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Editor’s Letter

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020

Dear Decision Maker,

This is the second issue, in the turn of  the decade 2020, of  
ndthe rebranded Decision Review. The 22  edition is focusing 

on Strategy Execution with five Decision Feature 
Articles and all the usual columns to guide your executive 
management decision making process. 

The Decision Feature 1 is on 'The Secrets to Successful 
Strategy Execution' by the trio of  Gary Nelson, Karla 
Martin and Elizabeth Powers. In this article, we are told that 
structural measures are initially implemented by many 
organizations because that appears to be the most feasible 
solution, resulting in conspicuous change. However, these 
measures only provide a temporary relief  to the symptoms 
of  the issue, and not its root cause. Structural change 
should be at the apex of  improved execution within the 
context of  any organizational transformation. The 
elements of  strong execution are presented in this article 
through these five characteristics; a good idea, competitive 
environment, decisions that cannot be second-guessed, 
free information flows, and information that impact 
choices.

The above article is followed by Decision Feature 2 on '10 
Principles of  Strategy Through Execution' by Ivan De 
Souza, Richard Kauffeld and David Van Oss. The 
principles show how to link where your company is headed 
with what it does best. These principles are; aim high, build 
on your strengths, be ambidextrous, clarify everyone's 
strategic role, align structure to strategy, transcend 
functional barriers, become a fully digital enterprise, keep it 
simple, sometimes, shape your values, and cultivate 
collective mastery.

Management Decision Column is on 'Is Your Board 
Risk-Ready?' by Michele Wucker. It explains how company 
directors face heightened pressure to assess and manage 
risk at the organizations they oversee – and in the 
boardroom. The Strategic Decision Column is on 'How 
to Succeed in Uncertain Times' by Will Jackson-Moore, 
Heather Swanston and Mohammed Kande. The authors 
show that in a difficult environment, leaders need to resist 
the impulse to adopt a defensive pose. Instead, they must 
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take actions that will position their organizations for 
success. The article shows further that in order to 
effectively navigate uncertain periods, leaders must 
develop the right approach and mindset in order to 
adapt. It explains also that they have to move swiftly 
and proactively to change their course and follow a 
new path, particularly by capitalizing on dislocations 
in the market. 

The Decision Brief  Case  d iscusses 'The 
Consequences Model: Why it is Important to Make 
Decisions Promptly'. Through this model, Kristian 
Kriener and Soren Christensen show us how the 
extent of  the consequences of  your decision relates to 
the extent of  your knowledge. It is followed by 
Decision Feature 3 where Ed Barrows presents 
'What is Strategy Execution?' referring to Larry 

Bossidy book on Execution: The Discipline of  Getting 
Things Done where Strategy Execution is described as a 
process, and Execution as a discipline of  'systematic 
way of  exposing reality and acting on it.' In addition, 
Strategy Execution is also examined as a system of  six 
stages as well as a step-by-step process of  ten steps. 

This is followed by Management Tips that presents 
'Four Different Ways of  Knowing' by Eric McNulty. 
The four ways are; using systems thinking, exploring 
the negative space, observing rather than asking, and 
changing your physical environment. The Strategic 
Repositioning Column that follows is on 'How to 
Help Your Employees Own Your Strategy' by 
Elizabeth Doty. The article puts across the fact that in 
order to take ownership, teams need a specific, 
personalized license to act and not just information or 
inspiration. Clarity on their responsibilities, which 
decision rights they own, what inputs they can count 
on, and who is depending on them to deliver would 
enable them move swiftly into action. It went further 
to state that the idea of  strategy is based on the 
conviction that the real work of  strategy execution lies 
in teams and not leaders and that no organization can 
go a single day without employees having a working 
hypothesis on where they contribute most.

Decision Feature 4 is about 'Making Strategy Work 
on the Frontline' by Amy Gallo a write up based on the 
work of  Robert Kaplan and David Norton which 
already established that only 5% of  employees 
understand their company's strategy and this makes 
successful execution nearly impossible. The Strategic 
Opinion Column tells you that 'Your Employees are 
More Loyal than You Think' as presented by the duo 
of  Atta Tarki and Arvid Malm. On the other hand, the 
Management Affairs Column reveals 'How to Excel 
at both Strategy and Execution' where Paul Leinwand 
and Joachim Rotering tell us that companies that are 
able to succeed at strategy through execution are at an 
advantage over their peers.  

The last Decision Feature 5 in this issue about '10 
Principles for Leadership Presence' by Annette 

Kramer states thus; show up as a whole person, lead 
with what you care about, begin a conversation that 
others want to continue, focus through your body, 
cultivate sustainable curiosity, start by standing still, 
find the story in everything, hold something back, 
investigate your impact, and build your 'muscle 
memory'. 

Three books are recommended in the Book 
Summaries, and they are Good Strategy/Bad Strategy: The 
Difference and Why It Matters by Richard Rumelt 
published in 2011, What's Your Competitive Advantage: 7 
Strategies for Running a Profitable Business in a Complex 
World by Cliff  Bowman and Paul Raspin published in 
2018, and Mapping Innovation: A Playbook for Navigating a 
Disruptive Age by Greg Satell published in 2017. This 
issue 22 of  your Decision Review is further spiced, as 
usual, with some Executive Jokes on the Strategic 
Humour Column to make your decision-making days, 
worth the while.

Your Editor-in-Chief,
Muritala Awodun, PhD

in order to effectively 
navigate uncertain 
periods, leaders must 
develop the right 
approach and mindset 
in order to adapt.
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THE SECRETS TO 

EXECUTION 

SUCCESSFUL
 STRATEGY 

n online assessment conducted over the 
period of 5 years, sought to enquire from a 
range of employees, particularly of 
executive ranks, if they agreed with the 

statement “Important strategic and 
operational decisions are quickly translated 

into action.” The answer of the majority was to the 
contrary, indicating that many organisations had 
very good strategies, but failed at execution. In order 
to not only be on the competitive map, but to remain 
there, solid execution is vital. 

The outcome of several decisions daily made by 
employees,  acting in accordance with the 
information they have, as well as their own self-
interest is execution. Four fundamental building 
blocks (DIMS) have been identified in order to help 
executives influence their actions: 

Clarifying decision rights (Decision rights)� 

Designing information flows (Information)� 

Aligning motivators (Motivators)� 

Making changes to structure (Structure) � 

Structural measures are initially implemented by 
many organisations because that appears to be the 
most feasible solution, resulting in conspicuous 
change. However, these measures only provide a 

GARY L. NEILSON, KARLA L. MARTIN AND ELIZABETH POWERS

EXECUTION 
 STRATEGY 
SUCCESSFUL
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temporary relief to the symptoms of the 
issue, and not its root cause. Structural 
change should be at the apex of 
improved execution within the context 
of any organisational transformation. 
Research il lustrates that actions 
pertaining to decision rights and 
information are more essential and 
productive as improvements to the other 
two building blocks. 

For instance, a global organisation in the 
early 1990s decided to tread the path of 
restructuring like many organisations at 
the time, resulting in the prompt 
reduction of management- staffing cost 
by 18%. In the long run however, things 
were back to the status quo as the layers 
of  management which had been 
eliminated gradually resurfaced and the 
spans of control which had been 
expanded, were narrowed again. This 
further illustrates the fact that focusing 
only on structure intercepts the obvious 
signs of poor performance, but not the 
root causes of same, which is essentially 
how people make decisions in relation to 
accountability for those actions. 
S u b s e q u e n t  t o  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f 
restructuring being able to tackle the 
f u n d a m e n t a l  i s s u e s  w i t h i n  t h e 
organisation, management decided to 
focus on the improvement of execution, 
hence finding out the main reasons for 

poor performance. It turned out that the 
managers did not fully grasp their roles 
and responsibilities, and so were unable 
to deliver. There was also no solid 
correlation between rewards and 
performance. 

Thus, a new management model had to 
be established, in order to indicate who 
was responsible for what, as well as to 
include the connection between 
performance and reward. Employees 
under this new model were made to last 
longer within their roles in order for 
them to effectively see their initiatives 
through and before being quickly 
promoted to manager within 18 months 
to 2 years, contrary to being unable to 
focus on their new role as manager 
because they still had to perform duties 
from their former positions. In addition, 
the outcome of such initiatives reflect 
constantly in the performance reviews 
for a period of time after they've been 
promoted compelling managers to 
abide by the precedent for expectations 
that they had set in their former roles. 

THE ELEMENTS OF STRONG EXECUTION
In order to identify the action(s) that 
were most effective in ensuring the 
implementation of an organisation's 
strategy, extensive research was 
conducted by Neilson, Martin and 
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Structural measures are initially 
implemented by many organisations because 
that appears to be the most feasible solution, 
resulting in conspicuous change. However, 
these measures only provide a temporary 

relief to the symptoms of the issue, and not its 
root cause.
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Powers, illustrating the exact methods 
of restructuring, motivating, improving 
information flows, and clarifying 
d e c i s i o n  r i g h t s  t h a t  w e r e  m o s t 
important. The research resulted in the 
formulation of a list of 17 traits, each 
matching one or more of the four 
building blocks that could enable 
effective execution. An online profiler 
which enables people access their 
organisation's execution capabilities 
was also developed bearing those factors 
in mind. Thousands of data from 
different profiles were collected which 
helped in the more exact measurement 
of the effect of each trait on an 
organisations ability to execute. This 
allowed the placing of the 17 traits in the 
hierarchy of their relative influence. 
This hierarchy clarifies the importance 
of decision rights and information. The 
first 8 of the traits map directly to 
decision rights and information, 3 relate 
to structure, and none of those ranks 
higher than the 13th.

The top five traits are as follows;
1. Everyone has a good idea of 

the decisions and actions for 
which he or she is responsible: 
I n  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  s t r o n g  o n 
execution, 71% of individuals agree 
with this statement, while in 
organisations where execution is 
weak, only 32% agree. Decision 
rights begin to get blurred as an 
organisation matures as it is way 
easier for roles and responsibilities 
to be clearly defined while an 
organisation is still small. Overtime, 
due to the fact that many executives 
come and leave with their own 
individual expectations, where one 
person's accountability begins and 
another's ends becomes rather 
unclear.   A global  consumer 
durables company learnt this after 
realising that it was difficult to find 
anyone below the CEO who felts 
truly accountable for profitability. 
The company was organised into 16 

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020
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p r o d u c t  d i v i s i o n s ,  w i t h i n  3 
geographic groups. Each of the 
divisions was saddled with the 
responsibility of reaching explicit 
performance targets, even though 
t h e  s p e n d i n g  t a r g e t s  w e r e 
controlled by functional staff at the 
corporate headquarters. Similarly, 
the  funct ional  leaders  of ten 
overruled decisions made by the 
divisional and geographic leaders. 
This resulted in increased overhead 
costs as the divisions began to add 
staff that would help them create 
bulletproof cases to challenge 
corporate decisions. Decisions took 
longer as divisions negotiated with 
functions. Functional staffers in the 
divisions often deferred to their 
higher-ups in corporate instead of 
their division vice president because 
functional leaders were in charge of 
r e w a r d s  a n d  p r o m o t i o n s . 
Resolution of disputes was left only 
to the CEO and his executive team. 
All  these resulted in st i f l ing 

execution till a new chief executive 
was brought in. The new CEO placed 
more emphasis on redefining the 
divisions to focus on consumers, 
thereby improving profitable 
growth, and paid less attention to 
cost control. Furthermore, each 
division was given accountability 
for profit, as well as the authority to 
draw on functional activities and 
control their budget. Functional 
leaders understood the market 
realities; that change required 
certain adjustments to be made to 
the business operating model.

2. Important Information about 
the competitive environment 
gets to headquarters quickly: 
77% of people in strong execution 
organisations agree with this 
statement while in weak-execution 
organisations, only 45% do. The 
only way by which the headquarters 
of an organisation can identify 
patterns and  effectively is by having 
up-to-date market intelligence. 

3. Once made, decisions are 
rarely second-guessed: In this 
research, 71% of respondents in 
weak-execution companies were of 
the opinion that decisions were 
being second-guessed, while only 
45% of those from strong-execution 
organisations felt that way. The idea 
of second-guessing is relative to 
perspective. Managers up the line 
can add value to a  decision, 
however, they may in reality only be 
delaying progress, by repeating 
their subordinates duties, thereby 
failing to contribute to incremental 
value. 

The only way by 
which the 
headquarters of an 
organisation can 
identify patterns 
and effectively is 
by having up-to-
date market 
intelligence. 

”

“

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020
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4. Information flows freely 
a c r o s s  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l 
boundaries: Research shows that 
55% of those from strong-execution 
companies think information flows 
f e e l y  a c r o s s  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l 
b o u n d a r i e s ,  w h i l e  2 1 %  o f 
respondents from weak-execution 
companies do not. It is essential to 
note that when information does not 
f l o w  h o r i z o n t a l l y  a c r o s s 
organisational boundaries, units 
begin to forfeit economies of scale 
and the transfer of best practices. In 
addition, the organisation loses the 
chance to develop a range of 
p r o s p e c t i v e  m a n a g e r s  w h o 
understand all  aspects of the 
c o m p a n y ' s  o p e r a t i o n s .  I t  i s 
pertinent that there is a level of 
communication about the whole 
functionality of an organisation in 
order to develop the requisite trust 
for collaboration

5. Field and line employees 
usually have the information 
they need to understand the 
bottom-line impact of their 
d a y - t o - d a y  c h o i c e s :  T h i s 
research revealed that 61% of 
individuals in strong-execution 
organisations attest to the fact that 
field and line employees have the 
information needed to understand 
the bottom-line impact of their 
decisions,  while only 28% of 
individuals in weak-execution 
organisations agree. The execution 
of rational decisions is hinged on the 
availability of information to 
e m p l o y e e s .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i f 
managers do not understand what 
the cost to capture an incremental 
dollar in revenue will be, they will 

always pursue the incremental 
value. 

C R E AT I N G  A  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N 
PROGRAM 
The four building blocks, which are; 
decision rights, information, structure, 
and motivators used by managers to 
improve  s trategy  execut ion  are 
intertwined. 

Ambiguous decision rights restrict the 
flow of information, slow down decision 
making and separate performance from 
rewards. Blocking information also 
leads to the making of poor decisions as 
w e l l  a s  a  l i m i t a t i o n  t o  c a r e e r 
development. In order to tackle each 
p e c u l i a r  c h a l l e n g e  f a c e d  b y  a n 
organisation, the source of the problem 
must first be identified. 

In order to assist companies to construct 
a n  i m p r o v e m e n t  p r o g r a m  w i t h 
significant impact, what is known as the 
organisational-change simulator has 
been developed in order to serve as an 
interactive tool that gives room for 
trying out several elements of a change 
program, virtually to see which would be 
most suited to the company's area of 
weakness.

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020
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aving a link between strategy and execution is essential as the strategy is 
the promise to deliver the value that no other company can, and the 
execution occurs in the many decisions made daily by people at every 
level of the company. In order to ensure execution, it is essential to focus 
on the company's long term goals, regardless of the challenges that may 
surface, so as to stand out among competitors. The seamless combination 

of strategy and execution contributes largely to quality, innovation, profitability and 
growth. However, in a recent strategy and global survey in which several business 
executives were asked to rate their company's top leaders with regard to their skill at 
strategy and execution, barely 8% were found to be effective at both.

How to link where your company is headed with what it does best.

Ivan de Souza, Richard Kauffeld, and David van Oss

10 PRINCIPLES OF

 THROUGH EXECUTION
STRATEGY

H

DECISION FEATURE 2
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Iconic enterprises such as Apple, 
Amazon, IKEA, Starbucks and Haier, 
amongst others, have been found to 
effectively combine strategy and 
execution by establishing a  winning 
value proposition, accompanied by 
unique capabilities in everything they 
do. In order to attain the level of success 
these companies have reached, the need 
to cultivate the ability to introduce the 
strategic into everyday activities is 
germane for organisations looking to 
develop. 

The following principles would aid the 
e a s y  i n f u s i o n  o f  s t r a t e g y  a n d 
implementation within organisations;

1. Aim high: Sustained value creation 
should be targeted alongside 
financial success when setting a 
standard for strategy or execution 
within an organisation. A strong 
long-term strategy, coupled with a 
fierce commitment to effective 
e x e c u t i o n  c a n  r e s u l t  i n  t h e 
transformation of  a  regional 
economy, and not just the company. 
The top level executives within the 
organisation lead the way by 
executing the lofty goals of the 
company without compromise. 
With high aspirations, only talented 
people who are committed to being 
at the company, will be recruited.  

2. Build on Your Strengths: The 
unique capabilities of the company 
can be used as a starting point to 
create  greater  success .  I t  i s 
important to identify the different 
things that would ensure that the 
capabilities work, and figure out 
what it would take to build on the 
company's strengths, so as to 
succeed consistently in the future. 
Organisations would discover new 
ways of building on the strengths as 
novel circumstances occur. With 
a m p l e  k n o w l e d g e  a b o u t  t h e 
company's capabilities, there will be 
more opportunities to build on the 
company's strengths. This is why it 
is essential to gather sufficient data 
about the company practices, and 
conducting post-mortems. 

3. Be Ambidextrous:
 Ambidexterity, in the physical 
world, is the ability to use both 
hands with the same level of skill 
and versatility. In the business 
world, it refers to the ability to 

DECISION FEATURE 2
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manage strategy and execution with 
the same level of competence. In 
some companies, it is also known as 
being “bilingual” which is the ability 
to speak the language of  the 
boardroom and the shop floor or 
software centre with equal facility. 
In order for strategy through 
execution to become a reality, 
ambidexterity needs to be mastered 
across the enterprise. Although not 
everyone needs to be familiar with 
the company's  strategy,  i t  is 
important that they are aware of 
how their role affects the company. 
The leaders within the organisation 
must equally be ambidextrous. 
According to John Sviokla and 
Mitch Cohen, the word, producer is 
b e s t  s u i t e d  t o  d e s c r i b e 
ambidextrous individuals- they can 
both envision a blockbuster strategy 
and figure out in detail how to 
develop and sell it to customers. 

4. Clarify Everyone's Strategic 
Role: It is important to note that 
employees on all levels who are 
involved in the daily operations of 
the company are often called on to 
make decisions on the company's 
behalf, therefore if they do not have 
sufficient motivation to deliver the 
strategy, the strategy will not reach 
the customers. This highlights the 
need to ensure that everyone is well 
informed about their specific roles. 

Employees are able to make a 
greater personal commitment when 
they understand why their jobs 
make a difference, and why the 
company's advancement will help 
their own advancement. 

5. Align Structures to Strategy: If 
the structures of the company do not 
support the strategy, removing or 
changing them should be put into 
consideration in order to ensure 
that they do not get in the way of 
s t r a t e g y  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n / 
e x e c u t i o n .  T h i s  i s  w h y  t h e 
organisational structures, including 
the hierarchical design, decision 
right, incentives, and metrics, need 
to reinforce the company's identity. 
E v e r y  s t r u c t u r e  w i t h i n  a n 
organisation ought to strengthen 
capabilities, and focus them on 
delivering strategic goals. 

6. T r a n s c e n d  F u n c t i o n a l 
B arriers:  M a n y  c o m p a n i e s 
i n a d v e r t e n t l y  r e d u c e  t h e i r 
capabilities by giving room for all 

DECISION FEATURE 2
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functions within the organisation to 
operate independently. Combined 
efforts tend to bring people who do 
not understand each other together, 
sometimes including those with 
conflicting objectives and agendas. 
This often leads to the entire team 
being stuck in cycles of internal 
competition which become more 
difficult to resolve as the company 
gets bigger. In order to tackle this, 
putting together teams that are 
cross-functional is essential to 
blueprint,  build and roll  out 
capabil it ies.  The capabil it ies 
orientation would eventually 
become habitual, thereby affecting 
the way people view their roles; not 
as gatekeepers of their expertise, but 
as contributors to a larger whole. 

7. B e c o m e  a  F u l l y  D i g i t a l 
E n t e r p r i s e :  I n  t h i s  a g e  o f 
technology, it is important that any 
organisation that intends to create 
new experiences and interactions 
for customers, employees as well as 
o t h e r s  a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h  t h e 
organisation, begins to embrace the 
potential that digital technology has 
on the transformation of the 
company. A total digitisation will 
certainly expand the range of 
strategic options, creating room to 
pursue products, services and 
innovations that once seemed 
unrealistic. However, the adoption 

of digital technology may mean 
abandoning expensive IT systems, 
sometimes, even more quickly than 
expected. This is as a result of the 
fact that customers and employees 
alike now expect companies to be 
digitally sophisticated. For instance, 
i n s t a n t  a c c e s s ,  s m a r t p h o n e 
c o n n e c t i v i t y ,  s e a m l e s s 
interoperability are automatically 
expected from companies today. In 
order  to  reduce the  costs  of 
constant ly  upgrading digi ta l 
systems as they evolve, and also to 
boost agility, organisations can 
begin to outsource some tech 
activities, while maintaining those 
that are unique to the business. The 
biggest constraint is the ability to 
combine business strategy, user 
experience, and technological 
prowess in a distinct way.  

8. Keep it Simple, Sometimes: 
Naturally, in a large, mainstream 
company, execution is complicated 
and capabilities are multifaceted. In 
spite of the fact that many company 
leaders wish for more simplicity, it 
usually does not work out that way. 
In order to attain the highest level of 
simplicity possible regardless, 
simplicity must be sought in a 
selective way.. A combination of 
three vital concepts make simplicity 
feasible; First, be as simple as 
possible, Then, let the strategy of the 

DECISION FEATURE 2
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company be a guide in adding the 
right amount of complexity, and 
third,  bui ld  the  capabi l i t ies 
necessary to effectively manage the 
intrinsic complexity in serving 
markets and customers. 

9. Shape Your Value Chain: As a 
company progresses, it requires the 
input of other companies within its 
n e t w o r k  e s p e c i a l l y  a s  s u c h 
companies have an impact on 
execution, and are fundamental to 
transfer products from one end of 
the value chain to the other. No 
company can function all alone. 
Such companies should be actively 
involved in the company strategy, 
they should also look forward to a 
partnership with the company. This 
strategic commitment requires 
being backed up by financing, 
analytics, and operational prowess. 
Leading edge digital technology can 
be used to align analytics and 
processes across the value chain. In 
the past, companies were found to 
link operations to customer insight 
in innovative ways through vertical 
integration, by bringing all parts of 
the operation in-house. However, 
as a result of the advancement in 
technology, full integration is not 
necessary due to the fact that the 
technological space is a cloud-based 
computer environment. Several 
companies are able to share real-
time data seamlessly via integrated 
business platforms. 

10. Cultivate Collective Mastery: 
This is a cultural attribute that is 
mainly found within organisations 
where strategy through execution is 
dominant. It is a state of open, 
constant and fluid communication. 
Where there is collective mastery, 
the strategists understand what will 
or will not work because of their 
communication with the functional 
specialists who, in turn, know why 
what they're supposed to do is 
important, and not just that it is. 
Basically, individuals trust one 
another to make decisions on behalf 
of the whole. This type of culture 
a l l o w s  p e o p l e  f o c u s  o n 
accomplishing results. However, 
collective mastery is built overtime, 
i n  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  w h e r e 
employees feel like they have the 
encouragement and support of 
others, devoid of organisational 
boundaries. This does not entail 
abandoning the company strategy, 
even though it requires flexibility to 
pursue only the opportunities that 
have the capability win. It also 
allows ease in the conducting of new 
projects/ experiments without 
making huge commitment. This 
level of flexibility is vital for 
navigation in a volatile economic 
landscape. 

The 10 principles of strategy through 
execution will help build a new culture 
in which people are aware of where the 
company is going, and how to get there. 
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Michele Wucker 

IS YOUR 
BOARD 
RISK-
READY? 

he board of directors of any 

Torganisation are saddled with 
the responsibility of reviewing 

different kinds of risks to the company. 
The members of the board must 
therefore be prepared themselves. 
According to David Koening, founder of 
the Directors and Chief Risk Officers 
G r o u p  ( D C R O ) ,  a n  i n d u s t r y 
organisation formed after the 2008 
financial crisis, “if boards really 
understand how to take risks well, their 

Company directors face heightened pressure to 
assess and manage risk at the organizations they 
oversee — and in the boardroom itself.
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organisations will do better” In the 
decade following the crisis of 2008, 
boards have hastily established risk 
monitoring mechanisms, thereby 
b o o s t i n g  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  r i s k 
management market. In addition, 
investors and directors have called for 
boards to improve the overseeing of 
organisational risk culture, particularly 
as a result of a series of lawsuits which 
chastise directors for ignoring risks. 
However, it is pertinent to note that risk 
oversight is not just about avoiding 
sanctions.  According to a study 
conducted by Institutional Investor 
Services, companies that have good 
corporate governance have been shown 
to be more profitable, have higher stock 
market returns and dividend payouts, 
as well as less risky investments than 
those with weak governance structures. 

As a result of the pressures and 
expectations, corporate directors have 
begun taking measures to avoid 
unnecessary risks. For example, setting 

up risk committees, measuring how 
much attention to be paid to risks and 
understanding how cultural dynamics 
affect risk decisions. Koening of DCRO 
opines that the most effective board risk 
oversight happens because someone in 
the company; whether an investor, a 
board member or even the CEO, has had 
an earlier oversight experience and has 
seen that it has been helpful, and not as a 
result of regulation. 

RISK ASSESSMENT TOOLS
New tools intended to assist directors in 
paying more attention to board risk 
dynamics, assess their skills and 
performance, as well as adjust processes 
and composition to make boards more 
risk-ready, are evolving.

Some organisations like the DCRO, for 
instance, have set up certain guidelines 
that outline risk skills like conflict 
management, the ability to challenge 
group think dynamics, awareness of 
cognitive biases, and facility with 

...companies that have 
good corporate 

governance have been 
shown to be more 

profitable, have higher 
stock market returns and 
dividend payouts, as well 
as less risky investments 

than those with weak 
governance structures.
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c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  t o  h e l p  b u i l d 
consensus around risks. 

Others such as the National Association 
of Corporate Directors, have detailed 
best risk practices for boards, which 
include asking themselves difficult 
questions like if their processes and 
cultures for risk oversight have worked 
as planned. 

A tool that assesses the structure of 
b o a r d s ,  t h e i r  c o m p o s i t i o n  a n d 
leadership, the roles of directors in risk 
oversight assessment, alignment of risk 
and strategy, and the risk information 
provided to the board has been devised. 
This helps in infusing risk readiness 
throughout the board, and assists in 
building confidence in the risk oversight 
processes. Risk oversight assessments 
can only give valuable insights that are 
capable of improving the processes if the 
directors on the board take their 
information to heart.

The Risk Maturity Model created by the 
Institute of Risk Management is a vital 
tool in the identification of risks and 
evaluation of risk-reward trade-offs and 
for grasping the extent to which 
leadership and staff embrace and 
execute their risk strategy. 

In addition, the boards of financial firms 
are required by U.K regulators to 
provide statements that describe the 
t y p e  a n d  a m o u n t  o f  r i s k s  a n 
organisation is prepared to take to be 
able to meet strategic objectives. As with 
other tools, the effectiveness of the 
statements largely depends on the 
extent  to  which the boards and 
companies embrace and are passionate 
about them. 

GROUP DYNAMICS
If a risk advances to a full blown crisis, a 
proper understanding of the risk 
attitudes of the directors as individuals 
would assist in navigating the issues. 
According to David Temin, the founder 
of Temin and Company, a New York 
based crisis management firm, “It's 
better to fix the fissures on a board 
ahead of time because every fissure will 
explode in a crisis” Temin further 
suggests that an annual risk survey be 
conducted to ascertain how familiar 
with the various risks the directors are. 

Another way to help shed light on the 
differences among board members and 
the way they respond to stress and risks, 
as well as help in identifying in advance 
which directors they might lean on most 
in the event that a crisis hits is through 
crisis scenario games. 

IS IT WORKING
In spite of the fact that the risk 
committees, assessment of board 
processes and culture, risk appetite 
statements, and scenario exercises can 
help to strengthen board risk culture, it 
is essential not to make the assumption 
that actions will be effective. The results 
depend on what boards do with the 
insight and data acquired from making 
use of these tools. 
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here are several conditions over which people 
and organisations have little or no control. In the 
course of the last decade, there have been several 
uncertain situations that have shaken up CEOs 
globally, such as the continuing Brexit saga, 
tensions in the Middle East and Eastern Europe, 

trade tensions between the U.S and China, structural 
uncertainty as a result of technological change, tectonics shifts 
in consumer needs and tastes, as well as regulatory 
uncertainty. Many, however, are of the illusion that a 
resolution of one or more of these glaring issues would result 
in a smooth sailing of the global economy. It is germane to note 
that there is a general difficulty coping with uncertainty, 
especially when multiple reasons for uncertainty arise almost 

- WILL JACKSON-MOORE, HEATHER SWANSTON AND MOHAMMED KANDE 

HOW TO SUCCEED IN 
UNCERTAIN

TIMES

T

In a difficult environment, leaders need to resist 
the impulse to adopt a defensive pose. They must 

instead take actions that will position their 
organization for success.
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at the same time. Leaders globally have even 
began to question if growth will  be 
materialised. According to Economist, 
Herbert Simon, in his work called “bounded 
reality”, leaders use judgement shortcuts, 
known as heuristics in decision making. 
Examples of such heuristics include reduced 
investment, freeze hiring, avoiding entering 
new markets, slash marketing and brand 
investments, and sometimes, stopping 
decision making altogether. Though the 
reason for making these decisions as an 
immediate response to uncertainty is 
uncertainty, they can be counterproductive 
in the long term, not just the short. term.  
Slowing things down when things are 
already slowing down could result in an 
aggravation of the situation. John Maynard 
Keynes's paradox of thrift suggests that 
demand is reduced, and everyone becomes 
poorer when households and companies 
reduce spending during a recession or its 
aftermath. 

In order to effectively navigate uncertain 
periods, leaders must develop the right 
approach and mindset in order to adapt; 
they can, move swiftly and proactively in 
order to change their course and follow a 

new path, particularly by capitalising on 
dislocations in the market. It is important 
for organisations to have a bias toward 
action. Companies must endeavour to be fit 
for growth by aligning their costs with the 
strategy and priorities, investing in 
differentiated capabilities and using 
traditional and digital levers to execute. 
They must continually engage in scenario 
planning, constructing and evaluating 
options that offer a broader view of the 
landscape and possibilities for success. They 
must also develop agility by embodying the 
balance and capability that allow them to 
shift focus, priorities and resources to meet 
changing circumstances.  Resil ience 
particularly with regard to recovering from 
setbacks must be garnered, as well as, 
remaining in a position to benefit from new 
opportunities. 

DYNAMIC STRATEGY
Historically, strategy has been regarded as 
being very straightforward in the way that it 
works out; define a vision, a way to play, 
differentiating capabilities, backed by 
investment. However, with uncertainty, the 
potential outcomes are even more than 
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usual, including the outcome on competitor 
and consumer behaviors. It is essential for 
leaders to make clear what they would do 
and what they would not while pursuing 
various initiatives. Sundar Subramanian 
and Anand Rao suggest that strategic 
decision making has to become more 
probable and dynamic in order for it to be 
more resilient to change. In order to build 
competitive advantage, defining strategy, 
then test ing and making necessary 
adjustments to internal and external 
changes, is critical. 

Data and technology play a vital role in 
building a resilient, agile and dynamic 
strategy. Defining a set of plausible 
outcomes coupled with constructing a 
digital twin of the operating environment 
can give an image that illustrates the way the 
different drivers of uncertainty interact with 
one another. Teams can therefore consider a 
larger variety of eventualities, including if a 
leading competitor introduces new products 
at  a lower price point or goes into 
bankruptcy, or what could happen in a 
situation where in one country the market 
crashes while i t  booms in another. 
Companies can proceed to focus their efforts 
on building out and scaling the capabilities 
which enable them grow or reinforce 
competitive advantage after they must have 
implemented pilots to test certain moves in 
the real world as well as identified the 
r e i n f o r c i n g  f a c t o r s  a n d  d y n a m i c s 
responsible for driving differentiation. The 

consistent monitoring of performance 
provides real-time feedback. As is typical in 
times of extreme uncertainty, the process of 
market sensing and testing begins again as 
the environment changes. Taking such a 
path gives a greater sense of added 
optionality,  prescribing the sets  of 
investments and capabilities worth going 
after under different contingencies. In 
addition to added confidence, running 
multiple scenarios on how a company can 
succeed under different conditions leads to 
the generation of a variety of actions and 
capabilities that are viable for immediate 
investment, irrespective of the cycle and 
level of uncertainty. 

INVESTING IN THE WORKFORCE
It is not uncommon for companies to put 
hiring freezes in place and leave positions 
vacant in times of uncertainty. However, it is 
essent ia l  for  the  workforce  of  any 
organisation to be sized according to its 
purpose. And merely freezing activity 
implies that companies can miss out on 
filling critical needs and areas. Companies 
must ensure that their workforce has the 
new skills required by the new digital world. 
An organisation's capacity to thrive in times 
of uncertainty would be improved through 
investments in efforts to make the existing 
workforce more agile and resilient to 
changes in the environment. 

In many instances, the positions of long time 
employees are capable of being replaced by 

In order to effectively navigate uncertain 
periods, leaders must develop the right 

approach and mindset in order to adapt; they 
can, move swiftly and proactively in order to 

change their course and follow a new path, 
particularly by capitalising on dislocations in 

the market.

”
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modern machines. However, it is important 
for organisations to understand the 
significance of such employees, regarding 
them as valuable assets, particularly 
because of their  experience. In times of 
financial limitations that do not give room 
for additional staff, it becomes more 
important to develop people to be able to 
adjust to and fit the evolving needs of the 
organisation. It is usually more effective to 
move people across the organisation than it 
is to cut in one place and recruit elsewhere.

To increase the options  for the human 
capital strategy, companies must identify 
proactive ways. For example, organisations 
can take advantage of dislocations in the 
labor markets to attract people with the 
requisite skills. They can also build 
resilience by making their workforce more 
flexible. As a result of technological 
advancement, changing expectations and 
the growth of the infrastructure that 
supports independent work, a reasonable 
amount of the workforce would rather work 
on a contingent basis which implies that 
companies are able to access needed talent 
and skills as well as position themselves as a 

preferred choice for employer/partner. 
When the outlook is less clear, instead of cut 
back or release people, organisations can 
either rebalance their use of contingent 
workers or flex down. 

It is vital that leaders are considerate of the 
fact that periods of heightened uncertainty 
can have a significant impact on the 
workplace culture. During such times, 
leaders must consciously and effectively 
communicate the steps the organisation 
seeks to take to be more agile and resilient 
because while some may remain, they may 
become fearful and less engaged, while 
others may choose to leave for other 
opportunities.  

SUPPORTING THE WORKFORCE 
WITH AGILE OPERATIONS
While it is important to identify different 
scenarios and invest in building a workforce 
that can weather uncertainty, it is also 
highly important that companies can act on 
the options they generate only if their 
operations can support the execution. 
Organisations must focus on operational 
agility in times of uncertainty. This allows 
people be prepared to make the rapid 
revolution that can be instrumental to 
surviving and thriving. In some respects, it 
is more difficult to rethink an operational 
strategy than it is to rethink a commercial 
strategy. 

Prior to the digital age, the operational 
configuration sometimes took years. 
However, the challenge in these modern 
times is to make use of technologies such as 
digitisation, Artificial Intelligence or 
robotic process automation to reshape 
operations quickly so that they can mirror 
the constantly shift ing commercial 
landscape. This approach means having 
insight of which operations and capabilities 
provide an organisation with competitive 
advantage, and making sure the company 
owns and invests in them. The ability to cut 
costs without losing control is important. 
Service providers and manufacturers 

To increase the options  
for the human capital 
strategy, companies 

must identify proactive 
ways. For example, 

organisations can take 
advantage of 

dislocations in the labor 
markets to attract 

people with the requisite 
skills.
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should identify good costs and invest in 
them. Even though outsourcing is an 
important aspect of building a vibrant 
operation,  in t imes of  uncertainty, 
companies that outsource should take 
special care to capture value, while also 
preventing it from leaking. Companies 
should not outsource functions they have 
not yet optimised themselves. 

CREATE VALUE WITH DEALS
During times of uncertainty, deal making is 
generally paralysed, as companies are 
pushed to making transactions that are 
reactive and defensive. Companies naturally 
pull back on inorganic growth, and in 
addition, the risk tolerance of boards, 
management, investment committees and 
shareholders decline. Companies that are 
s u f f i c i e n t l y  c a p a b l e  o f  e x e c u t i n g 
transactions when they can, not just when 
they have to, will discover that deals give 
room for occasions to boost growth and pull 
ahead of rivals.  Due to the fact that more 
motivated sellers emerge during uncertain 
times, companies can potentially use the 
deal flow from organisations divesting 
assets, to their advantage. This explains why 
many private equity firms tend to endeavour 
to get their best deals and create the most 
value by buying at the trough of a cycle, when 

both multiples and profits are depressed.  

Organisations should draw from the Fit for 
Growth mentality, focusing on acquiring 
technologies, operations, and units that 
strengthen desired capabilities and enhance 
the core business, while analysing deal 
opportunities.  The outcome is  that 
divestment strategies should centre on 
selling non core assets that free up resources 
for investment. Companies can shape their 
future by focusing on the long term 
structural trends that they have a level of 
certainty about even if they lack clarity on 
the short-term prospects surrounding any 
one business unit. Companies that choose to 
invest in the present regardless of economic 
conditions, may be best suited to ride the 
next technological wave. 

Agile deal makers develop plans that allow 
them move quickly to create value. In this 
age of dynamic strategy, successful 
acquirers and investors can use analytics 
and modelling to work on integration and 
other core value creation levers while they 
conduct due diligence. That way, those 
levers can instantly be implemented. 

Moving quickly is important in times of 
uncertainty because delays can have a 

Agile deal makers 
develop plans that 
allow them move 
quickly to create 

value.
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negative effect on 2 vital components that 
underlie the success of deals; culture and 
talent, and not just because of shifting 
market dynamics. Failure to plan for 
c u l t u r a l  c h a n g e  w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  t h e 
undermining of value created in a merged 
organisation. Talent is often at the forefront 
of deals, which are often motivated by the 
desire to access intellectual property and 
specific skills. Acquirers can reduce 
uncertainty by identifying and incentivising 
the crucial employees in order to get them to 
remain, before an acquisition. When the 
deal is done, clear communication on the 
value creation plans will help retain 
important personnel and build buy-in from 
them. 

ADJUSTING TO TAX AND 
REGULATION REFORM
Due to the complex, volatile and ever 
changing nature of tax regulations in a large 
range of industries such as technology, 
energy, resources, financial services, 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  a n d  t r a d e ,  m a n y 
organisations have began to see the need to 
get ahead of prospective change. This is 
because such shifts tend to have a huge 
impact on their industries, the specific 
markets in which they operate, and the 
general business environment. 

Sometimes, business models may be 
completely altered as a result of changes in 
the regulatory environment. For instance, 
automobile manufacturers have begun 
evolving their operations ahead of the 
constant ly  changing  s tandards  for 
emissions, pollution levels, and safety. 
Manufacturers that have had the most 
foresight in doing so will discover that they 
are  most  res i l ient  to  the  changing 
environment. Regulatory and tax shifts may 
also lead to a rethinking of existing practices 
and a chance to further align operating 
models with regulatory, legal, and fiscal 
policy. 

The adoption of technological solutions can 
assist companies in managing compliance 

issues while they assess the longer-term 
impact of other changes. Having a good 
understanding of how to find and assemble 
the requisite data for new regulatory 
disclosures on various elements like supply 
chains, the source of ingredients, and 
energy use, will give room for companies to 
provide the requirements while improving 
their reputation. 

Being in a position to respond effectively 
will allow a business focus on its trading 
environment and not be further disturbed 
by legal or regulatory challenges. 

CAPITAL STRENGTH
A strong foundation is fundamental to the 
implementation of capabilities-driven 
strategies, investment in human capital, 
and the execution of deals. Finance, 
however, has its own heuristics in times of 
uncertainty. Oftentimes, commercial 
organisations are slow in their reaction to 
changes to their forecasts. Working capital 
mostly increases while consuming more 
cash and effectively restricting liquidity and 
companies often become motivated sellers 

A strong foundation is 
fundamental to the 
implementation of 
capabilities-driven 

strategies, investment 
in human capital, and 
the execution of deals.
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when assets prices are low. In order to 
ensure effective action, it is important for all 
key operational functions, including 
commercial, procurement, and supply 
chain to be actively engaged while finance 
acts as an operationally involved partner 
and conscience of the business. 

Companies can review and challenge 
economic, business and sales projections 
and continually feed the results into 
updated forecasts by harnessing data and 
information technologies to run scenarios 
involving their business.

It is important for companies to analyse and 
challenge the regular models used by 
operational process owners to run their 
daily business. This entails reviewing lead 
time assumptions and finding ways to 
shorten them. Finance professionals should 
ensure that safety stock calculations still 
reflect the current situation, and identify the 
aspects of the portfolio or large customers 
for which it is worth investing in inventory. 
There is also a need for finance to closely 
monitor customer payment performance in 
order to detect early warning signs. In order 
to build flexibility in periods of heightened 
uncertainty, companies should proactively 
adjust the working capital and reduce the 
level of receivables before customers begin 
to experience their own liquidity challenges. 

ACT NOW
It is impossible for one single action to 
completely dispel any cloud of uncertainty 
or significantly mitigate its impact. 
However, organisations are more likely to 
maintain their balance and shape their 
future if they are able to get out of their 
defensive crouch and assume a more 
aggressive stance. Developing mutually 
reinforcing attributes such as optionality, 
agility and resilience will allow leaders 
adopt strategies and midgets that give room 
for success in the full spectrum of uncertain 
outcomes. It takes a lot of courage to pursue 
this path as companies must consciously 
lean into changes and activities that are 
counterintuitive in moments when it may be 

difficult to do so as forces of inertia and 
gravity may push them towards predictable 
outcomes. 

Depending on data, seeking out sources of 
assurance and building trust among 
stakeholders can serve as important sources 
of ballast and support. All stakeholders 
m a k e  m o r e  i n t e n s e  d e m a n d s  f o r 
information in times of uncertainty and 
constantly seek data and perspectives that 
can help them build their own resilient and 
dynamic personal  and professional 
strategies. Under such circumstances, the 
heuristic may be to reduce information flow, 
especial ly  because leaders feel  less 
uncertainty concerning what they should 
say, or be less confident about the accuracy 
of a forecast or projection. Thinking counter 
intuitively is also beneficial in such 
s i t u a t i o n .  A n  o p e n  c h a n n e l  o f 
communication will strengthen the bonds 
that link stakeholders and expand the view 
of what is possible. Uncertainty should 
stimulate the engagement and building of 
sustainable advantage. 
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It is important 
for companies to 
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challenge the 

regular models 
used by 

operational 
process owners 

to run their daily 
business.

”

“

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020

STRATEGIC DECISION



27DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO MAKE DECISIONS PROMPTLY

THE CONSEQUENCES MODEL

W
e are often forced to make 

decisions based on limited or 

ambiguous information. At 

the beginning of a project, for 

example, when the finer details have yet to 

be clarified, we need to be bold in our 

decision-making – particularly because 

these early decisions have the most far-

reaching consequences. Towards the end of 

a project we know more have fewer doubts, 

but by then there is no longer anything 

fundamental to decide.

The most important question, then, is how 

we can bridge the chasm between doubt 

and decision.

Beware! We often defer decisions because 

we have doubts.  But not making a decision is 

a decision in itself. If you delay a resolution it is 

often an unconscious decision, one that you 

do not communicate. This lead to uncertainty 

in a team. So if you want to make a decision 

later, be sure to communicate this clearly.

With this model, the Danish organization 

theorists Kristian Kreiner and Soren 

Christensen encourage us to be courageous, 

and make decision based on minimal 

information.

I'd rather regret the 
things I have done 

than the things that I 
haven't. 

Lucille Ball

+
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The model shows how the extent of the consequences of your decisions relates to the extent of your knowledge
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trategy execution is fundamental in modern 

S
management. A recent survey reveals that 
chief executives rate strategy execution as 
the number one and number two most 
challenging issues that they face. It is also 
estimated that over 60% of strategies are not 

successfully implemented.   

The following are some mainstream approaches to strategy 
execution;
Strategy Execution As A Process: Larry Bossidy, a 
retired CEO and Ram Charan, a renowned management 
consultant, in their book; Execution: The Discipline of 
Getting Things Done , describe execution as a discipline of 
“systematic way of exposing reality and acting on it.” 
According to them, “the heart of execution lies in three core 
processes”: 
1. People
2. Strategy
3. Operations

What Is 

- ED BARROWS

 Execution? 
Strategy
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Strategy Execution As A System: In the 
book Execution, the authors only mention 
the three core processes but do not explain 
how an organisation can implement them. In 
2008 however, Robert S. Kaplan, Harvard 
Business  School  Professor,  and his 
Palladium Group colleague, David P. 
Norton, wrote The Execution Premium: 
Linking Strategy to Operations for 
Competitive Advantage. A management 
system that houses six sequential stages 
intended to assist organisations in capturing 
an “execution premium” is explained by 
them.
The six stages are as follows:
1. Develop the strategy
2. Plan the strategy
3. Align the organisation
4. Plan operations
5. Monitor and learn
6. Test and adapt

Strategy Execution As A Step-by-step 
Process: Although the above models are 
important, they lack what may be called the 
“Goldilocks Problem.” The process view does 
not contain sufficient detail to help 
managers construct the three processes 
within an organisation, while the systems 
view contains many steps that may be 
overwhelming to managers. In order to find 
a solution with the right balance, the best of 
both approaches have been synthesised into 
10 steps that provide both high level 
direction and the necessary detail to capture 
a large amount of strategy execution success. 

Step 1:  Visualise the strategy: 
Understanding what a strategy is is one of 
the most pressing challenges in all that 
pertains to strategy. In order to improve 
this understanding, it is vital to visualise the 
strategy through an illustration that show 
the important events of the strategy and 
h o w  e a c h  r e l a t e s  t o  o n e  a n o t h e r . 
Frameworks like Strategy Map by Kaplan 
and Norton,  Activity Map by Michael 
Porter or Success Map by Andy Neely help 
in this regard. 

Step 2: Measure the strategy: All 
essential elements of the visualised strategy 
should be assigned a performance measure 
that is easily understood. The full set of 
strategic performance measures can be 
arranged into a dashboard, a Balanced 
Scorecard, or some other framework, in 
order to enable the reader confirm that 
progress is being made toward the 
completion of the strategy. 

Step 3: Report Progress: The strategy 
should be reviewed monthly, just like the 
budget,  in order to ensure that financial 
commitments are being kept. However, this 
should be done with an eye toward 
establishing if the strategy is producing 
results or controlling performance. 

Step 4: Make Decisions: As part of the 
regular reporting process, leaders must 
make ongoing strategic decisions in order to 
maintain the current strategy and stay on 
course. 

In order to improve this understanding, 
it is vital to visualise the strategy 

through an illustration that show the 
important events of the strategy and 

how each relates to one another.
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Step 5: Identify Strategy Projects:  In 
order to facilitate the improvement of 
project-oriented strategy, the first step is to 
capture and organise all projects, especially 
strategy projects that are underway 
throughout an organisation. 

Step 6: Align strategy projects: Projects 
must be aligned to the strategies or goals of 
the organisation once they are captured. 
This implies the comparison of all projects; 
ongoing or proposed, to the strategic goals 
so as to determine if there is an alignment. 
Only projects that directly affect strategy 
should be resourced and continued. 

Step 7: Manage Projects:  In order to 
effectively execute strategy, organisations 
must develop a capability in projects 
management. A central project office or 
officer should coordinate and control any 

organisation with the responsibility to 
monitor both progress and performance. 

Step 8: Communicate strategy:  
Leaders must communicate their visualised 
strategy to the workforce to enable them 
understand what needs to be done and why.

Step 9: Align individual roles: It is 
essential for employees at all levels to be able 
to articulate and analyse their personal roles 
towards the achievement of specific 
strategic goals.

Step 10: Reward Performance:  What 
gets measured gets done and what gets 
measured and rewarded gets done faster. 
Senior managers institute the incentives 
that drive behaviours that are consistent 
with strategy.
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pistemology is the study of ways of knowing. The tradition of 
traversing an instructional path, bound by certain assumptions 
about what is true or not, along with acceptable methods for 
justifying one's beliefs is referred to, particularly in business as 
quantitative, linear reasoning.

The requisite business case for any new idea in an organisation 
illustrates the wide acceptance of this way of knowing. This business case-
style reasoning has its strengths and weaknesses. The process requires 
articulating assumptions, estimating needs, explaining opportunities and 
risks, and justifying expectations when rigorously and effectively applied. 
However, it can also result in wild speculation and is more difficult to execute 
in the marketplace than it is on paper. This model is more well suited to 
conditions that are relatively stable but times of frequent disruption require 
thinking out of the box. Traditional thinking makes it difficult to discern the 
contours of what is happening and what is most likely to happen next. 

No single way of knowing is comprehensive as the value of each depends on 
the challenge at hand. At a time of quick change, those that effectively lead will 
avail themselves of the many paths to wisdom. 
Here are brief introductions to four ways of knowing that can assist in 
breaking through barriers to understanding both risks and opportunities. 

Use systems thinking: 
Systems thinking attempts to understand the pieces by examining the whole, 

E
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Understanding the world around you can be 
difficult if you're constrained by traditional thinking. 

New approaches to knowledge can help.
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as well as the relationships and feedback 
loops that shape it. This is quite contrary to 
linear models which try to understand the 
whole by breaking into the smallest possible 
pieces. The most technically sophisticated 
product may fail if it does not properly suit 
the users' lives. This is the approach that is 
adopted by IDEO, in working with Ford to 
reimagine the future of transportation. 

Explore the negative space: 
Many organisations place significant 
emphasis on what one knows. However, it is 
equally important to identify what yo do not 
know. This is to avoid falling into the 
th inking  t rap  descr ibed  by  Danie l 
Kahneman, economist and psychologist, as 
WYSIATI; what you see is all there is. This 
cognitive bias restricts your view to things 
that may even be obvious. It is vital to try to 
identify what is in the negative space when 
seeking incremental change or when 
previous tweaks have failed to produce 
desired outcomes so as to broaden that view 
to include more variables. This gives room 
for more possibilities. For instance, Netfix's 
decision to move into streaming videos. 
Initially, most investors and industry 
analysts thought it was not a viable strategy. 
However, Reed Hastings, Netflix CEO 
discovered what was missing and moved the 
company toward what he perceived as a 
distant, though significant and growing dot 
on the horizon. This made Netflix become 
the dominant player in streaming. 

Don't ask. Observe: 
The Western tradition of knowing is based 
on active inquiry. However, such active 
inquiry is discouraged in favor of patient 
observation in some North American 
indigenous cultures. Research by Fikret 
Berkes and Mina Kisalioglu Berkes suggests 
that  indigenous  approaches  to  the 
acquisition of knowledge often analyse 
many variables qualitatively, while Western 
methods generally examine a few variables 
q u a n t i t a t i v e l y .  A  m o r e  h o l i s t i c 
understanding of situations is however a 
result of the indigenous method. 

To introduce this type of thinking into 
leadership decision making, managers can 
choose to simply observe customers, instead 
of focusing on reports. This removes the 
u n a v o i d a b l e  f i l t e r s  t h a t  a r i s e  i n 
organisational hierarchies and in the 
personal preferences and prejudices of those 
who write the reports. In a convenience store 
chain in Southeastern America, Parker, the 
CTO/CIO Eric Jones and his team spend a lot 
of time in the store watching how customers 
interact with the cashiers and other 
employees so as to understand how they can 
automate systems to reduce manual tasks 
and predict customer preferences. 

Change your physical environment:
F a m i l i a r  s u r r o u n d i n g s  e n c o u r a g e 
conventional thinking. Therefore, it is 
important to disrupt conventional patterns 
in order to stimulate original thoughts. Alice 
Bromage, formerly the British military and 
now founder of Empowering Success makes 
it a point of duty to take executives on diverse 
trips in order to broaden the horizon of their 
thinking. According to her, “Each of us has 
our thinking constrained by boundaries. 
Often we don't realise that they are there. I 
take people to places with as few visual 
boundaries as possible and stretch them in 
t h a t  e n v i r o n m e n t .  T h i s  l e t s  t h e m 
intentionally set their own boundaries.” No 
one can know everything. However, 
everyone can be more perceptive by 
e x p l o r i n g  d i f f e r e n t  t e c h n i q u e s  f o r 
understanding what happens around us. 
That's how we begin to build a better world. 

The most technically 
sophisticated 
product may fail if it 
does not properly 
suit the users' lives.
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any leaders within organisations 

Macknowledge the importance of 
communicating to employees the 
direction in which the company 
intends to go. This is often done 

via the 'cascade' approach in which leaders make 
efforts to craft a compelling message at the top and 
send it on its way. A strategy cascade refers to a one-
time, one-way flow of expectations, priorities and 
targets from the top to the bottom of the organisation. 

Cascading tends to focus on information, with doses of 
inspiration. However, employees may still find a hard 
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time understanding what they need to do 
differently to help the company reach its 
goals even when they have been informed 
and inspired about the company's direction. 
Just like the waterfall, the cascade approach 
mounts significant pressure on the leaders 
to have everything figured out. This can 
cause delays or result in messages that do 
not have full executive buy-in.

Hence, in order to take ownership, teams 
need a specific, personalised license to act 
and not just information or inspiration. 
Clarity on their responsibilities, which 
decision rights they own, what inputs they 
can count on, and who is depending on them 
to deliver would enable them move swiftly 
i n t o  a c t i o n .  T h i s  r e q u i r e s  m u t u a l 
information sharing, negotiation, and 

problem-solving, all of which are not found 
in the cascade approach, but are the 
essential attributes of the chartering 
approach. 

As a concept, the process of negotiating a 
charter prompts managers to be clearer 
about what they want from their teams, and 
encourages active listening to what their 
teams need from them in order to deliver. 
Sharing information is important in this 
approach, but emphasis is placed on 
providing critical context in order to allow 
leaders and teams mutual agreements tied 
t o  a  c o m m o n  m i s s i o n .  C h a r t e r i n g 
conversations can be adapted to increase 
alignment and reliability between units, and 
between leaders and their direct reports. 
Chartering also places emphasis on a 

In order to take ownership, teams need a 
specific, personalised license to act and not just 

information or inspiration. Clarity on their 
responsibilities, which decision rights they 

own, what inputs they can count on, and who is 
depending on them to deliver would enable 

them move swiftly into action.

”
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continuous process of course-correction as 
conditions change, as opposed to a one-time 
transaction. 

The following elements are vital to consider 
for communicating strategy and setting 
expectations;
1. Build in two-way communication: 

It is essential for team members to 
grasp the intelligence, intent, and 
inspiration behind the organisation's 
strategy. Team members can add 
insight into how their strengths can play 
a  p a r t ,  t h e  e a r l y  i n d i c a t o r s  o f 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o r  t h r e a t s ,  t h e 
impediments to progress, and the 
inputs required to deliver. 

2. Create a “commitment moment”: 
In order to gain employee commitment, 
employees must regard the situation as 
a chance to raise objections, explore and 
negotiate solutions. This would aid in 

boosting the clarity, confidence and 
engagement of the team. Solutions 
may include areas the team requires 
the leader to delegate authority, 
counter disincentives, break down 
barriers or allocate resources and 
support. Furthermore, it takes some 
dialogue to create powerful, relevant 
commitments that convert the strategy 
into the work of each specific team. 

3. Think comprehensively about 
the team's responsibilities: In 
order for the chartering approach to be 
effective, chartering needs to take into 
consideration the totality of their 
responsibilities at a particular time, 
else, new strategic priorities will be 
latched to peoples day jobs, putting on 
the sidelines the hard work of figuring 
out real ownership, commitment and 
focus. 

4. Make this a living process: Many 
companies fail to revisit or update the 
charters as conditions change, and 
only use them when new teams form. 
In order to keep the charter relevant, 
the format needs to be kept simple and 
flexible. The GRPI model developed by 
organisational theorist, Richard 
Beckhard, prompts a team to ensure 
alignment on goals, roles, processes 
and interactions, and is a good place to 
begin. 

The idea of strategy is based on the 
conviction that the real work of strategy 
execution lies in teams and not leaders and 
that no organisation can go a single day 
without employees having a working 
hypothesis on where they contribute most. 
It is easy to go into cascade mode and miss 
the opportunity to build the commitment 
a n d  o w n e r s h i p  r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e 
organisation and the strategy. However, 
taking a chartering approach is vital in 
bringing out the best in the employees if it is 
believed that they are the organisation's 
greatest resource. 

The idea of strategy 
is based on the 
conviction that the 
real work of 
strategy execution 
lies in teams and not 
leaders and that no 
organisation can go 
a single day without 
employees having a 
working hypothesis 
on where they 
contribute most.

“
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he most brilliant strategy is worth nothing if it is not well 

Texecuted. Frontline employees i.e. those that interact daily 
with customers are vital to strategy execution. However, 
these employees are often asked to execute strategies that 
have been developed by others even though they may not 

understand or feel committed/ connected to it. Robert Kaplan and David 
Norton highlight that only 5% of employees understand their company's 
strategy and this makes successful execution nearly impossible. 

What the Experts Say
Traditionally, there is a clear separation between the process of strategy 
creation and execution. However, Nilofer Merchant, CEO of Rubicon 
consulting opines that this separation is mostly the cause of poor 
execution. Strategy is usually created by a small set of executives and then 
passed down through the organisation to be translated and implemented, 
but Merchant suggests that strategy creation be taken out of the board 

 WORK ON THE 

AMY GALLO

MAKING YOUR 

STRATEGY
FRONTLINE

Robert Kaplan and 
David Norton highlight 

that only 5% of 
employees understand 

their company's 
strategy and this makes 

successful execution 
nearly impossible. 
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room, and instead, people of all levels in the 
organisation be brought together to think 
about  the company's  future.  Many 
companies not prepared for this approach 
to strategy creation will continue to create 
strategies at the top and cascade them 
down. The following are three approaches 
that can help frontline employees take 
ownership and feel accountable for the 
future of the company;

1. Communicate and clarify: 
According to Merchant, employees 
are already bought into a strategy if 
they are involved in its creation, 
making execution easier and 
smoother,  but i f  that is  not 
possible, strategy needs to be 
c o m m u n i c a t e d  a c r o s s  t h e 
organisation. Managers need to 
relay it to their employees so as to 
make it feel real, achievable, 
applicable to their part of the 
company and valuable to the 
customer. Using visual aids like 
strategy maps which help frontline 
employees see how the company 
plans to achieve its mission, for 
example has been suggested by 
Robert Simons, the Charles M. 
Williams Professor of Business 
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  a t  H a r v a r d 
Business School. Metrics that help 
f r o n t l i n e  e m p l o y e e s  t a k e 
ownership  of  the ir  ro les  in 
execution should accompany 
strategy communications. The 
message should comprise both 
what the company is trying to 
a c h i e v e  a n d  h o w  i t  w i l l  b e 
measured if it is being achieved.  

2. Don't dictate how: Leaders and 
managers should set the vision and 
targets but should not dictate how 
employees achieve them. Being 
specific about how to achieve the 
goals may simplify the jobs of 
frontline employees, but it takes 
away the need to think and 
d i m i n i s h e s  t h e i r  s e n s e  o f 

ownership. Merchant suggests that 
people be left to figure out the best 
way to accomplish the goal. By 
asking frontline employees how the 
set objectives can be achieved, new 
approaches to execution which 
senior  management  had not 
thought of will likely be uncovered. 
Simons points out that “New ideas 
pop up from the pressure of trying 
t o  s o l v e  a  p r o b l e m  f o r  t h e 
customer.”  

3. Use values to guide execution 
decisions:  It is important to 
depend on the company's values to 
help drive decisions and actions 
since front-line employees are not 
told what to do by leaders. Due to 
the fact that several executive 
decisions are made daily in an 
organisation, it is impossible for any 
executive to come up with a strategy 
that dictates all the decisions. 
Simon highlights that that is where 
values come in. They help guide 
actions but also help employees 
make tough decisions, particularly 
when the choice causes a rift 
between employee, customer and 
stakeholder interests. According to 
Simons, “if managers cannot tell 
stories about how the value relate to 
their work, then the values aren't 
valuable.”

How to Handle Dissent
Some frontline employees will voice 
objections to the strategy even if all the above 
are implemented because they may think 
that the leaders have chosen the wrong 
approach or have decided to play in the 
wrong space. Simons highlights that once 
those objections have been heard and dealt 
with, people need to get on board with the 
strategy in spite of their opinion. 

Principles to Remember
The following should be done:
Ÿ Involve your frontline employees in 

strategy 
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Ÿ Share stories about employees who used 
values to guide strategic decisions

Ÿ Ask for input about how the company can 
achieve its goals

The following shouldn't be done:
Ÿ Be overly specific about how to execute 

the strategy 
Ÿ Communicate the strategy without 

explaining how success is measured
Ÿ Stifle objections to the strategy

CASE STUDY #1: COMBINING THE 
WHAT AND THE HOW OF 
STRATEGY CREATION
Openwave, a global software company in 
California, was once at a critical juncture. 
The company built its success on a wireless 
access protocol software that quickly 
became outdated as more devices accessed 
the internet directly. They needed to enter 
the IP market rapidly. In the past, strategy 
was created in a board room by the executive 
t e a m  a n d  t h e n  p a s s e d  d o w n  f o r 
implementation and this made execution 
unwieldy and slow. The company needed to 
promptly get itself back on track. With the 
help of Nilofer Merchant and Bruce posey, 
the  general  counsel ,  and others  at 
Openwave, the company took a completely 
d i f f e r e n t  a p p r o a c h  t h a t  w a s  m o r e 
transparent to the rest of the organisation 
and involved as many employees as possible. 

For just over 3 months, 30 employees 
representing all functions went through a 
rigorous practice to generate strategic 
options, test them with the rest of the 
organisation and then select the right 
strategies. This involved many critical 
discussions and majority of the company 
had already bought into the strategy before 
it  was completed. The frontline,  in 
particular, had the opportunity to give input 
and explain what they thought would work 
and what wouldn't.  

CASE STUDY #2: USING VALUES TO 
DRIVE EXECUTION
Late in 2007, leaders at Gentle Giant moving 

company started to see their business 
falling. The  company expected to have a 
tough year in 2008 because they had been 
directly affected by the hurting real estate 
industry. The organisation decided to 
concentrate on costs and reduce the 
number of non-revenue generating hours 
that its movers put in as it is a low-margin 
business. The director of operations, Pat 
Inman, knew it would be difficult to relay 
the news because many of their movers 
depended on the non-revenue generating 
hours to keep the the company running 
smoothly and maintain their salaries, but he 
was hopeful that the employees would get 
on board. 

The company has minimal hierarchy and is 
very transparent with its employees about 
finances. Majority of the company's leaders 
started as movers themselves and as a 
result, the movers trust them. 

The leaders within the organisation began 
explaining the new strategy. They set a goal 
for the number of non-revenue generating 
h o u r s  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  r e d u c e  a n d 
enunciated why that number was chosen as 
that was the only way to avoid layoffs. The 
movers bought into the strategy and were 
willing to take the hit since the company had 
a strong set of values focused on helping 
fellow employees. The successful execution 
of the strategy saved the company a lot of 
money and helped it through the recession 
with minimal impact to its core staff. 

The successful 
execution of the 

strategy saved the 
company a lot of 

money and helped 
it through the 
recession with 

minimal impact to 
its core staff. 
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enerally, workers change 

Gjobs less often than they did 
about 30 years ago. The 
share of workers with less 
than one year of tenure fell 

from 18-20% in the 1980s and 1990s to about 
16% in recent years, according to an NBER 
working paper.  Similarly, the share of 
workers with more than 20 years of tenure 
has increased from 8-9% in the 1980s and 
1990s to about 10% in recent years. These 
statistics do not march the perception that 
jo-hopping is so widespread. One reason for 
that is male employees actually stay for 
shorter periods of rime with their employers. 
For example, 32%of male professionals 
within the age bracket of 40-64 had 20 years 
of tenure or more in the 1980s. Studies show 
that share has fallen to 21%. The drop was 
p a r t l y  d r i v e n  b y  a  d e c l i n e  o f  U S 
manufacturing employment and partly by 
reduced rates of unionisation, although the 
general trend is constant across the entire 
American private sector. 

Another vital  reason employees are 
perceived as prone to changing jobs often is 
the generational narrative that brands 
millennials as the job hopping generation. 
Though several recent surveys and studies 
refute this view, perception may take a while 

 THAN YOU THINK 
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to change. The third reason firms feel that 
employee retention is more difficult is the 
strong US labor market in which voluntary 
resignation are currently at a 15-year high, 
most likely due to the fact that employers are 
w i l l i n g  t o  o f f e r  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  j o b 
opportunities to those who switch jobs 
because of the low unemployment rates. 
This view is boosted by extensive job 
hopping in high-prestige and high- visibility 
sectors like management consulting and 
finance where the war for talent is on the 
increase. 
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While job hopping may not be as common as 
many assume, the trend suggests that 
employee be prepared for a future in which 
job hopping becomes the new normal for a 
considerable amount of time at least. 

So how should business leaders 
prepare?
Firstly, it is important that business leaders 
go over their recruiting models to ensure 
that they are attractive to female employees 
because women have been found to be more 
likely to remain with their employer in 
recent decades. The NBER study referred to 
earlier highlights that the share of females in 
managerial, technical, or other professional 
positions in the age bracket or 40-64 that 
have been with the same employer for 20 
years or more has increased by nearly 5 
percentage points since the 1980s. The same 
share for men fell by 10 percentage points 
during that same period of time. Women 
tended to have significantly lower tenure in 
comparison to men in most industries into 
the past, but that no longer applies. The 
increasing tendency of women to stick with 
their employer, in addition to the age of the 
workforce (which tends to push up the 
tenure). is the key factor driving the increase 
in overall tenure on the labor market. 

Regrettably, many organisations can remain 
fixed to the old recruiting patterns that do 
not reflect this trend. For instance, an office 
manufacture who Tarki and Malm worked 
with complained about struggling to find 
loyal factory workers. Meanwhile upon 
going over their data, it was discovered that 
their most productive and loyal workers 
were women but only a small amount of the 
workforce was female. When asked why this 
was the case, the floor manager of the factory 
admitted to the fact that the recruiting 
system of the organisation had always been 
in favour of male applicants because it was 
assumed that there may be some heavy 
lifting needed in the job. 

Another trend which can be capitalised on by 
employer is that Americans are moving at 

historically low rates. For the first time since 
tracking of mobility began about 70 years 
ago, fewer than 10% of the population 
moved in 2019. Of those that move, fewer 
are moving between states. Moves between 
two counties within states are even less 
common than a generation or two ago. This 
trend is coupled with the fact that job 
seekers , including millennials want to be 
loyal to a single firm. The retention rates of 
employers who are willing to listen to their 
employees and offer them what they are 
l o o k i n g   f o r  i s  b o u n d  t o  i n c r e a s e 
significantly. 

Thirdly, employers can review their 
compensation bands. It is not a coincidence 
that the three industries with the least 
average pay; retail, food services, and 
entertainment, are part of the five industries 
for retention. Compensation matters. 
Instead of  paying according to the 
tradit ional  norms in  the  industry , 
employers should pay how much the 
position is worth to them, making sure to 
adapt pay and benefits to the conditions of 
the local labor market. Local matters matter 
more, as Americans become less likely to 
move long distances for new jobs. 

In conclusion, it is vital not to buy into the 
narrative of the unavoidable increase in job 
hopping by millennials. It is also not to give 
up on fixing retention challenges after a few 
minor stebacks. For example, a baked-
goods factory once turned down a large 
long-term contract because they were 
fearful that they could not reverse their 
dwindling retention rates. High retention 
rates are still possible with proper attention 
to the organisation's target demographic 
and local conditions. 

95% of all Fortune 500 companies have 
operated during times with lower overall 
retention rates, so it is possible for any other 
organisation to do same. 

DECISION REVIEW ISSUE 22, March - April, 2020



42

or decades, leaders have 

Foften been profiled in unique 
buckets; the “visionaries”, 
who embrace strategy and 
think about amazing things 

to do, and the “operators”, who get things 
done. A global survey of 700 executives 
across diverse industries, conducted by 
Strategy & the strategy consulting division 
of PwC illustrates that only 8% of company 

 And 
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How To Excel At Both 

Strategy
Execution

leaders excel at both strategy and execution. 

It is important to realise that success cannot 
be achieved by excelling at either strategy or 
execution individually because research 
suggests that the days of keeping strategy 
and execution as separate topics are ending. 
There is a need for leaders that are able to 
create promises to customers and help their 
organisation deliver on those promises. 

For instance, at Starbucks, a very ambitious 
aspiration for the company that was beyond 
being a coffee seller was created by CEO 
Howard Schultz. He wanted to create a very 
friendly environment that was beyond 
home and the workplace, hence the reason 
for Starbucks outlets all over the world 
having the same consistently comfortable 
and welcoming ambience. However, this 
was not accomplished by the CEO just 
instructing the staff to “be warm and 
friendly”. 

The distinctive capabilities of Starbucks are 
closely knitted with the company's promise 
and that is why Starbucks has been able to 
deliver on its promise. The feel of Starbucks 
is not merely in its décor and layout, it exists 
because the employees recognise how to 
accomplish great things together, without 
needing to follow a script. 
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Schultz ensured that Starbucks would be 
different from other retail stores where 
many employees were untrained and did 
not fully grasp what the organisation was 
really about. Workers at Starbucks are 
called “partners” instead of employees, and 
part-time staff (in the U.S) receive stock 
options and health insurance. The company 
invested in staff training, including coffee 
tastings and courses that qualified 
employees for credit at higher education 
institutions at the height of the global 
financial crisis when other companies were 
cutting HR costs wherever they could. What 
is felt and seen at all Starbucks outlets, from 
the music played to the furniture selected, 
has been well thought out to accomplish the 
mission of  the company.  Even the 
bathrooms at Starbucks are strategic 
because they play a part in allowing 
customers spend time in the “third place.”

Leaders like Schultz value the connection 
between visionary and operator skills; they 
do not just have those skills. The ability of 
leaders like Howard Schultz to have a bold 
vision that required the inclusion of a very 
ambitious destination and a well-conceived 
path that will lead there in this modern day 
w h e r e  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  i s  d i f f i c u l t . 
Differentiation requires more innovative 
thinking and the use of certain areas of 
expertise.

Leaders who master both strategy and 
execution begin by building a bold, yet 
executable strategy. Subsequently, they 
ensure that the organisation is investing 

behind the change and finally, they ensure 
the entire organisation is motivated to 
proceed on the journey. 

Developing a bold but executable strategy 
begins with ensuring leaders are aware of 
what they are great at and what they are able 
to achieve instead of coming up with big 
plans and asking functional and business-
unit teams to do their best to execute. To 
realise the strategy, they highlight the few 
differentiating capabilities the company 
must thrive at. 

In order to ensure that the company is 
investing behind the change, leaders must 
recognise that the budget process is one of 
the most essential tools in closing the 
strategy-to-execution gap. Cost is the 
investment in doing the most vital things 
properly and not an exogenous variable to 
be managed. If an organisation is merely 
incrementalising the budget up or down by a 
few percentage points, it is likely that the 
investments are not really reflective of the 
most important tasks. 

To close the gap between strategy and 
execution, a grossly under leveraged tool 
used is motivating people. In a recent survey 
of 540 executives, managers, and non-
managers, only 28% of employees said that 
thy feel fully connected to the organisation's 
purpose and identity. Articulating the 
strategy in human terms allows individuals 
understand how their role fits into the 
overall strategy and allows them see their 
work in a more fundamentally connected 
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way. It implied identifying the capabilities 
the company requires to build and what 
skills are necessary to do so. 

In order to close the gap between strategy 
and execution, leaders must work towards 
getting these three areas right:

1. Build the strategy: 

· It is important to be clear about how 

value is added to customers in a 
unique way and about the specific 
capabilities that allow excellence at 
value proposition

· Also, developing the capabilities 

needed to execute strategy is more 
effective than merely using the 
classic approach of “build the 
s t r a t e g y ,  t h e n  t h i n k  b o u t 
execution.”

· Shaping the immediate world of the 

o r g a n i s a t i o n  w i t h  i t s  g i v e n 
strengths instead of just waiting for 
change to happen while dealing 
with disruption is vital to strategy 
building

2. Translate the strategy into the 
everyday:

· The strategy needs to be diligently 

f o l l o w e d  t h r o u g h  a n d 
communicated to all members of 
the organisation so that they 
understand what they should be 
doing. 

· If necessary, visible programs to 

build key capabilities needed by the 
organisation to win with its strategy 
should be included. For example; 
training programs, new processes, 
specific new technologies. 

· Building specific connections 

between strategy and the budgeting 
process so funds are relocated to 
where they are most needed is 
i m p o r t a n t .  I n  a d d i t i o n , 
mechanisms that convert strategy 
into personal goals and reward for 
managers and employees should be 
acquired. 

3. Execute the strategy

· In order to implement the strategy, 

employees must be motivated daily 
to understand how what they are 
doing is related to the essential 
strategic levers that have been 
focused on

· Employees should be allowed to 

work together across organisational 
silos in order to face the cross-
functional challenges that allow the 
company succeed.

· Record of how the organisation is 

building and scaling up the few 
capabilities that allow the creation 
of value for customers in ways 
others cannot should be kept in 
addition to a track record of 
performance.

· By constantly challenging the 

organisation and supporting it in 
improving its key capabilities, the 
m a n a g e m e n t  c a n  e n s u r e 
engagement with how strategy is 
executed. The team should have 
proper insight into what they need 
to accomplish. 

Companies that are able to succeed at 
strategy through execution are at an 
advantage. Similarly, the leaders able to be 
both visionaries and operators, and 
interchange both mindsets when necessary, 
are the ones who can transform their 
organisations into super-competitors. 

Companies that 
are able to 
succeed at 
strategy 
through 

execution are at 
an advantage. 
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ne of the biggest challenges faced by a leader or aspiring leader is to motivate and 

Oinspire other people in order to create impact, and so others are able to take 
appropriate actions on behalf of themselves and others. That is why every leader wants 
to be a leader with a strong presence in every interaction. Every aspect of a leader that 
embodies these characteristics, including their physical self, intellect, voice and even 

emotions, is intimately bound with their message. 

A lot of people in leadership positions do not have their leadership presence figured out. Many adopt the 
kind of persona they believe is expected of them like an authoritative body language, a TED Talk 
cadence, studied informality, and a package of carefully curated slides when speaking in public. On the 
contrary, however, all these make such people look and sound like everyone else as the fashions in 
leadership presence quickly become clichés. These behaviours are often quickly recognised as a 
performance and leaders who try to adopt them are assumed to not have authentic messages or be 
authentic themselves. 

LEADERSHIP 
PRESENCE Annette Kramer

10Principles 
For 

Build muscle memory to 

support conviction, 

commitment, and 

resilience for yourself 

and your organization. 

See also “A guide to 

establishing your 

leadership presence.”
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An alternative to this is for a leader to express 
his/her true purpose and commitment to others in 
a genuine way as this would help in gaining trust 
snd influence. This is one of the methods and 
principles of the performing arts. By integrating 
the approach of the performing arts, authenticity 
is embraced, as opposed to artifice that is often 
erroneously associated with it. The crafts entails 
searching deep within oneself and portraying 
outwardly, in the moment, the core of what is true. 
According to Sanford Meisner “You can mask 
emotion, but you can't hide it.”

Being an authentic leader does not imply just 
doing or saying whatever you feel. It takes time, 
experience and practice to learn how to transform 
impulses to insights and to articulate them and act 
on them in a way that fulfils purpose and builds 
necessary relationships. 

The value of this type of leadership has risen 
rapidly in recent years as more people appreciate 
the ability to communicate what needs to be said 
in a way that inspires people to join. Trust is 
quickly becoming a competitive advantage. It is 
difficult to be a truly influential leader when heavy 
reliance is placed on scripted talking points and 
other forms of communication. A truly influential 
leader is able to project a sincere and valuable 
message because he/she would be comfortable 
enough to be true to who they are, thus earning 
employee trust. 

The following are 10 principles to help in the 
establishment and sustenance of one's own 
authentic leadership presence;

1. Show up as a whole person: Most of us 

grow up thinking our intellect, emotions and 
body are separate, and as a result, we may 
have neglected some aspects of ourselves, 
simply out of habit. However, it is important 
to know that when you speak, other people 
perceive you as a whole. People do not only 
engage with the literal meaning of what you 
say and the images you show, but are 
constantly analysing your integrity as they 
take in your posture, tone of voice and mood. 
All of these are combined in the listener's 
mind as a single impression of you and your 
message. In order to develop the skills to 

communicate as a whole person, concepts 
such as EI (Emotional Intelligence) have 
helped business people identify their biases 
and avoid giving in to their impulses. 
However, it is insufficient to just manage 
feelings as EI teaches. It is vital to identify 
the feedback loops amidst logic, feelings and 
the physical movement, and to work 
together with those elements to improve 
overall impact. For instance, in the 
p e r f o r m a n c e  a p p r a i s a l s  o f  m o s t 
organisations, subordinates are categorised 
by the standard of a strict universal criteria, 
which is designed to seem objective; a 
matter of cold logic and intellect. There 
would certainly be review conversations 
with two bodies in a room. The outcome and 
level of trust will produce emotional and 
physical responses as people will feel 
passionate or stressed, or sense that 
something is right or wrong. These feelings 
keep building up over the years as appraisal 
and other feedback encounters occur. They 
affect the way people fill out the forms and 
may ultimately even affect the phrasing of 
the criteria. All interactions among mind, 
body and emotion, influence one another. 
Same applies to every decision made as a 
leader. A recognition of the connections 
between emotions, reasoning and actions 
can result in more authenticity and honesty.

2. Lead with what you care about: The 

most effective communicators are those that 
speak about what is important to them in the 
context of what they intend to achieve and 
what their listeners care about. It is vital to 
begin by identifying what you, as a leader, 
cares about and why. Think about your 
purpose and your listeners and then commit 
whole heartedly to it. This is the only way 
your conviction, willingness to invest time 
and other resources and aspiration for 
others to understand it as you do, would be 
made clear. The capacity to express 
commitment will continue to improve with 
practice. 

3. Begin a conversation that others want 
to continue: Genuine leadership is 
relational; it gives room for genuine 
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engagement and trust. It is essential to use 
every given opportunity to relate with 
people instead of broadcasting them to 
rooms or groups. This orientation would 
allow you not perceive yourself as a lone 
leader, different from others, and neither 
will anyone else. The CEO of a major 
organisation and also the only woman and 
non-family member of its board, was one 
executive who learned how to do this. She 
spelled out her objectives and proposed her 
budget in an annual presentation that took 
months to prepare. During the few weeks up 
to the meeting, she covered the material in 
the sequence the board had asked for, with a 
painstaking account of her preparations and 
conclusions. In spite of this work, and the 
high quality of her material, she felt that she 
was not being heard. Initially, she thought 
her gender and outsider status were the 
r e a s o n ,  b u t  s h e  r e a l i s e d  t h a t  h e r 
preoccupation with those differences had 
been driving her to pay less attention to her 
priorities and merely blend in.  She began to 
treat other board members like people, 
taking into consideration what they cared 
about, talked about and paid attention to. At 
the next board meeting, she also began with 
a conversation, instead of presenting 
information. She highlighted a number of 
key decisions that had to be made, and 
invited the group to discuss them. She 
clarified that she was prepared on every 
point, with the background information 
needed but that she would only bring it 
forward in the context of questions as they 

came up. In the subsequent years, her 
leadership prowess became a subject of 
widespread comment in her industry as the 
board had not only paid attention to her, but 
also commended her on her excellent work 
and that response gave her renewed 
confidence as a leader. There are several 
ways to transform a performance into a 
conversation. For example, being concise in 
speech, using the points you make to invite a 
response, and then paying attention to the 
conversation that follows. Even those who 
do not speak will be comfortable and more 
receptive to a productive relationship with 
you.  

4. Focus through your body: The physical 
self is highly involved in the way one is 
perceived as a leader. The way you move 
affects the way you feel, and how you feel 
affects the way you move, and it all changes 
the way you think and communicate.  To 
generate a feeling of confidence, social 
psychologist Amy Cuddy highlights an 
exercise in which a person stands up, with 
arms raised above the head in a Wide V, chin 
pushed forward as if crossing the finish line 
of a race. Cuddy has noted that primates 
mostly adopt this position in times of 
triumph. Some business leaders even spend 
minutes in this position daily. Being 
comfortable in your body in general provides 
an advantage over people who are not. It 
gives the confidence to command a room 
even before speaking as listeners interpret 
such confidence as a form of authenticity, 

Leaders with a 

strong presence are 

open to the world, 

continually drawn to the 

unexpected and unfamiliar 

and are able to cultivate sustainable curiosity, 

regardless of the fact that they are meant to operate 

efficiently and avoid any distractions.

“

”
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and are more likely to respond with 
e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  t r u s t .  A  p o s i t i v e 
relationship with your body involves refining 
the physical, emotional and intellectual 
aspects of oneself and can be done in many 
ways. For example, coaching sessions, 
movement classes and breathing exercises. 
The building of physical intellect introduces 
intellectual development. 

5. Cultivate sustainable curiosity: 
Leaders with a strong presence are open to 
the world, continually drawn to the 
unexpected and unfamiliar and are able to 
cultivate sustainable curiosity, regardless of 
the fact that they are meant to operate 
efficiently and avoid any distractions. Some 
organisations consider sustainable curiosity 
a specialised talent that only a few creative 
innovators indulge in, however, it is an 
inborn element of human nature that truly 
competitive people seek to tap into. A 
demonstration of sustainability or the lack of 
it, is evident in the way a person interacts 
with others. For example, not interrupting a 
person while speaking sends a signal that 
you have an interest in what they have to say. 
A strategy to spark curiosity in times when a 
person feels that they are not naturally 
curious due to a lack of interest in some 
aspects of  your job is  to remember 
experiences or activities that may have 
sparked curiosity in the past. Once what 
ignites curiosity is identified, it is vital to 
channel that attitude towards work. 
Relieving such experiences would help in 
reinvigorating curiosity and reclaiming all 
intellectual and emotional resources that 
come to the fore. 

6. Start by standing still: Stillness is vital in 
its effect, not just for you as a speaker, but for 
the impression it leaves on others. A CEO of 
one of the world's largest media companies 
was having trouble giving talks. For the first 
15 minutes, her audience stared blankly at 
her as she talked but then gradually warmed 
up. Watching a video of herself, she noticed 
she had began speaking almost immediately 
she got on stage, pacing back and forth. Then 

she hired a coach who told her to stand in one 
place, take a breath, count to five before 
beginning to speak, and command the room 
through her stillness. Though it sounded 
easy, it took a surprising amount of practice 
to master. She noticed, however, that after 
waiting for five counts and taking a deep 
breath, her voice sounded lower and there 
was an air of suspense in the room. By 
standing still, she created a structure for 
herself that got everyone's attention. Many 
leaders feel exposed in front of an audience, 
especially when there is no lectern or table to 
stand or sit behind. By standing still at first, 
you invoke deeper,  more deliberate 
breathing, which helps you gather your 
thoughts. After that, whatever message 
trying to be passed will be more powerful.  

7. Find the story in everything: Having a 
compelling narrative is a powerful tool. 
Stories create relationships between 
listeners and leaders through empathy with 
characters and connection with personal 
experience. Business leaders often ignore 
the stories they have to tell, but rather collect 
data and summarise it in list form, with the 
assumption that it would validate their 
message. However, it is not possible to 
persuade people only by data, as people are 
mostly persuaded about how they feel about 
the data.  Data is much less meaningful 
without an explicit story that makes sense of 
it. This is why PowerPoint presentations 
often interfere with the speaker's authority. 
Listeners have a hard time splitting their 
attention between the data on the screen and 
the story told by the voice so slides can only 
be effective if they support, instead of repeat 
or distract from the story being told. Though 
there are many ways to articulate a 
compelling story, one good general way is to 
begin by asking, “When did we begin to care 
about this?”, followed by a sequence of 
questions perhaps in the order in which they 
happened so that the responses can become 
building blocks for the speaker's narrative. 
In order to make an emotional connection 
with the audience, a speaker can choose to 
study stories he loves or videos of speakers 
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he/she admires. Simple, clear words should 
be used to effectively communicate with the 
listeners instead of complex word or phrases 
that could divert attention from the subject 
being discussed. Everything you say should 
make people listen to the next thing you say. 

8. Hold something back: Authentic leaders 
do not imply that they have the last word, 
instead, they recognise that they have a duty 
to bring out the best in others, and they hold 
themselves accountable for doing so. This 
requires showing respect for their colleagues. 
That respect is communicated in small, 
unspoken ways. One of the most important of 
such ways is to always hold something back. 
To be an authentic leader, one must get into 
the habit of leaving some of your own 
thoughts and opinions unsaid in order to 
make room for everyone else to participate. 
This has the added benefit of providing an 
opportunity to learn. Even sales people need 
to internalise this. Your job may be 
transactional, but your behaviour should not 
be. 

9. Investigate your impact: Leadership is 
intangible but there are ways to study its 
effects, on yourself and your people, in the 
moment and over time. This entails 
increasing awareness through a variety of 
m e a n s :  y o u r  o w n  c o n v e r s a t i o n s , 
Independent surveys conducted by others, 
and performance-related metrics which 
reflect responses to what you and other 
leaders say and do. Technology has begin to 
augment these insights, with techniques like 
social network analysis. By mapping out the 
path and communication frequency, a social 
network researcher will be able to identify 
vital relationships. However, as with 
performance appraisals, not enough insight 
can be gathered from the analytic measures 
only. In the absence of definitive leadership 
measures, a leader must answer him/herself 
the following questions; can I be enough of an 
authentic leader myself to recognise the same 
quality in others and make my decisions 
about them accordingly? Can I do so reliably? 
Can I also make decisions about my own 
g r o w t h  a n d  c o n d u c t  b a s e d  o n  a 

compassionate  reading of leadership 
presence? Developing this level of awareness 
is part of every leader's path. 

10. Build your “muscle memory”: Truly 
authentic leadership comes with a lot of 
improvisation. An authentic leader comes 
up with the right thing to say and do in the 
moment- not casually, but based on 
experience, training and insight. Leaders in 
the performing arts understand how much 
p r e p a r a t o r y  w o r k  i s  i n v o l v e d  i n 
improvisation. Kramer often uses the term 
“muscle memory” to refer to the quality one 
cultivates as an experienced leader which 
allows for successful improvisation. It is 
similar to a specific kind of resilience that 
professional athletes are known for. When 
they are injured, they tend to recover much 
more quickly than an equally strong amateur 
would because of their ingrained sense of 
where and how they focus their strength and 
dexterity. Your leadership presence can be 
supported by a similar pattern of mental and 
emotional muscle memory. Due to the fact 
that leadership involves the body, mind and 
emotions, muscle memory is an apt way to 
refer to it, and with sufficient practice, it can 
become second nature to address a group or 
a meeting in an authentic, authoritative way. 
Developing such leadership presence will 
help build resilience. Even in times of crisis, 
it would help you focus on what is currently 
happening,  respond as the moment 
requires, and recover more effectively. 

All the above principles involve taking what is 
human and focusing and intensifying it in the 
service of a larger goal. According to Martha 
Graham, “There is a vitality, a life force, an 
energy, a quickening that is translated through 
you into action, and because there is only one of 
you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if 
you block it, it will never exist through any other 
medium and it will be lost. The world will not 
have it. It is not your business to determine how 
good it is nor how valuable nor how it compares 
with other expressions. It is your business to keep 
it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel 
open." If your goal is authentic leadership, then 
this kind of expression is your business as well.
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Review
How would you like to spend time with one of the world's 
most respected business thinkers discussing the fine points 
of corporate strategy? You can arrange this meeting, at 
least in an editorial sense, by reading Richard Rumelt's 
engaging work on business strategy and decision making. 
This is your opportunity to learn from an erudite expert 
whom The Economist named as one of the 25 most 
influential people in management and corporate practices, 
and whom McKinsey Quarterly has called “strategy's 
strategist.”

Who does he think he is, a rocket scientist? Well, yes, he 
also worked as an engineer on the US Voyager mission to 
Jupiter. Distilling a lifetime of experience and delving into 
history and the classics to illustrate the importance of 
strategy, Rumelt explains how to discern “good strategy” 
from “bad strategy” and tells you how to implement the 
good. This fascinating, informative and enjoyable book is 
recommended as a required reading on strategy.

Good Strategy / Bad Strategy
The Difference and Why It Matters

Richard Rumelt
Crown, 2011 
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Recommendation

As a business leader, how do you make strategic plans in a 
constantly changing corporate world? Are your traditional tools 
for forecasting and comprehensive strategic planning still useful? 
Management experts Cliff Bowman and Paul Raspin say that the 
best tactic for realistic strategic planning is simple: Go back to the 
basics. The authors present “seven competitive strategies,” each 
to be deployed alone – and, mostly, one at a time, though different 
divisions may use different strategies. The authors warn against 
combining or embellishing these tactics. Embed them into your 
operations, secure reliable feedback and adjust if necessary. The 
authors base their recommendations on years of research into 
value creation and on the guiding principles of numerous 
disciplines, including “complexity science,” respected business 
theories, proven strategic prescriptions, and instructive case 
studies. This high-level, practical guidebook will help business 
leaders gain a competitive edge for their organizations.

What's Your Competitive Advantage?
7 Strategies for Running a More Profitable Business in a Complex World
Cliff  Bowman and Paul Raspin
FT Publishing, 2018 

Recommendation

Innovation can be a long, tough slog. Consider the Macintosh. In 
1968, US government engineer Douglas Engelbart demonstrated 
– in what is now called the “Mother of All Demos” – how people 
could interact with computers. He used a keyboard and an 
innovation he called a “mouse” to create, edit and move text on a 
screen and other seemingly magical things. Later, Xerox 
researchers enhanced his concept with the development of the 
Alto personal computer. But it wasn't until 1984, 16 years after 
Engelbart's demonstration, that Apple's Steve Jobs transformed 
those developments into the Macintosh. That was fast action for 
its day, but innovation must move even more quickly now. 
Innovation expert Greg Satell explains how innovation works, 
what it requires, how to manage it and how to do it well. Greg Satell 
recommends his comprehensive innovation manual to start-ups, 
investors, large firms and small businesses.

Mapping Innovation
A Playbook for Navigating a Disruptive Age
Greg Satell

McGraw-Hill, 2017 
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After many years at sea, a pirate 

decided it was time to retire. Since he 

had suffered injuries on the job, he 

thought that he could also collect 

disability insurance. He had a wooden 

leg, a hook where his right hand should 

be and a patch over his right eye. The 

agency assured him that he would be 

compensated if the injuries were work 

related. "How did you get the wooden 

leg?", asked the agent. In a booming 

voice the pirate replied: "Well matey, 

you see it was like this: me and my 

mates were on the high seas when the 

boom swang 'round and knocked me 

into the sea where a shark bit off my 

leg." "Well that is certainly work 

related. How did you loose your hand?" 

In a booming voice the pirate replied: 

"Well matey, you see it was like this: 

me and my mates were on the high seas 

when the boom swang 'round and 

knocked me into the sea where a shark 

bit off me hand." "Well that is certainly 

work related. How did you loose your 

eye?" In a booming voice the pirate 

replied: "Well matey, you see it was like 

this: I was laying on the deck one 

balmy day catching some rays when 

this damn seagull flew by and dropped 

his duty right in me eye!" "Well yes, but 

what does that have to do with the loss 

of your eye?" "It was the first day with 

my hook!"

A man piloting a hot-air balloon discovers 

he has wandered far off course and is 

hopelessly lost. He descends to a lower 

altitude and locates a man down on the 

ground. He lowers the balloon to within 

hearing distance and shouts, "Excuse me, 

can you tell me where I am?" The man 

below says: "Yes, you're in a hot-air 

balloon, about thirty feet above this field." 

"You must work in information 

technology," says the balloonist. "Yes, I 

do," replies the man. "And how did you 

know that?" "Well," says the balloonist, 

"what you told me is technically correct, 

but of no use to anyone." The man below 

says, "You must work in management." "I 

do," replies the balloonist, "how did you 

know?" "Well," says the man, "you don't 

know where you are, or where you're going, 

but you expect my immediate help. You're 

in the same position you were before we 

met, but now it's my fault!"

INFORMATION 

TECHNOLOGY  VS

MANAGEMENT

THE PIRATE

COMPENSATION

A crow was sitting on a tree, doing nothing 
all day. A small rabbit saw the crow, and 
asked him, "Can I also sit like you and do 
nothing all day long?" The crow answered: 
"Sure, why not." So, the rabbit sat on the 
ground below the crow, and rested. All of a 
sudden, a fox appeared, jumped on the 
rabbit and ate it. Moral of the story is: To 
be sitting and doing nothing, you must be 
sitting very, very high up.

Corporate Lesson:






