	is	the	rational	response	to	uncertainty.	

The Myth of the Neutral Delay 
A	common	misconception	in	leadership	teams	is	that	postponing	a	decision	maintains	
neutrality.	It	does	not.	Delay	silently	commits	the	organisation	to	a	default	path	set	by	
external	forces.	

Not	deciding	does	not	protect	you.	
It	decides	for	you	—	usually	in	the	wrong	direction.	

While	you	hesitate,	markets	shift,	competitors	act,	and	customer	expectations	evolve.	By	
the	time	conditions	feel	safe,	the	option	space	has	collapsed.	What	looked	like	prudence	
was	simply	unmanaged	exposure	to	change.	

For	mid-market	companies,	delayed	action	is	rarely	reversible.	Large	players	can	
acquire	neglected	opportunities.	Startups	can	pivot.	Mid-market	firms	must	live	with	the	
consequences.	

If	you	don’t	choose,	the	market	chooses	for	you.	
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A More Effective Decision Rhythm 
Avoiding	your	own	Anti-Portfolio	does	not	require	more	process.	Most	organisations	
already	suffer	from	excess	process.	What	they	lack	is	a	disciplined	rhythm	for	strategic	
judgment.	

When	a	board	is	inclined	to	reject	a	potentially	transformative	idea,	the	chair	or	CEO	
should	pause	the	discussion	long	enough	to	ask:	

“Are	we	rejecting	this	idea,	or	are	we	rejecting	the	metrics	we	are	using	to	
evaluate	it?”	

This	question	shifts	the	frame.	It	forces	leaders	to	inspect	the	assumptions	embedded	in	
their	decision,	and	it	reorients	the	conversation	from	defending	today’s	model	to	
evaluating	tomorrow’s.	

For	mid-market	firms,	this	shift	is	not	optional.	It	is	a	prerequisite	for	survival.	

The Pre-Mortem of the Idea You Decline 
One	additional	discipline	matters:	the	pre-mortem	of	the	opportunity	you	choose	not	to	
pursue.	

Imagine	a	smaller	competitor	adopts	the	idea	you	are	rejecting.	Five	years	later,	they	
control	a	segment,	platform	or	workflow	that	used	to	be	central	to	your	value	creation.	
What	did	they	recognise	that	you	dismissed?	A	behavioural	shift?	A	new	margin	pool?	A	
control	point	forming	in	the	value	chain?	

By	rehearsing	the	consequences	of	inaction,	leaders	make	the	opportunity	cost	visible	
—	something	mid-market	firms	cannot	afford	to	overlook.	

Conclusion: Strategy Is a Judgment Discipline 
Bessemer’s	Anti-Portfolio	is	not	an	anthology	of	errors.	It	is	a	reminder	that	the	greatest	
threat	to	strategy	is	not	external	disruption	but	internal	certainty.	

For	mid-market	companies,	this	reality	is	amplified.	They	are	large	enough	to	be	
targeted,	small	enough	to	be	outpaced	and	not	cushioned	enough	to	absorb	prolonged	
hesitation.	They	cannot	limit	their	investments	to	what	can	be	proven;	they	must	also	
invest	in	what	is	plausible	and	asymmetric.	

Strategy	is	not	the	pursuit	of	safety.	
It	is	the	disciplined	allocation	of	capital	under	uncertainty	—	guided	by	conviction,	not	
by	hindsight.	

So	when	the	next	unfamiliar	proposal	reaches	the	board	table,	consider	whether	you	are	
looking	at	a	risk	or	at	the	early	outline	of	a	reframed	market.	

The	most	expensive	strategic	mistakes	are	not	written	in	the	P&L.	
They	are	recorded	in	the	minutes	of	decisions	deferred.	
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About Outdoor Connect 
Outdoor	Connect	is	an	independent	strategy	advisory	platform	focused	on	board-
level	value	creation	for	mid-sized,	growth-driven	companies	(€50–€1B).	We	bring	
direct	senior	engagement—without	the	traditional	consulting	pyramid—to	help	
founders,	CEOs	and	boards	set	direction,	make	sharper	capital	allocation	choices,	and	
embed	an	execution	rhythm.	Core	areas	include	growth	strategy	in	technology	and	
the	energy	transition,	strategic	repositioning	in	fragmented	markets,	and	board-level	
sparring	on	value	creation	and	M&A	preparation.	
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